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  Author Note


My Dearest Readers, 

This book is written in British English, and set in the UK, which means there are differences in some spellings, and the slang my characters use. They aren’t wrong, they are just different. 

Content Notes 

Shelter Me From Death is a dark paranormal romance, and while the romance itself isn’t dark, there are darker elements in the story. Your mental health matters. 

This book contains descriptive violence and detailed spicy scenes, along with:- 

Reference and minor descriptions of domestic abuse. 

There are violent interactions with birds that may triggering for individuals with ornithophobia, along with descriptions of tight spaces that may be triggering for individuals with Claustrophobia. 

Mild details on page torture (not by the MMC)

Graphic description of blood and gore. 

Murder.

Character Death. 

Past mention of loss of parents and siblings. 

Near death experiences. 

This is the second book of a planned trilogy and does end in a cliffhanger.








  
  Dedication


To the readers and the dreamers, whose overthinking spirals tell them they aren’t enough. 

You are. You always will be. You were born to shine. 








  
  Chapter 1

Piper
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I focused on the glistening ruby in the necklace, the rest of the world fading away as my heart stuck in my throat. Its beat raced beneath my skin. My Witch-sight allowed me to see the tendrils of Edmund’s magic, bright red, as they stretched out towards me. 
My stomach turned, a wave of nausea rolling through me.
"Piper."
I blinked, my focus shifting to Dean and the concern swirling in his gaze. He was standing next to me; I didn't know when he'd closed the distance between us, but the heat radiating from him was comforting. 
Seconds passed. I stayed silent, fear, panic, and anger inside me, each one pushing for control as my thoughts raced.
He’s found me. 
I’d returned to Stonehill eight days ago in the desperate hope it would give me time to find answers to break my curse. I’d even made a bargain with Kaiser for answers, which had resulted in me working with Dean to solve the mystery of the missing wolves. I thought it would have taken Edmund longer to find me, but it hadn’t. 
Why did the package arrive exactly when Dean wanted to talk about what had happened between us while we worked together?
I gave in to my anger and wrapped it tightly around me like a blanket. Fear and panic wouldn’t help me, but anger would. Provided I didn't let it fully control me, I could use it to keep me moving forward.  
Gritting my teeth, I stepped around Dean and opened my front door. Dean followed. 
"Seriously, Piper, what the hell is going on?"
I ignored him as I marched towards the kitchen, carrying the box with me and trying to ignore the tremble in my hand and my itching skin as magic vibrated from the package.
“You wanted to talk, Dean. I’m listening,” I said, my tone cutting. 
“Want to explain why you’ve gone from calm to panicked to angry in less than five minutes?” he asked, his head tilting to the side as he leaned against the kitchen counter. 
My gaze flicked to him and the way he watched me closely, seeing things I didn’t want him to see. My heart fluttered. 
“Not particularly.” I slammed the box down on the kitchen table before walking to the cupboard where the pots and pans were. I grabbed the largest one and placed it in the sink, turning on the cold water to fill it. While I waited, I reached for the salt in a second cupboard and poured it into the water before adding dried rosemary and mint.
The weight of Dean’s gaze pressed against my skin, the silence between us heavy. I knew what he was doing; he was attempting to peel back the layers I was protecting myself with and work out what had made me so afraid. 
It wasn’t like I could deny my fear, not when his shifter senses could smell it on me so easily. 
I ignored him and focused on my task. Once the pan was full, I turned the tap off and lifted it out of the sink, careful not to spill a drop as I carried it to the kitchen table. 
Carefully putting it down, I grabbed the box with the necklace in it and dumped the whole thing into the water, not wanting to chance the box holding some of Edmund’s magic. 
It dropped to the bottom. The red stone at the heart of the golden necklace glowed before his compulsion magic sizzled in the water. The salt, rosemary, and mint created a protective barrier that could cleanse the thing from the darkest of magics. I had no intention of keeping it, but I sure as shit wasn’t keeping any of his magic in my home outside the Death curse he’d already cast on me.
The water changed colour into a cloudy, inky substance as everything I’d thrown in ate through his magic. It would take a while to eat through it all, but as long as I kept it submerged under the water, I wouldn’t feel its effects. 
I exhaled a deep breath, the tension coiling up my spine easing a fraction as I met Dean’s gaze. 
“Drink?” 
“Something tells me it’s going to be stronger than tea or coffee,” he said, the sarcasm deepening his voice. 
“I’m not looking for judgement, Dean,” I deadpanned, grabbing two glasses from a cupboard, and a bottle of vodka. 
“I’m not judging.”
I wanted to drink myself into oblivion, but I didn’t have that luxury. Time wasn’t on my side, and I needed to prepare for Edmund coming here himself or sending someone else to do his dirty work. Knowing the bastard, it was probably going to be the latter. He would see it beneath him to come and fetch me. He would expect me to crawl back to him, begging for forgiveness. 
No, it would be someone else coming for me. 
The question was, would it be more mages or something else? 
So, drinking until I passed out wasn’t an option, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t indulge in one or two to settle my nerves.
Pulling a chair out from the table, I sat, and Dean joined me. I poured us both a small glass of vodka, neat. He raised an eyebrow at me. 
“You said you weren’t judging.”
“I’m not.” 
I snorted before downing my drink, relishing the burn in my throat. Vodka wasn’t my chosen poison usually, but it would do in a pinch. I poured another into my glass and picked it up, my thumb running up and down the glass. The initial rush of the necklace and dealing with it was fading, and fear rose to replace it, nipping at my nerves. 
