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  Author’s Note
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Dear Reader,  

A House of Cloaks & Daggers is a new adult romantasy novel. It is an excellent gift idea for your friend or partner but a terrible idea for your grandchildren’s Christmas present. Trust me.
There is mature and explicit content in this book that some readers may wish to learn about in advance. You can access a full list at www.lorenlittle.com/themes.
Please note that the dialect used in this book is not definitively reflective of the dialogue in Faerie but rather the UK/AU English dialect I was taught in school. I understand if you are an international reader who finds this irritating.
If it’s any consolation, I always thought that your pronunciation of the letter Z was far superior to ours, and it is, in fact, a hill on which I am prepared to die.
So, since I argued in favour of your Zs against my teachers, I hope you’ll forgive me for the Ss and the extra Us.

Love, Loren x
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The Apparition – Sleep Token

I Hate It Here – Taylor Swift

I Sent My Therapist To Therapy — Alec Benjamin 

epiphany — Taylor Swift

Family Line — Conan Gray

Who are you? — Bad Omens

The Bolter — Taylor Swift

Bleed — Connor Kauffman

Control — Zoe Wees

i’m yours — Isabel LaRosa

Give — Sleep Token 

us. (feat. Taylor Swift) —Gracie Abrams

Blood Sport — Sleep Token

Liberated —Britton

DARKSIDE — Neoni








  
  Dedication
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For the bookstagrammers who hate it here—

This is the key to my secret garden. Now it’s yours.








  
  Quote
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“What did you expect faeries to do?”

“I thought they did nice things, like granting wishes.”

“Shows what you know, don’t it?”

— Labyrinth (1986)








  
  Chapter one
Falling Asleep to Sleep Token
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The dreams began when the leaves outside my window turned orange and brown with decay, and their branches relinquished custody of them to the smallest breath of wind. 
It was nothing at first.
Glimpses of glass, iron, and blood. They were memories that belonged to somebody else. The shards of a shared nightmare piercing through the subcutaneous layer of my subconscious mind. The final piece of a difficult puzzle. The echo of a word—a place or a name—that I once overheard and had since made its eternal home on the very tip of my tongue.
The dreams were bad enough to set off the warning bells in my head, yet not realistic enough to tempt me back to the surface of sleep. It took a couple of weeks for me to realise that each night was getting darker as I tumbled deeper into the bottomless phantasmagoria.
One dream, replaying in my head over and over again.
I saw a wall of glass so pristine that it held my own reflection hostage, offering a mirror to my panicked display of awe. It rose from the meadow like a crystalline tidal wave and disappeared beyond the grey clouds suffocating my sky.
The sense that I was being watched—no, observed—sank its teeth into my spine, blurring the lines of reality and gnawing along the very edges of my being as I raised a hand towards the frozen wave—
Darkness. It’s late at night. I’m asleep.
Writhing in my bed sheets, I fought to keep hold of the sliver of consciousness that bled through, but the visions held fast.
There was a glitch, and suddenly trees were towering over me. Their trunks were impossibly large and wider than townhouses, their feather-soft branches dangling limply at their sides like unfastened braids spilling over gnarled wooden shoulders. As I traipsed over the muddy ground, there was not a single corner of the forest that openly acknowledged me. I clambered over unearthed roots as tall as cars in complete solitude and stillness. The breeze from the meadow was denied permission to follow me, but despite the heavy silence, I knew I was not alone.
Diamond-white lights sparkled in the underbrush, tiny pairs of inquisitive eyes blinking up at me. Each knife-sharp whisper of breath I gambled was amplified by the hush like I was the only creature left on the entire planet. However, in my peripheral vision, the diamond eyes were tracking my movements, and the trees were trading places with each other at my back. I could not be sure if they were trying to confuse me or conceal me.
I tried to turn away, tried to get out—
A fitted sheet, cool and creased. The knotted tassel of my throw blanket between my fingers.
Another glitch.
Wind tore at my hair, my clothes. It stung my dream-snared eyes into submission, and they squeezed shut as I fell to my knees, groaning when my bones slammed into a slab of rock that sent shockwaves of pain splintering through my skeleton. When the air turned stale and cold, I opened them to a room full of unnatural darkness.
It was the colour of night, only…more.
Oozing into the room like an oil spill, it was not the absence of light calling the shadows to life in that place, but rather the presence of something wrong and other.
Stone walls, dripping with filthy water, surrounded me. There was a wrought-iron gate bolted into the ground and a small window fixed with the same iron bars high above me. The floor was damp, dirty, and bare save for a large, sturdy wooden bucket, some straw, and a few threadbare rags.
I knew very well that I had found myself somewhere I shouldn’t be.
The alarm bells started singing in my head—a rich, angsty melody—and though the song was haunting, it was also hollow. I was not in my own body. My control had been outsourced to the dream maker, and I was left at their mercy as I stood in the corner of the cell, silently begging to be allowed to leave so that I could never, ever return.
And yet, each night, I did.
I returned to that wall of glass, to that forest of eyes and ears, to that cursed prison cell in some forgotten corner of the gloom. My mind spiralled further into unattainable darkness as the shadows bloomed beneath my eyes, and my dreams were plagued by images from someone else’s twisted imagination.
By the middle of winter, I had started to scream in my sleep—and I couldn’t tell anyone why. I couldn’t possibly explain what I’d seen happening to him in my dreams. I didn’t even know who he was.
I was never allowed to see his face—only the iron shackles around his wrists, hissing as they scorched his skin, and the chains clanking and scraping against the stone floor as he paced back and forth across a beam of pearlescent moonlight that seemed to drive the sentient darkness into the corners of the room. I’d seen the iron-tipped whip that tore his back open from his shoulder blades to the base of his spine, shredding through flesh and muscle until his blood spilled out like a waterfall. I watched as they crushed his hands beneath enormous stones that sparked as they rolled over his splayed fingers, as they shoved his head into a bucket of water and held him there until he stopped thrashing, and as they beat him with iron bars that left burn marks as well as bruises.
He was so strong.
He fought them every step of the way, muscles rippling and fists and feet flying like a wild horse, but he bit back whatever inner turmoil his pain provoked. He caged it, as they had caged him.
I was never certain if he could hear me—never knew if he resented the sound of my fear, or if he was surviving off it. Either way, I couldn’t stop myself. I screamed.
For the body of a man, beautiful and mutilated, whose face was forever hidden from me, I screamed at them to stop.
If they heard me, they did not let on. And they didn’t stop; they didn’t even slow down.
Each night, they began anew. Tearing open the wounds that had almost healed from the night before, changing their tactics, breaking his body in ways I could hardly fathom.
My heart was coming undone, hanging in my chest by a thread as it strained against the agony of watching him suffer. An agony to which I quickly and shamefully became addicted.
I curled up under the covers as soon as the daylight was chased away by the darkness. I was so revoltingly eager to touch that glass wall again, to fight through the intrusive nature of the forest, and to find him still a prisoner in the dungeon.
While the origin of my eagerness was not enjoyment, it was no less disgraceful. I could offer him nothing more than some privacy, and yet I couldn’t even bear to give him that.
My punishment was simple and fitting. The more I slept, the more tired I became. And the harder I fought to save him, the louder I screamed, the longer it took for me to wake up again.
In the end, I took the sedatives and then the antipsychotics. I saved the meditation playlists, and I stopped falling asleep to Sleep Token—most of the time. I tried to talk about what I was witnessing, the things that had become so real to me despite being so impossible.
That first night, when my mother came running into my bedroom, the words simply snagged on the petrified lump in my throat. By the time I saw a psychiatrist, they had become permanently lodged there. Even when my little sister asked what was frightening me, I couldn’t give her an answer.
Every single time I opened my mouth to tell someone about the nightmares, I felt the sting of a hot silver spoon scalding my tongue. Or I had to run to the bathroom to be violently ill. Or my mind just went…
Blank.
So, I stopped trying to talk about it. But I could never give up my useless attempts at rescuing the man from my dreams. The man who didn’t exist, who had sleeves of tattoos with shapes and symbols from a language I didn’t recognise inked into his skin, and who had a body of muscle as hard as the stone he slept on after the beatings each night—when the worst part of the dream occurred, once they left him alone in his cell and invisible forces restrained me from going to him.
Coiled up, always facing away from me, he didn’t even flinch as I called his name over and over again.
“Lucais.”
I’d given my prisoner a name.
And so, he remained within the confines of my wicked subconscious, tortured by my dreams every single night.
Until my twenty-first birthday, that is. When they just… 
Stopped.