“You said earlier that you wanted to talk,” I reminded him. “About what?”
“It can wait. What’s going on with the necklace?”
I held my glass to my lips, hovering it there as I turned over the idea of telling him the truth. Not the whole truth; I didn’t want Dean in my business. Edmund was my problem, and while Dean and I had worked well together searching for the missing wolves, I couldn’t forget our past. We weren’t together anymore, and I couldn’t let myself depend on him. Sleeping together didn’t change the fact that he’d broken us apart, whatever his reasoning.
“It was a message,” I started, taking a slower sip of my drink. “The necklace had compulsion magic on it.”
He looked at me, his gaze heavy, almost like he was peeling through my defences, searching for all the unspoken things I wanted to hide. He downed his own drink and reached for the bottle to refill, the silence stretching between us. 
Eventually, he asked, “Is that why you came back?”
“Yes.”
“How much trouble are you in?”
I paused, weighing my options before answering. “I’m handling it.”
“Piper-”
I shook my head. “Don’t. Just don’t, please. Helping you find Sadie and dealing with your cousin and the mormolyce doesn’t change us. It doesn’t magically fix what’s broken. We aren’t together anymore. You don’t have to pretend to care about me.”
I looked up at him, and our gazes locked. So many emotions crossed his eyes, and for a flickering second, the bond between us pulsed, begging us to make it whole again.
"I never stopped loving you, sunshine. And I'm sorry I made you feel for even a second that I didn't. I can help you if you let me."
I closed my eyes, pushing back the tears threatening to fall. It would have been so easy to let myself lean on him, to trust him with everything, but I couldn't afford to. The bond between us was a raw, open wound that had never healed. It had left a gateway through my mental shields for Edmund to worm his way inside, infecting it with his taint. I was a mess, and as much as I wanted to trust Dean, I wasn't sure I could ever give him my heart again and leave myself open and vulnerable. 
I was a witch, not a werewolf, and a time would come when I wouldn't be enough for him or his pack again. Acid coated my tongue as the reminder surfaced. It was the reason he’d broken the bond between us ten years ago. I wasn’t strong enough to be the mate of the Alpha of the pack. At least, that was what I’d always assumed, but Dean had mentioned days ago that he’d been afraid he wasn’t strong enough to protect me, not when he’d failed to protect me against the warg pack that had kidnapped me and ended tragically for us both. 
I pushed the thought aside. None of it mattered in the end when the Death curse hung over me. If I didn't break my curse, I was going to die, and I wouldn't drag Dean down with me. 
I sighed, opened my eyes, and gave Dean a sad smile. "I've got it handled. Wouldn't want to drag the Iron Wolves into a witch's mess now, would we?"
"If it's a problem that’s coming to Stonehill, then it is our duty to handle it."
Well played. I kept my face blank, weighing my options. If a problem came to Stonehill, they would deal with it the best way they saw fit. I didn’t want the entire club knowing my business, and I definitely didn’t want them dealing with it however they saw fit. This went beyond Edmund being my boss, and my ex, and the abuse I suffered. It even went beyond the fact that I knew some of what he was planning and being a threat to his power. There was a family connection on my paternal side that I’d never known about, and I didn't have the answers to help me navigate it. At least, not yet. I would need to work on getting those answers. 
"An ex who can't take a hint is the problem, Dean. I doubt it will be a problem the Iron Wolves would need to deal with."
Dean flinched. It was small, but it was there. 
Could have eased into that a little, a voice taunted. My stomach knotted. I couldn't take back the words or the reality that I had another relationship, but I could have worded it a little better. 
I sighed, finishing the rest of my drink, the burn chasing away the warring emotions inside of me. 
"Like I said, it's my mess. I'm handling it."
Liar. You have no idea how to handle it, the voice whispered again. I ignored it. For the time being, I could pretend until I came up with something. 
"Did he hurt you?"
The question was a knife to my heart. My eyes widened as I looked at Dean, his face sombre and serious, and there was a hard glint in his eyes. 
My gaze locked with his. "Does it matter if he did?" 
"Yes." The steel edge to his voice was sharp and cutting. His body trembled, the Alpha now looking out at me, the power of his wolf radiating from him. Wolf and man were battling for control, and the wolf was winning. 
Neither of us spoke, and my heartbeat echoed loudly in my ears before I answered.
“Yes.”
The word carried so much weight. It was a simple answer; it didn't dive into what Edmund had done to me. My memories battered against the mental barriers I'd put between them. I didn't want to think about it anymore; I didn't want to drown in the darkness. 
"You might not want my help, sunshine. But I promise you this, if he steps foot in Stonehill, I will rip his fucking heart out and hand it to you on a platter."
The ferocity of his words rippled with a power that licked at my senses and caressed my skin. The bond in my chest keened and, for a fleeting second, I could feel the inferno burning inside Dean as though it were in my soul. It chased back the darkness that threatened to swallow me, cocooning me in safety. 
My eyes burned as they watered because, in that moment, I could almost remember what it was like to have a healed bond, to be connected to Dean, to have our souls joined and singing in harmony. 
To believe in us as I once did. 
I opened my mouth to answer, but a hissing sound caught my attention. I frowned, my attention pulled from Dean to the pot of water. It was bubbling violently, and thick, black smoke rose. 
Pushing my chair back, I stood, eyes widening.
"What the hell is happening?" Dean asked, walking around the table to stand next to me. 
All I could do was stare at the pan as the smoke thickened even more, and long, thin fingers slowly formed, wiggling like worms, the shadows becoming darker and thicker. 
Shit.