  
  Chapter two
A Hobgoblin
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Dante’s Bookstore was supposed to close before dusk. 
It was a small establishment on a quiet cobblestone street in the town centre, and most of its customers were regulars. I was familiar with their shopping patterns and reading habits, having spent most of my spare time at Dante’s since I was a child, and they rarely came in during the late afternoons.
Sometimes, a college student would wander through when they came home for the weekend, looking for a textbook we didn’t stock. Other times, passing tourists would be drawn inside by the dim, romantic glow from the ceiling lights or tempted by the heirlooms displayed beside books in the front window. The bookstore was a haven of tranquillity and old charm, like stepping backwards in time. Even on a street lined by quaint, gracefully ageing shopfronts left mostly untouched since the Victorian era, Dante’s allure was unique.
Conventional redbrick walled the upper level, where the living quarters had been turned into a surgery for books in need of repair. The lower level was carved from rosewood and adorned with Belgrave’s insignia—the outline of a single flame encircled by straight lines shooting outwards. The insignia dated back to medieval times, long before the modern world. It had belonged to the House of Belgrave, whose Lord had established many townships across the eastern lands as part of an ancient King’s Court.
Long gone, long dead, long forgotten. Nobody knew what had driven the nobility away.
There were very few coherent recollections from that era, and most known accounts were infused with so much wartime hysteria that they read more like fantasy novels than history books. Regardless, the insignia was preserved by the council and used to mark certain buildings protected by the Heritage Society. Most of the buildings were skeletal in their remains, so the insignia was either painted on or printed out and hung over their replacements. Dante’s, on the other hand, displayed an artful and dignified carving of the insignia in the wood above the entryway that the owner claimed was original.
“Been like that since I was a boy,” he’d told me gruffly, on the one and only occasion I had ever dared to ask. “And my father before me. He warned me not to look at it for too long lest ye see the flame start to flicker and ye lose yer wits.”
At the time, I was six years old, and the prospect of losing my wits terrified me greatly. The owner himself, John Dante, terrified me greatly too.
He was a miserable, haggard man with an unruly white beard, large hands, and dark, cunning eyes. He lived alone in a rundown cottage outside of the town limits and kept to himself beyond the basic requirements of operating the bookstore. The people of Belgrave called him a Hobgoblin, but John was indifferent. He took no pains to present himself as anything other than the grouchy old bastard that became his natural form.
However, he was the partially estranged grandfather of my best friend, which meant I was permitted to spend my time in the bookstore’s reading nook outside of school hours—on the condition that I did not pester him while I was there.
I maintained a wide berth in the bookstore for a decade, during which time I grew up and overcame my fear of both John and the insignia on the rosewood. The marking was merely a lingering trace of history, and the owner an old man who disliked the real world. 
The older I got, the more I found that I could relate to those things. So, when I turned sixteen, I began to pester John for a job.
He took great offence to my proposition at first, but thanks to his granddaughter Amelia’s persistent lack of interest in reading and business, John eventually conceded that I was his best chance for retirement.
For the first couple of years, I worked to gradually increase my hours while John subsequently reduced his own until I eventually became full-time. He still visited the store, though as his health declined, his visits became fewer and further between. Patricia Farley, the president of the local book club, managed to take two or three shifts on the weeks that John couldn’t. I had a sneaking suspicion that Trish stayed out at the broken-down cottage on those weeks, too, but I was never bold enough to ask.
Amelia, who stayed my best friend and remained uninterested in the bookstore, came and went as she pleased. She usually called in during the week to brief me on local gossip, and she always left behind a trail of books she’d neglected to return to their shelves and chocolate wrappers that hadn’t made it to the bin in her wake.
I didn’t mind the frequent moments of quiet solitude between visits because I liked my own company and the little niche I’d found amongst the avid readers in our town. I also liked the characters in the books that entertained me during the slow times. We had a tight budget, but I managed to balance it between the classics our regulars liked and new trending titles on BookTok and Bookstagram. It was enough for a monthly delivery of new material, which sustained me between my other tasks.
I was seventy-four pages into one of those books—a new adult romance with enough spice to make my cheeks flush—when the little brass bell at the entrance jangled, followed by the sharp click of the front door closing.
Glancing up from the page on which the forced proximity trope finally made an appearance, I realised how late it was.
The gentle lights hanging from the exposed rafters were visibly strained against the waning daylight, scarcely able to illuminate the spaces between tall rows of bookshelves. They cast a soft and reflective golden glow on the wood and spines. Craning my neck to peer around the reading lamp in front of me, I saw the empty street outside was already submerged in the lilac gleam of dusk.
“I’m sorry,” I called out, in case there was someone still at the front. My voice echoed through the store, sharper than I’d intended. “We’re closed.”
There was no answer.
They must have seen the front counter is empty and left.
Closing my book, I gathered up the chocolate wrappers Amelia had left behind. She had breezed in and out of the store to invite me to dinner and drinks at The Water Dragon four chapters ago. I’d set myself up in the reading nook to see out the quiet final hour of my shift, and so I told her I’d come out once I’d finished the chapter I was reading.
She’d left with a shrug—but not before agreeing to lock up at the front, which she had clearly forgotten about in the twenty seconds it took her to get from the back of the store, through the rows of bookcases, and out to the front entrance.
Mentally cursing her, I fluffed the pillow I’d been nestled against on the two-seater couch and tucked the book under my arm.
My steps were light on the hardwood floors, creaking slightly in certain places where the wood had warped after the leak a few years prior. I binned the wrappers and shut the door to the office Amelia had left open, flicking the main light switch down on my way past.
Dante’s plunged into an earthy gloom with grey, dust-flecked light floating between the shadowed shelves. The day was disappearing fast.
Blinking a few times to let my eyes adjust, I took the shortest route around the outskirts of the bookcases to the front desk. The counter sat to one side of the narrow entryway, which was occupied by a circular oak table showcasing new releases. A few stalls of bestsellers sat on either side of an antique armchair against the opposite wall. Beside it was a solid, gated staircase leading to the book surgery on the second floor—and Amelia had left the gate open.
Picking up my bag and sliding my book into it, I strode over and latched the gate closed.
I have no idea why Amelia would open it in the first place when she has no interest in any of the repairs that are stored upstairs, and she always brings her own food—
The thought stilled me for a moment.
Amelia never opens the gate. She never goes upstairs.
I looked out of the display window into the street, the cobblestone turning indigo in the fast-fading light as greyscale shadows crept up the buildings across the road. Wooden tables and crates had been emptied of their wares, some covered with tarp and others dragged in beneath the awnings. The first of the streetlamps flickered on a few doors up, shining silver onto the pavement below. The person who had walked into Dante’s a few minutes ago was gone.
There’s no one out there.
I rolled my shoulders back, dispelling the unusual shiver creeping up my spine, and started walking back to the desk.
Halfway across the room, I stilled again.
I was alone, but the feeling of being watched lingered like the brush of a hand along my back.
Somewhere on the upper level, a page flipped over. The sharp scrape of freshly bound and uncoated paper was unmistakable.
My skin prickled.
A sensation like the blow of breath hit the nape of my neck.
Someone is up there.
Tilting my head back, I squinted at the balcony, its railing barely distinguishable above the rafters. I could hardly make out the furniture upstairs through the murky shadows, let alone discern a potential figure sitting at one of the desks, and I had already turned the lights off.
Nobody can read in the dark. Amelia must have come back for something, I thought. I opened my mouth to call her—
No.
The voice in my head sounded strange.
Get out of here.
I took a deep, steadying breath.
Now!
The floorboards creaked—downstairs. Between the rows of bookcases.
That is not your friend.
Soles of my shoes scuffing against the worn boards, I backed towards the door. Two sharp, heavy steps mimicked me. Another creak came from the far corner of the store.
Inky black shadows filled the spaces between the six long aisles. I couldn’t see anyone standing there. The distinct, crisp sliding of pages had come from above, but the footsteps sounded from the aisles below, and the floorboards only creaked where there was water damage. The leak had been contained along the wall running behind the front counter, where I’d walked moments ago, where I’d left my keys—
Run!
There was more than one other person in the bookstore.