  
  Chapter 2

Piper
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A containment spell. 
The necklace was a containment. 
Fucking hell. 
Usually, containment spells were used to store specific spells or magic for use at a later time. Sometimes, though, they were used to contain magical creatures or a demon. 
The bastard knew I would put it into purifying water the moment I felt his compulsion magic, and the herbs and water would have eaten through every bit of magic woven into the necklace, including any containment spell Edmund placed on the necklace. Now, it was releasing whatever the fuck that spell had been holding. 
I’d been so angry that I hadn’t looked for anything else that could have been hidden within it. 
“The necklace was a containment,” I spat, backing away from the growing smoke and shape forming.
Keeping one eye on the thing, I scanned the kitchen sides, searching for something to contain it. 
I stretched across, grabbed the salt, and scurried to create a salt circle around the pan. I had no idea what the creature was in the necklace, or whether salt would do any good, but it was all I had. 
I turned to Dean. "I need to grab supplies from upstairs. Keep an eye on it. It shouldn't be able to fully escape yet, and I'm really hoping the salt will slow it down more."
He nodded, his gaze never leaving the smoky pan. 
My heart thudded hard against my chest as I ran out of the kitchen and up the stairs. Blood roared in my ears as I reached the third floor and threw open the door to the attic room, quickly moving amongst the shelves, searching for tools I could use. 
With no clue what the creature was, I grabbed anything that was powerful enough to turn into another containment charm, along with a few ready-made items that could do in a pinch. 
"Piper, you need to hurry!" Dean's voice carried through the house, and I quickened my steps, rushing down to my bedroom to grab my wand and blade. I would have to carry supplies around with me, especially with Edmund knowing where I was. 
At least that way I wouldn't be caught by surprise again. 
I raced back down the stairs to the kitchen, ignoring the tightening in my chest.
The air hummed with its power, and a cold dread seeped into my bones as the kitchen darkened and light disappeared. A skeletal form shrouded by shadows emerged from the kitchen pan. 
A wraith. 
Edmund had sent a fucking wraith. 
Despite the skeletal appearance, wraiths were incorporeal creatures. Some said they were the trapped souls of magic users who delved into the dark magics and gods of the worlds and were killed in their ignorance. Others said they were creatures born from the netherworlds themselves, but nobody really knew. All I knew was that they thrived in darkness, in that limbo stage of dead and alive, capable of draining the life from you as they fed off your soul, and salt wasn't going to stop it for a second. 
"It's a wraith. Don't let it touch you," I warned, shooting Dean a look. 
He gave a sharp nod, his gaze fixed on the creature. 
"Any idea what we can do to contain it or destroy it?"
My mind raced, searching for what little knowledge I had. 
"They don't like light. We could contain it using light, at least until I can figure out how to trap it in another containment spell." I dashed to the kitchen window and yanked up the blinds to let sunlight flood into the kitchen. 
The wraith let out a piercing screech and darted to the far corner, tucked behind the fridge where the light didn't reach it. 
It wouldn't last, especially as it wasn't as bright a day as we needed. 
"Anything else?"
“Silver, but it’s not like I have any on me, and we would have to get up close to it to actually cause harm.”
“Can we even harm it?” Dean asked, his eyebrow cocked as he looked at me.
I nodded. "Silver is the one thing that can cut them. Even without a corporeal body, the properties of silver can cut into their realm. Other than that, it's holy items, and I don't have any of them around either."
"So, the options are?"
"To trap it in another containment spell, and it's going to fight like crazy now it's had a taste of freedom."
I looked at the wraith, and even though a shroud of shadows covered its face, I could easily picture the loathing in its expression as it hissed at us. Picking through the crystals I'd gathered, I placed three of them onto the kitchen table, evenly placed apart in the shape of a triangle. I'd chosen those that would give me the best chance of containing the wraith. 
Black obsidian was to defend against darkness, fire agate for the power of the sun and the strongest source of light we could use, and quartz to amplify both the other crystals' purposes. In the centre of the triangle, I placed a fourth crystal, one to focus and use as the container. It wasn't a perfect choice, but it was all I had. I hoped that peridot, known for its ability to protect against spirits and ghosts, would have enough strength to contain the wraith.
Sending a silent prayer to Hecate, I picked up my wand and opened the door to my magic, letting a trickle through before guiding it towards the crystals with my wand. I needed the extra help to focus today, and though my pulse was racing, the embrace of my magic pushed the world and tiredness aside so I could focus on my magic and the task at hand. 
"Not wanting to rush you, sunshine, but it's doing something." 
Dean's voice was a soft murmur compared to the buzz echoing in my ears, and I dared not break my concentration to answer him. It took time to charge each crystal, time to tie the weaves of magic around them, filling them with purpose. 
The fire agate glowed brightly, reflecting its sun properties to the quartz that brightened and shimmered with white light, filling the room with even more light. 