  
  Chapter three
Jonah
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I burst through the front door, bell clanging behind me, and didn’t wait to hear whether it slammed closed again or not. 
The voice in my head had been surreal—an inhuman snarl of warning that chilled my blood, so intense and lifelike that it could have belonged to somebody else.
Boots smacking against the cobblestone, I ran down the street in the direction of my townhouse. At the intersection across the base of the sloping road, I ducked around the corner and pressed my back against the wall of a closed shop.
My breathing was ragged, my heart beating hard and fast.
Forcing myself to think pragmatically, I scanned the river that ran along the border of the shopping precinct, separating it from the residential villages on either side of the bridge leading out of town. The voices of fishermen packing up for the night carried across the whispering rush of the water.
Taking shallow breaths, I waited to hear footsteps behind me.
Belgrave was a small town—a small, quiet town. I’d met most of the people who lived there, and nobody ever did anything that somebody else didn’t know about. Tourists came through for holidays and weekends. The Water Dragon had rooms available for overnight stays, but the vacancy sign was never turned over. We didn’t even have a local police station.
Nothing sinister ever happens in Belgrave out in the open like this… 
And yet the bell from Dante’s Bookstore jingled again.
My heart lurched, knees threatening to give out as the echo of the door closing swept down the road.
Throwing my head back, I squeezed my eyes shut against the silhouettes of fruit bats shooting across the evening sky like dark stars. I let my mouth fall open, greedy for air, and tried to think through the haze of my fear.
I left the door unlocked with my keys on the front desk.
Frantically, I patted my pockets and the pockets on my bag, searching for my phone.
I must have left that behind, too.
A string of filthy words rang out in my mind, but the truth was that even if I had my phone, I had no one to call. Amelia wouldn’t answer when she was out drinking. John lived too far out of town. And my mother was at home with my little sister.
A small whimper caught in my throat as the realisation drove itself into my racing heart like a roughly carved wooden stake.
I’ll lead them straight to my family if I go home. If I make it home.
Footsteps resounded on the road.
Slow. Confident. As if they knew exactly where I was and exactly what kind of indecision was keeping me pressed against the wall.
I searched for the voices of the fishermen again, but I could no longer hear them. I could no longer hear anything except the heavy tread of shoes scraping on the road behind me and the bang of my heart, riddled with splinters, slamming against the inside of my chest.
Move!
The voice in my head came back with a vengeance. I could feel the rage in its tone, furious that I hadn’t gotten any further away from the bookstore. Realistically, I couldn’t blame it.
I tried to move my feet, but they were glued to the ground by the panic shrieking through my veins. My knees locked against the trembles racing down my body, starting from the pinprick of fear that was rooted into the nape of my neck.
Don’t look back.
Too late.
My internalised voice of reason came too late.
Two figures were in the middle of the road, drifting between the circles of white light cast by each streetlamp. One was impossibly tall and thin; the other short, wide, and bent in ways that looked entirely unnatural. Both were cloaked in darkness, hoods pulled up to conceal any distinguishing facial features.
I forced my legs to move, and I ran.
Sprinting out into the middle of the road, I made a beeline for the bridge. The sound of rushing water grew louder as I approached, rivalling the whoosh of my blood pulsing in my ears. Stone was replaced by wood, rattling hollowly beneath my shoes, sending vibrations up my legs as I charged across.
The shorter one looked as if their size might hinder their speed. Perhaps if I can lose them, I can go home.
Up ahead, the road cut through the two residential villages. To my left, stand-alone cottages and large houses were set along a maze of streets, their interior lights flickering on like a cave of fireflies waking up. That side of town belonged to the upper-class residents of Belgrave. To my right, the lower-class dwellings sat hunched against the cobalt horizon. Rows and rows of small townhouses piled up on top of each other like a small-scale metropolis were flashing with the blue light from television sets by the windows.
I ran for my life towards the housing estate on the right, my bag aggressively smacking against my legs. I did not dare another glance over my shoulder.
The breeze turned icy, blowing the scent of freshly pollinated flowers and chopped grass over me. It swirled and circled, changing direction until the smell of brine and algae from the docks took over and paired with a distinct reek of rotting flesh.
Not fish from the river.
Something else.
Something old and discarded, left to gradually decay in an untouched corner of the world.
Gagging, I covered my mouth and nose with one hand and gripped my bag with the other as I stumbled over a ditch where the road had become unpaved. Drawing closer to the estates, I could make out the furniture in the windows of the grand houses to my left and the washing, strung up with fishing line across the balconies, billowing out over the edge on my right. I was close enough to be heard if I screamed.
But if I scream—
Headlights blinded me when a car pulled out of the wealthier estate.