I pushed more magic into my wand and pictured a ward around the kitchen, ensuring the wraith wouldn't be able to escape into an unseen shadow and leave the house. The last thing either of us wanted was for it to escape. 
A chair rose into the air and flew towards us. Dean grabbed my arm and yanked me out of the way, dragging us to the floor. 
"It's getting more focused," I said, breathless, my heart pounding hard and fast.
"So, it's throwing things at us. Fantastic," Dean snarled. 
His anger wasn't directed at me, but I couldn't stop myself from tensing at the sound of his voice. Edmund's message was picking at my wounds and making them bleed. Four days ago, I wouldn't have flinched. 
Dean's gaze met mine, his hazel eyes flickering with the amber of his wolf. "Tell me what to do. I can't stand by and do nothing."
I swallowed slowly and nodded. "Divert its attention to you."
He grinned, eyes glistening. "I can do that."
He pushed himself to his knees, peered over the table, and ducked, narrowly missing a second chair.
"I'm not sure how I'm going to explain the mess to my mum," I muttered. 
Dean didn't answer. Instead, he stood and held his arms open wide. 
"Come on now, you can do better than that!" The grin on his face widened a fraction. "I mean, it must suck for you being stuck in that corner, unable to escape because of the light. I get it; you're throwing a tantrum, making a statement, but seriously, I thought you guys were scary."
Rolling my eyes, I moved around the table, keeping low as the glasses flew off the table and smashed against the cabinets. That it had the psychic reach while being trapped in the corner meant it was powerful, and I couldn't let my guard down. 
"We can talk about this, right?" Dean asked, amusement lacing his words as though he were enjoying himself. Then again, he might have been.
Twisting myself around, I popped my head up slowly, keeping my gaze level with the table as I peered over. My hand tightened around my wand. Taking a slow, steady breath, I reached for my magic, pulling it towards me and pushing the door in my mind open wider to draw on more. My skin pebbled, and the hair on the back of my neck stood to attention as energy drummed inside me.
My pulse fluttered in my throat. Steadying my nerves, I shifted my focus to the wand and filled it with energy. A purple glow emanated from the tip. Fire and light weren't elements I was strong with, but the Chthonian element I drew my magic from gave me an edge over the dead and the energies they connected to. Even the wraith would answer my call. 
Quickly, I used my magic to weave a net around my wand to cast out and tie to the crystal I planned to use as a containment charm. It was quick and dirty magic, but emergencies didn't leave you with time to prepare. 
"Son of a bitch," Dean cursed before a loud thud crashed into the kitchen cupboards. 
I glanced up, tensing when I saw Dean suspended off the floor and pinned to the kitchen cabinets. Drawers sprang open, the contents hurtling towards him. 
I threw up my wand and let my magic loose. The knives scattered across the kitchen like darts, hitting everything within reach. Relief swelled in my chest when I saw they had missed Dean. 
I itched to give him more cover, but the best thing I could do to help was contain the wraith. Switching my focus back to it, I searched for the opening I needed. It floated off the floor, moving around in the available space, testing the lines of light as it looked for an escape route, only to screech back. 
The longer I waited, the stronger it was going to get, and I couldn't afford to let that happen. Silently, I counted, letting my heart fall into a steady rhythm. 
One, two, three.  
I shot up from my hiding spot, and with a flick of my wrist, cast out the net I'd woven around my wand. It wrapped around the wraith, which let out a blood-curdling screech that set my teeth on edge. It writhed hard against its bounds, pulling at my arm as it tried to break free. I pulled back against it. 
Back and forth, we tugged against the other, neither of us gathering much ground. I gritted my teeth and pulled more magic into me, down through to my wand, strengthening the net around the wraith. Using all of my strength, I took a step back, pulling the wraith forward with me. Light burned at its skin, and it howled again. 
Vibrations ran up my arm from the force of the wraith fighting against me. I focused on my next step back, getting closer to the kitchen table and the crystals I'd arranged for the containment charm. My heart pounded loudly in my ears as I pulled back my arm and pointed my wand directly at the peridot crystal in the centre of the triangle. With clear thought, I threw more magic into the spell and finished the final weaves connecting the net to the crystal. Energy burst to life in the kitchen, lighting up every corner of the room. With my free hand, I shielded my eyes from the brightness as the echoing scream bounced off the walls. The brightness dimmed, and for a second, the wraith clawed at the kitchen table, nails scraping along as it was pulled into the trap I'd set.
The net fizzled out of existence, and Dean dropped to the floor, crashing into the open drawers as he fell. 
“Son of a bitch.” 
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
“I did not have being pinned to a wall by a wraith on my to-do list today.” He winced as he straightened. 
“You’re not as young as you once were,” I teased. 
He gave another wince as he picked up a chair from the floor and sat down, moving his jacket to the side. My gaze widened as I saw a small kitchen knife impaled into his side. 
“Something like that,” he hissed through clenched teeth as he yanked it out of him. “At least it wasn’t made of silver.”
“Stay there. I’ll get something to clean it up with.”