I skidded to a stop along the side of the road while the vehicle slowed, gravel grating beneath my shoes. The automatic window rolled down with a faint buzz as the car crawled towards me.
“Auralie?” a masculine voice called out. I recognised it as belonging to Jonah Young, the son of The Water Dragon’s owner. “Are you okay?”
Silently, I turned and stared down the road, following the harsh beam of headlights shining brightly onto the bridge in a wide yellow glow. The reeds along the riverbed were bent over and rustling in the breeze, and a few dinghies knocked against the docks. Across the water, dotted like stars in the suddenly full night sky, the streetlamps lined the upwards slope into the heart of town on either side of the empty road.
Empty—because nobody was standing there anymore.
And the smell of death was utterly gone.
My body started to warm again.
“Auralie?” Jonah repeated. The engine of his car hummed impatiently.
“I’m okay,” I gasped, spinning around to face him. My heart stuttered as heat bloomed across my cheeks, burning logic and sense out of my head. I took a few steps towards the car until I was past the perimeter of its headlights. “I think I left my phone behind at Dante’s.”
Painted blue in the constellation of lights from his dashboard, Jonah’s features smoothed and softened. He looked the same age as me, though he was a senior when I started school. It was the kindness in his eyes.
“Oh,” he remarked. “Well, hop in. We’ll get your things, and I’ll take you home.”
“Thanks,” I whispered through numb lips.
My skin burned on the surface, emotions heating in the magma chamber hidden far from reach, but the chill in my blood persisted like frostnip. Flexing my fingers, I walked around to the other side of Jonah’s car and climbed into the passenger seat, placing my bag at my feet while I clipped my seatbelt into place. It was new and expensive; the interior smelled like freshly cleaned polyester and vinyl.
As I looked up, I noticed my reflection in the side mirror. Shadows clung to my eyes, which were blue and bright with fear. My hair was the colour of an auburn sunset, but it looked darker than it should—more like blood—and flatter, with no trace of my usual bouncing curls. In my haste, my clothes had become ruffled, the strap of my tank top falling off one shoulder beneath my cardigan. And the clasp of my necklace had slipped around the wrong way, pulled taut across my throat like a choker collar.
It was no wonder Jonah had stopped to ask if I was okay.
He took his foot off the brake, easing the car into a crawl. “Katie really wants a burger from Mac’s,” he began conversationally. His eyes were tired but vivid when he glanced at me, nodding to the baby car seat strapped into the backseat. “Pregnancy cravings, you know?”
I forced a smile onto my face—forced because I did know from my mother’s second pregnancy and forced because, for some reason, I still had the feeling I should scream. “How much longer?”
“Six weeks.” He drummed his fingers against the steering wheel as we crossed the bridge, then slowly brought the car to a stop in front of Dante’s.
The sound of the handbrake groaning into place was too loud.
“I’ll be out in a moment,” I breathed.
He was still tapping his fingers against the wheel. “No rush.”
Dante’s was completely dark. The front door was closed, though the sign on the door was still turned to Open.
I reminded myself that I was tired from months of poor sleep. I had an overactive imagination and a bad habit of forgetting the medication I’d only recently been prescribed. On top of that, I spent most of my time alone in the store, immersing myself in everything from dark contemporary romance to thrillers.
And I lived in Belgrave.
Climbing out of the car with my bag in hand, I let the fresh night air clear my head as I took a step towards the bookstore.
Jonah’s car door opened and closed behind me.
The voice in my head went silent.
Approaching the building, I glanced at the window to find Jonah’s reflection cast by the streetlamp, circling me like a barrier. He was standing between his headlights at the front of his car with his head cocked to the side, watching me.
My fingers curled around the doorknob as tightly as I could manage with the sweat beading on my palm.
I knew Jonah from school. He was a member of the choir and the maths club. He and Katie had been together since they were juniors. She was the editor of the yearbook the year they graduated. He was the school captain. His father owned The Water Dragon—a business he was set to inherit. And a few weeks ago, when Amelia had dragged me out of the house for a belated birthday celebration, Jonah had driven us home when we were too drunk to stand. I knew him. I’d known him all my life, but the way he was looking at me…
Sickness pooled at the bottom of my stomach as I pulled the door open and slipped inside. The bell above me jingled, and I wanted to rip the goddamn thing down for the way that sound twisted my guts.
But Jonah didn’t move. He remained in place between the headlights, staring up at me from the road as if he was caught in some sort of trance.
My keys and phone were on the front counter. I moved towards them, planning to call my mother to let her know I was coming home.
But in the unreliable glow from the streetlamp outside, I didn’t see the body on the floor until it was too late.
The toe of my shoe connected with something lifeless, something that squelched on impact. I threw myself backwards, recoiling from the deep-rooted shudder that raised the hair on my arms. My bag fell to the floor as I twisted away and slammed my forehead into something as hard as granite.
Not something—someone.
I bit back a rising scream as two large hands gripped my shoulders from behind, pulling me away from the pectoral muscles of the person I’d hit with my face.