  
  Chapter 3

Dean
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"You need to take your T-shirt off." 
A smile played on my lips as I wiggled my eyebrows at Piper. "If I knew this was all it would take to get you to ask me to strip, I would have done it sooner."
She rolled her eyes. 
"Don't be stupid. Now, do as you're told and take your T-shirt off."
"I love it when you get bossy with me." I laughed, masking my wince as pain shot up my side when I moved, but from the way Piper's face softened and concern swirled in her gaze, she'd caught it. 
Not that it matters. She is our mate, my wolf encouraged unhelpfully.
Her scent surrounded me as she stepped closer into my space, helping me lift my top over the wound and over my shoulders and head, saving me from stretching too much. My pulse quickened as her fingers brushed along my skin. I watched her intently, searching for a sign that the contact had affected her too, but her focus was firmly fixed on the wound in my side. 
"You won't die," she declared, breaking my thoughts. 
"I could've told you that." A teasing note laced my words, and her lips twitched. Not a laugh, but still a sign of amusement. I always used to make her laugh. 
"I still want to put something on it to slow down the bleeding," she muttered before searching through the kitchen cabinets. 
As fast as my healing abilities were, the wound was still open and had blood pouring out of it, so I would take anything to help slow it down.
Piper walked back to me and knelt between my knees. Our gazes locked, my pulse whooshed through me, and my heightened hearing picked up her heart thudding loudly against her chest as a tense quiet hung between us. Everything else slipped away, apart from the pretty image of her kneeling between my legs. 
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
She gave a small smile, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? A kitchen knife has impaled you, after all.”
“I’ve had worse, and that’s not what I meant.”
She sighed, her shoulders sagging before her gaze shifted to the wound at my side. 
“I’ll be fine, Dean. I always am.”
I didn’t believe her. Sadness and fear wrapped around her and masked her natural scent. Whoever sent the necklace and the wraith had scared Piper more than she wanted to admit. I knew she hadn’t told me everything, but I heard the unspoken words loudly enough to paint an idea of what happened before she’d come home. But as much as I wanted the person dead, I wasn’t willing to push Piper for more information. Not yet, at least. 
Neither of us said a word as she opened a jar of a green healing salve. It didn't smell nice, but it worked with a werewolf’s natural healing abilities and stopped us from burning through as much of our energy to heal. I wasn’t at risk of infections, but I could still lose blood with an open wound. The salve helped seal it more quickly and would easily be absorbed in a way stitches wouldn’t.  
The warmth in her touch was a stark contrast to the coldness of the salve. As she gently rubbed it into the wound and surrounding area, I watched her movements, mesmerised by what she was doing. There was a small crease in her brow as she concentrated on her task, her lips pressed together in a thin line. I couldn’t take my eyes of her mouth, the urge to kiss her rippling through me. I held back, swallowing slowly, painfully aware of the quiet in the bond we shared. 
Broken bond, I silently spat, unable to stop the seething anger bubbling inside me. My wolf paced in my mind, noting every detail in the kitchen, wanting to ignore the gaping wound in our soul and focus on the threat to our mate. 
"I won’t waste my breath and tell you to take it easy for a day."
I smiled. "I'll be fine once I've shifted, you know that."
She sighed and made a move to stand. I reached for her, my muscles pulling tightly, making my side burn. Not that it mattered if it meant I had an excuse to touch her for a little longer. 
She hesitated, her gaze narrowing as she looked at me before she took my hand and let me help her to her feet. 
I didn't let go straight away. Instead, I pulled her closer, our bodies pressed together, and even with me sitting in the chair, her body fit perfectly into mine. 
Did she know the tension in her muscles slowly relaxed as she leaned into me? Heat radiated from her. Slowly, I wrapped my arms around her waist, buried my nose into her chest, and inhaled deeply. Time froze. Her arms snaked around my head, her fingers curling into my hair as she bent her head down and pressed her lips to my crown. 
There were so many things I wanted to say to her, to let it all pour out and bare my soul to her, but I didn't. Rushing her into listening to me wouldn't be for Piper's benefit. Not when old wounds had been opened up. Though I didn't think for a second those wounds had ever healed, no matter what she told me. 
Distracting myself, my fingers played with the hem of her top at her back, gently running back and forth against her skin. She shivered at my touch, and despite my wound and everything that was unspoken about what happened today, a thrill of anticipation stirred inside of me. 
I leaned my head up, and my eyes met hers. There was a charge in the air between us, heavy and threatening to break if one of us was brave enough to make the first move. 
It would be easy to touch her more, easy to pull her down onto my lap and kiss her, stealing a taste and committing it to my memory. 
She was holding her breath, waiting to see what I would do. I licked my lips, fighting the urge to do more, to claim her and give her promises that nothing would hurt her again. 
Her eyes widened as she watched me tracking everything. 
I couldn't help but wonder what was running through her head. Was she warring with herself over what to do next? I made a promise to myself when I came over here that I was going to make sure Piper knew where I stood, to do everything in my power to earn her trust again, to prove myself to her. Instead, a necklace and a message from her past had derailed my plans. Well, that and the wraith. 
I knew there was a reason she came back. She was running from something. 
Gently, I reached up to her face to tuck her hair behind her ears. She was beautiful, but this version of Piper was a stranger to me. I wanted to rectify that, but it would need to be at the pace she set, and more importantly, it would need to be without the person who'd hurt her overshadowing everything.
“Thank you,” I said, breaking the silence. My voice broke the spell between us, and Piper scurried back, heat creeping across her cheeks. 
It was both adorable and sexy as hell. 
I stood. 
She blinked, shaking her head before looking up at me. "You wanted to talk to me before everything."
My phone rang before I could answer. Silently, I cursed the interruption, especially as I'd told my Iron brothers, Perrin and Cedric, where I was and that I didn’t want to be disturbed. 
My phone ringing meant it wasn't a member of my pack trying to reach me. They could do so far more easily through the pack bond, which meant it was Kaiser. 
I slipped the device out of my back pocket and answered. 
"Yeah." It was hardly a warm greeting, but I wasn't in the mood for being polite, even if it was Kaiser on the other end. It didn’t matter that he was the town founder and the Iron Wolves were oath-bound to serve him. 
"I have a job for you."
"When?" 
"You need to leave now. There is a small window of opportunity we can't afford to miss."
It didn't exactly fill me with confidence about what the job entailed. For reasons I didn't understand, Kaiser seemed to prefer dealing with me rather than my father, and my dad was more than happy to pass the liaison role on to me, especially if it gave him one less job to worry about. It used to be Sebastian who dealt with Kaiser’s requests. Sadness swelled inside me as my thoughts turned to my brother. Even after a decade, his loss hadn’t gotten any easier. 
"How many wolves are going to be needed?"
"Just you and the druid wolf, though I don't suppose the other one will let you go far without him."
I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the way he referred to Perrin and Cedric. Instead, my attention was fixed on Piper as she busied herself with tidying the kitchen.
"We'll be there in half an hour."
I didn't wait for him to respond before I hung up and sent a message through the pack bonds to Perrin and Cedric. The fact that he only wanted us meant we would potentially be travelling for a while. 
"I have to go."
"I know. Iron Wolves’ business," Piper said. "How long will you be gone?"
"I don't know, but I'll keep in touch if I can."
"Don't worry about me, Dean. I'm a big girl."
I wanted to argue that I would always worry, that I’d never stopped worrying, even when she wasn't here, but I didn't think she would want to hear it. The last thing I wanted was to cause an argument between us when I didn't have the time to ensure she understood what I meant. 
"I’ll see you soon." 
Piper nodded before turning her back on me to continue her task. The need to stay and help her burned in me, but I knew better than to keep Kaiser waiting. Throwing on my T-shirt, I left Piper in the kitchen, though I was sure I was leaving a large part of me behind too. 
I just hoped the job Kaiser needed me for wouldn't take me away from Stonehill for too long now it was clear that someone was hunting Piper. I made a mental note to send out feelers to Earthside amongst my contacts and see if I could find out any information that would help me work out who was after her.