“Aura,” John whispered in my ear. His voice was coarse and low, but my heart pounded a few beats out of order at the sound. “Are ye hurt, lass?”
I shook my head, stunned.
John’s grip eased, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the stranger looming over me. He was enormous—a tower of muscle, clad in a long black shirt and loose-fitting pants that did nothing to downplay his physique, accessorised by a belt of weapons and eyes that shone like solid gold through the dark. He folded his arms across his chest as he stared down at me, a strand of his tousled hair falling across his forehead.
“You are joking,” the strange man said. His voice was deep, disbelieving and unnervingly familiar. “I told you to run…and you just come right back?”
That voice. I clenched my teeth to keep my mouth from falling open.
He was here earlier tonight!
John swore quietly behind me. “Isnae the time,” he muttered.
The stranger arched a sculpted brow, but his eyes remained locked with mine as he spoke. “Fine. Get her out of here.”
“Nae.” Throwing his hands up, John stepped in front of me, pointing at the window behind the tall man. “There’s still two out there with the portal wide open—”
“I’ll deal with them.”
“And if more slip through when ye go back?”
The stranger’s golden eyes flashed. “Then I won’t go back.”
Blinking furiously, I managed to tear my gaze from the molten eyes that hadn’t moved from my face and set it upon the old man at my side. He looked frazzled, distracted, and…frail.
John was unwell, and he’d declined rapidly since the last time he visited. I should have realised, judging by the thickness of his accent—it was always stronger when he was stressed, distracted, or in poor health.
“What are you doing here?” I demanded softly.
His dark eyes darted towards me as if he’d somehow forgotten that I was right there. “Alarm went off,” he mumbled, gesturing non-specifically to the contents of the bookstore.
“We don’t have an alarm system,” I reminded him.
“Wasnae that kind of alarm.”
I threw a helpless look at the strange man. His full mouth quirked to the side, eyes glinting with wicked amusement.
John began pacing from the display window to the staircase, leaving me within striking distance of his new companion, who was looking at me with near-predatory intensity.
“I should call Trish,” I decided, peering around the dark-clad body of rock positioned between us.
“Nae. Keep the lass out of this,” the old man replied, shaking his head. He stopped pacing and turned to me. His face was illuminated in the half-light from outside, and there was guilt written all over it in a language universally understood. “Ye must go, Aura. I’m sorry, lassie, but ye must go.”
My forehead creased. “Are you...firing me?”
John looked as though he didn’t understand the question, but before I could clarify, a guttural scream rang out in the street, and I remembered that I’d left Jonah by the car. 
All of a sudden, the display window beside the counter behind me exploded in a spray of glass, sending books and ornaments flying as something large and heavy landed on the floor with a dull thud.
I didn’t have time to react before the golden-eyed man snatched me with hands that felt like they were made of steel and spun me into the nearest wall, away from the shrapnel. The impact knocked the breath out of my lungs, but one of his hands curled around the back of my head, softening the blow. His other hand was fastened around my waist, putting his nose a hair’s breadth away from mine.
Despite the fear that had a chokehold on me since dusk, something warm awakened in my chest and stretched soothing tendrils throughout my body. It caught the scream in my throat and replaced the burning, acrid tang with a flood of honey-sweet relief. Musk and ink and midday sunlight wrapped around me, the scent emanating from my unsuspecting assailant like cologne. And his eyes—I saw the colour moving, shifting like his irises were truly made of smouldering gold.
The moment, the feeling, lasted for no more than a single heartbeat before he jerked away from me so quickly that I couldn’t be sure of what I’d seen, scented, or felt.
Heavy breathing filled the silence, followed by the crunch of glass and wood coming from the broken window.
I smelled it first—that putrid, festering decay that had blown towards me across the bridge, carried by the breeze wafting inside through the broken window. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the shadowed, deformed figure from the street beginning to haul their large and lumpy body into the bookstore.
Glass fell from the display, clinking against the hardwood floor. The figure stopped in the beam of light shining in from the street to smile at me.
My stomach churned. Ice-cold sweat trickled down my spine.
It was not a person.
Not a person at all.
As if he had read my thoughts, the strange man pulled out a dagger and said tightly, “No, it’s not.”
The thing—the creature—was not human and not of this world.
It had a head that might have belonged to a mammal if its eye sockets did not look like small mouths filled with blunt teeth and narrow, forked tongues. The creature’s actual mouth was empty and cavernous, taking up the entire width of its face, and its thin, chapped lips were pulled back across the dark void of its exceptionally wide throat in a hideous grin. The rest of its body was rat-like; short arms, hind legs and a scaly tail poking out from beneath the tattered black cloak it wore.
It was not human. I was not even sure the strange man with glowing gold eyes was human. But Jonah…
Jonah was.
And he was lying on the hardwood floor, his head propped up against the side of the front desk, with his neck twisted in a permanent and unfixable way.






  
  Chapter four
Cauldron-Worshipping Death-Wielder
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The monstrous creature sniffed the air once through the flat hole in the centre of its face that flared like a single nostril, and then it lunged at Jonah. 
My terror never made it out of my throat.
As more debris shifted and clinked onto the ground in the wake of the beast, the strange man and his shining dagger moved with expert skill and preternatural grace. He crossed the room in a heartbeat, meeting the creature with the sharp end of his blade before it could sink its falcon-like claws into Jonah’s unmoving body.
A high, keening squeal perforated my eardrums as he drove the dagger into the beast’s side. The blade made a wet, bursting sound on impact like the creature’s body was a balloon skin of fat and juices stolen from past prey. He pulled the dagger back, spurting liquid I could only assume was blood as the creature stumbled along the ground.
Off-balance, it whirled on him.
Teeth pulled back, mouth closed and forked tongues wriggling in the air, it let out a seething hiss and settled back on its haunches. Its long, oval-shaped head tilted to the side, nostril flaring wildly, and I realised that it couldn’t see him.
Although it had appeared to be smiling directly at me, the teeth in its eyes must have rendered it blind. Instead, its forked tongues seemed to taste the air, and it moved following scent.
The man with the dagger held completely still, letting the creature calculate the distance between them with its other senses—and then he leapt to the side, out of its reach when it sprang forward.
Flying over Jonah’s body in a streak of depthless onyx, the creature was still midair when the man appeared behind it, a broadsword suddenly in hand. With breathtaking ease, he plunged the blade through its midriff, all the way down to the sword’s leather-bound hilt. He nailed it into the floor, right on top of the body I had stumbled over when I first arrived—which I quickly understood to be the corpse of a similar creature.
Silence blanketed the room.
I stared, biting down on my tongue as I considered whether it was really worth adding to the mess by throwing up the contents of my stomach to ease its sick, tight churning.
Those stunning golden eyes met mine, and the man broke out into a sinfully handsome grin as he braced one foot against the creature’s backside and pulled the sword from its rotten carcass. His blade came out dripping with dark blood that smelled of sewerage, which he promptly wiped off using the creature’s own cloak.
My stomach roiled, but I decided it was not worth contributing to the horror on the floor.
“What was that?” I whispered.
He glanced back at me, cleaning the sword once more for good measure, and sighed. “We call them caenim,” he answered grimly. He studied the blade, sparkling silver in the light from the rising moon, before sheathing it at his side. “They’re the pets of something much worse.”
“Malum,” John grumbled at my back. I spun around to find him emerging from behind the armchair, brushing dust from his clothes. “Filthy bleedin’ things.”
John’s nonchalance—not to mention his very presence in the store so late at night, and with such peculiar company—diverted my attention from the nightmarish corpses lying in Dante’s entryway. Disbelieving, I shook my head at him and turned my attention back to his strange companion with an arsenal of highly illegal and obsolete weapons strapped to his waist.
“Who are you?”
His brows drew together, thinning the circles of gold in his eyes. “You can call me Wren,” he told me after a moment. “You?”
“I don’t think you’re in any position to ask questions.” I scowled at the beasts he had slaughtered, slumped over one another at his feet. The reek had miraculously disappeared as if it was coming from their consciousness rather than their bodies.
“No, please,” Wren scoffed, all traces of camaraderie lost. “By all means, Auralie, tell me again how thankful you are for me saving your life.”
I didn’t know what it was—that he had asked when he already knew or that he knew my full name without ever having heard it—but something about his tone set my spine straightening, and so I glared at him before turning my eyes towards Jonah’s body.
He didn’t look good. He didn’t look…
I’d seen lifeless bodies before, though never with a fatal spinal injury or any other kind of twisted extremity, and my heart started to sink.
Wren followed my downcast gaze, but I couldn’t read his expression in the shadows.
“My life?” I repeated, quietly but not weakly. “What about him? What did that thing do to him?”
Wren’s wide eyes floated back and forth between us a few times before he spoke. “Do I look like a neurosurgeon?” he asked.
Did he—
I groaned, spinning away from him. I had too many things to do that were far more important than coddling a beautiful man’s fragile ego.
John was standing by the window, surveying the empty street. Tears pricked at the inner corners of my eyes, but I blinked them away.
Focus. Stay calm. Breathe.
“I need to call an ambulance and someone to take you home,” I stated, my throat suddenly hot and thick. I took a careful step towards my boss.
He bristled. “Nae,” he snapped. “Dinnae make any calls. There’s still one monster out there, and the Oracle knows how many more to come. Ye need to go, Aura. Ye need to go.”
Shaking my head at him again, I fought against the urge to turn to Wren for support. I still had no idea how the two of them had ended up in the bookstore together, or how those things even existed.
“I told you before that I’d prefer not to have to take her with me, old man.” Wren strode past me without so much as a glance. “You get her out of here, and I’ll deal with the caenim and the portal.”
John retreated from the window, his dark eyes narrowing into slits. “Yer certain then?”
“Yes.”
“Aye.” A frantic glance towards me. He began wringing his hands and nodded. “Get on with it, then.”
Wren pivoted in slow motion, eyes glowing like the core of the sun. He moved towards me, each of his steps silent against the hardwood floor despite his size. It was not just the bodies behind me that stopped me from withdrawing as he approached, but that feeling from earlier, that smell of warmth and comfort.
“Here,” he said, in the gentlest tone I’d heard him use yet. He took a small leather pouch from his pocket and pulled open the drawstring to reveal a clump of sparkling silver powder within. He frowned slightly, gazing down at me in earnest. “I’ve got you.”
I blinked back at him, confused by the sudden change in his voice and attitude—right up until he hurled a pinch of powder straight into the middle of my face.
It had a sickeningly sweet odour and tickled my nose like pollen, gathering at the back of my throat as I coughed and spluttered to dispel the amount I’d already inhaled. Swinging my hand out wildly, I knocked it from his grip, sending the pouch careening to the floor in a puff of silver dust.
Wren let it fall.
He stared at me, open-mouthed and wide-eyed.
“What”—I gasped, bracing a hand against the wall—“is wrong with you?”
His irises burned down into a subtle copper glow as he gazed at me in wonderment, and then he reached out to brush his fingertips across my upper lip.
I jerked away from him at first, but Wren’s touch was magic. The moment his skin came into contact with mine, I felt his warmth all over my body, all the way down to the very centre of my being. It was new and old at the same time, like tasting a brand-new flavour of the only food you’d ever eaten in your whole entire life.
His fingers came away covered in silver powder, but the feeling—the connection—still lingered between us.
After examining the sheen on the pads of his fingers for a moment, he brushed them off on his shirt and replaced his fingers on my mouth. His thumb was so large that it caressed both of my lips and grazed the tip of my nose in one long, slow sweep. And then he repeated the process of clearing away the powder on his shirt before he dusted the last of it from the sides of my nose.
“Odd,” he remarked quietly, looking at me as if it was for the very first time. “The fae-lily should have knocked you out cold.”
And then, like a stone sinking to the bottom of a lake, it finally clicked.
“You were trying to drug me?”