  
  Chapter 4

Piper
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It had been three weeks since I’d received Edmund’s message with the necklace and the wraith hidden inside it, and I’d been on tenterhooks ever since, waiting for something else to jump out of the shadows and try to drag me back to him. 
Rather than drive myself completely up the wall with worry at his silence, Lark had taken pity on me and taken me up on my offer to help her in the kitchen at Books, Brews, & Charms Cafe. I was grateful for the distraction as well as a chance to earn some money until I figured out what my next move was. I needed to keep busy, and there was nothing better than baking to focus on when my thoughts were all over the place. Being in the kitchen relaxed me more than anything else. There was just something about following a recipe or a little experimentation with food that calmed me. 
Music blasted in my ears as I sieved self-raising flour into a mixing bowl, my foot tapping in time to the beat. This was my eighth batch of cake mix so far that morning, and even though I’d started at six and it wasn’t yet ten, I still wasn’t finished. There was enough in the bowl to make another twenty-four cupcakes, and then I would need to shift gears and start making the specials of the day that Lark intended to serve. 
Worry still gnawed at my thoughts when I let it, and I refused to let my guard down completely, which was why I was keeping out of sight as much as possible. Well, that and because I was burying myself in research, looking for an answer to break my curse that didn’t result in someone else having to die. I still hoped Kaiser would come through for me, but he’d been silent. I couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. 
Pushing my thoughts down, I focused on my task and evenly split the cake batter into the cupcake cases. The last batch was still cooling, waiting for me to decorate them. I wouldn’t win a fancy award with my designs, but I could make them pretty enough that people would buy them.
I shuffled over to the oven and slid open the door to place the trays across the shelves before setting the timer and quickly cleaning up the workspace to prepare for my next task. There was already buttercream, fresh cream, and other fillings in the fridge firming up so they would pipe onto the cakes more easily. 
“How are you doing?” Lark called from behind me, loud enough to hear over my music. 
I glanced over my shoulder, pushing a smile to my lips as I took out my headphones. 
“We’re on schedule. I’m just about to start on the soup now, and the bread needs to be sliced ready for us to add the fillings as we need them.”
“Honestly, Piper, you are a lifesaver. I can handle cooking food, but although I love cakes, I’m not a great baker,” she answered, as she busied herself with making us both a drink. 
The cafe wouldn’t open for another half an hour for those regulars who came in for a late breakfast or an early bunch. I was pretty certain some only came to gossip with their friends before getting on with the rest of their day. Of course, with November well underway, the town was slowing down from the summer tourists. It didn’t mean the season would be quiet. Instead, the Yule spirit would wake up, and other celebrations that those who called Stonehill home celebrated. In one week, the town would be transformed with winter markets and travelling shows from across the Otherworld.
Growing up, it was my favourite time of year. Now, though, the anticipation of an influx of people to Stonehill left me feeling vulnerable in a way I didn’t like. More people meant Edmund had a better chance of slipping through unnoticed, or rather, those who worked for him did. 
Shaking my head, I replied, “I’m happy to help.” I washed my hands. “Is there anything else you need for today? I need to check over the stock we have so you can order more of what we’re missing.” I wiped my hands on some paper towels and dropped them into the bin when I was done.
“Thank you. I’ll place the order tonight. It won’t take long to get here.” 
Lark passed me a hot cup of coffee. I murmured my thanks and took a slow sip. 
“Have you heard from Dean?”
I shook my head. “Not since Edmund’s message. He mentioned something about needing to leave on a run.”
Lark’s eyebrow raised. “I’m still surprised he left, considering the message.”
I shrugged. “It’s not like he knows everything, and we both know the pack and the Iron Wolves come first, always.”