Trance well and truly broken, I put both hands on his chest and shoved him away from me as hard as I could. He staggered backwards, but his pealing laughter made me think the unsteady steps were mostly for show.
“No,” he insisted with a chuckle, eyes burning as bright as a solar flare. “Well, okay, yes.”
Flabbergasted, I looked to John for backup but found that he was hobbling towards the back of the store—completely unaware, or maybe indifferent. Floorboards creaked beneath his steps, and then the light switch flicked into place as the lanterns hanging from the rafters ignited with a crackle and hum. I’d known it was dark, but my eyes had adjusted to the low luminosity of the streetlamp and fast-rising moon. The electric lights above were blinding, and I winced, angling my head towards the floor…
Where thick, malachite-coloured blood streaked with black was oozing out of the mangled, grey-skinned bodies below me.
Under the light, the caenim were even more atrocious to behold. Their skin was taut over their bones, giving their features horrifyingly sharp edges, and tufts of thinning white hair were visible poking out from beneath their hoods. Forked tongues hung limply from their eye sockets. Their two sets of teeth were indeed ground down into stumps and browned with age and—I gulped—diet.
Dante’s floor was slick with their blood from the entryway to the centre of the bookcases, where another dead caenim lay amongst a disarray of fallen novels. And above…
I made a horrified noise in the back of my throat and reached for something to steady myself, but my hands came up empty as I turned my gaze skyward. Another monster was slumped across the rafters, dripping the gunk of its lifeblood onto the shell of its companion collapsed between the aisles. One more was heaped behind the railing upstairs, a single clawed hand drooping over the side.
Six.
There were six of those monsters.
Five dead, and one at large.
My face must have twisted in shock because Wren stepped up to my side and bent his head to my ear. I stiffened at his proximity, at the inviting scents falling over me, into me, and around me.
“Like I said,” he murmured roughly, his soft breath tickling my nape. “You’re welcome.”
Angling my head to shoot him a glare, my train of thought stopped dead and derailed as I saw him in the full light for the very first time.
Human—but not.
At his full height, Wren truly towered over me. The top of my head barely reached his breastbone. He had mid-length, wild hair; the blond was as if someone had mixed sand in a pool of molten starlight. His complexion was glass-like in its perfection, his skin as warm as a sun-drenched desert, tawny beige in colour. His eyes, still glowing like liquefied gold, were almond-shaped and framed with impractically long lashes beneath two thick, angular brows that sat symmetrically on either side of his face.
My eyes followed the slope of his nose, built from the same polished marble as every other one of his features, down to the glittering stubble along his sharp jawline, and then his mouth—curved to one side in a self-indulgent smirk.
I pointedly looked away. And then I looked right back.
Perhaps I should have been afraid, but if I was, it was not provoked by the weapons he carried or the ethereal colour shifting in his eyes. It was his face that frightened me. The look he was giving me.
He was stupidly attractive. He was stupid… He was…
“I have a portal to destroy,” he announced at an unnecessarily loud volume, winking at me before spinning on his heels.
My hand shot out to snatch his wrist before I could think twice. I missed, and my fingers gripped onto his unnervingly large thumb. “Wait.” I swallowed the lump in my throat as he hesitated, then swung his head around to look at me. “Jonah.”
John, I had decided, was a lost cause. Short of swatting him over the head with a hardcover book and dragging him by his ankles through the pool of beast blood out of the store, I couldn’t help him. But maybe Jonah… 
A thick brow rose. “Wren,” he corrected with no small amount of condescension.
My pupils flared. “No. Jonah.” I let go of his thumb and pointed at my friend, who hadn’t moved at all since he was thrown through the window.
Wren tilted his head to the side. “I am not a coroner, but he is dead.”
I knew that. I knew that, and yet the word hit me like a blow to the chest, impossibly heavy and painful.
John was clambering around in the office, opening drawers and slamming them shut while he swore in two different languages and continued to mutter nonsense, completely incognisant to who Jonah was or what had happened to him.
Bubbling hysteria began to curdle the blood in my veins. I clenched my fists and shoved it back.
This is on me. Everything is always on me.
Katie was heavily pregnant. Amelia was drunk. Trish couldn’t be involved. I didn’t have the slightest clue how to explain any of it to the police, and my sister…
Brynn would undoubtedly follow our mother out of the house if I asked her to come to the bookstore against my better judgement.
My heart sank beneath the sudden and dreadful weight.
Wren watched me, eyes flitting between my face and the body of my friend like he was waiting impatiently for the hysteria to kick in so he could try his luck on me with another dose of that silver drug.
“I have no one else to ask,” I admitted, shoulders slumping.
Wren took a deep breath, broad chest expanding to twice its size, and nodded once. He stalked around the remains of the caenim and heaved Jonah into his arms. Splinters of glass and wood clinked to the floor as he stepped around the counter, heading towards the back of the store where John was still making a lot of racket.
Arms locked around my waist to hold in any lingering threat of purging myself of my stomach’s contents, I followed Wren as he made his way into the reading nook.
Mercifully, that part of Dante’s had been left untouched. I had a lot of work to do out the front, between the aisles and upstairs, but my safe haven of peace prevailed. The reading nook—a cosy space at the back of the store, walled by bookshelves, with three desks lined up before three couches that were positioned around an antique coffee table.
Wren went to the couch against the far wall and lay Jonah’s body down, his head resting on the cushion I had smoothed over only an hour earlier. He positioned Jonah’s arms crossing his chest like they do in the movies and stretched out his legs before he adjusted his head to look like he was sleeping. When I saw the fluidity with which his head moved—as if his spine had been severed at the base of his neck—I flinched away.
The couch became a coffin before my blurry eyes.
But Jonah can’t be dead. Katie’s pregnant.
“There.” Wren flung his hand out towards the body of my friend dramatically. “Now, if you’ll excuse me—”
“Help him.” I stumbled a step closer, my head drowning in tears that I refused to let fall. It was taking everything I had to hold them back. “Please.”
Wren gave me an incredulous look. “Woman,” he said roughly, matching my step with one of his own—twice the length of mine. “I am High Fae, not a cauldron-worshipping death-wielder. And that man,” he went on, pointing to the couch behind him, “is dead. Gone. Tonight’s tragedy, tomorrow’s news. And you’re lucky that it’s not you on that couch because—”
I slapped him across the face.
It happened so fast, I barely had time to register the thought before my arm came flying up and my palm connected with the edge of his cheek. His jawline and cheekbones were as hard and strong as appearances claimed—as hard as his chest had felt when I’d walked into him earlier—and took the blow like a caress.
But my hand…!
I yelped a curse, my skin stinging whilst my palm turned a nasty shade of red, and the tears finally overflowed.
Wren smirked down at me. “I am going to destroy that portal now, Auralie, and if you try to interrupt me again, I will toss you into another realm and seal you in there myself.”
With that, he stormed off. He left me to scrub the searing tears from my cheeks as I fell to my knees in the middle of the reading nook and handed myself over to a violent assault of spine-warping sobs. I sat there, bent over with my head between my knees until the fabric of reality buckled around me.
Then, silently, I wept and wept.
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