My words sounded empty, and it was an old argument, something I wasn’t sure I fully believed anymore. At least he seemed hesitant to leave. I’d made the choice for him in the end. 
I put my cup down on the kitchen counter and walked to the fridge. Thinking about Dean and our complicated relationship was confusing, and I couldn’t afford to distract myself in that way. I needed to prepare for the inevitability of Edmund showing up. 
“We also both know him, Piper. He won’t forget that you’re in trouble. As hard as it might be to allow yourself to trust him or lean on him in a big way, you might need him to get through this.” 
My pulse raced at Lark’s words. I didn’t want to think about that, but I knew she was right. Dean was a protector first and foremost, especially when it came to those he deemed as his, and whatever our past or the state of the bond we shared was in, in Dean’s eyes, I was his. It may have seemed like he’d given up asking questions about Edmund in light of the wraith attack, but I didn’t think for a second he was going to let it go. 
The problem was me, and whether I was willing to let him get close enough to help me, and I didn’t know the answer. My soul was too bruised, and as much as I was regaining my confidence in my magic, I still had wounds that weren’t healing from Edmund. I couldn’t afford to lay my heart and soul out and be vulnerable just for it to be thrown away again. 
“I’ll think about it,” I muttered. 
“Have you heard anything from him?” 
Lark didn’t need to say his name. She’d given me space by not bringing him up over the last few weeks after I told her about the necklace and the wraith, but now she was pushing me to confront my problem. Although I was resistant to do so, I couldn’t ignore it forever. I needed to get proactive. 
“No. And that concerns me. I don’t want to provoke him until I’m ready to face him again, but not knowing isn’t doing me any favours. I need to find some answers.”
“How do you plan to do that?”
By doing the one thing I’ve been putting off. 
I turned to look at her, our gazes locking. “I’m going to summon my dad’s spirit.”
I’d been putting it off ever since my mum had told me of the family connection between my dad’s family and Edmund’s a few weeks ago. I was still trying to wrap my mind around the concept that there was a history between us, and that he’d targeted me for reasons beyond my vulnerability that made it easier to manipulate me more than I realised. Maybe it had been a setup from the very beginning. If that was the case, I needed to know why. 






  
  Chapter 5

Piper
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It was late afternoon by the time I left the cafe for the day and headed back to my car. I’d spent the last few hours going over my plan with Lark and weighing up the pros and cons of summoning my father’s spirit. Overall, the need for information on Edmund and the family connection outweighed the consequences of doing it, and there was still a possibility that my father’s soul had already been spun back out into his new life and was no longer resting in his afterlife. 
Dad hadn’t pledged to a particular deity, preferring to pay his respects to more than one pantheon, depending on what was needed. Not every witch felt the call to a particular god or goddess. 
I glanced up at the sky. Grey clouds rolled over the town, carrying with them the clean, fresh scent of rain. I quickened my pace, not wanting to be caught in the downpour the darkening sky promised. I’d barely put the key into my car door before a sheet of rain fell. 
Wet hair clung to my head, and water dripped down the back of my neck as I scooted into the driver’s seat and shut the door behind me, watching as the rain pelted against the windscreen, blurring the rest of the world away. I’d only been in it for seconds, and I was already soaked through.
I paused, soothed by the drumming of the rain against my car. Watching for a moment, I could almost forget everything that was twisting me up inside and just enjoy the calmness settling over me by listening to the rain. 
It had been over ten years since Dad’s death, and as confident as I was when talking it over with Lark, I wasn’t ready to summon his spirit. He’d died because of me. I’d been kidnapped by wargs, and he’d helped Dean and the Iron Wolves get me back and paid the ultimate price. I’d worn the guilt of his death like a coat ever since. And not just his. Dean’s brother, Sebastian, also died that night. 
I swallowed slowly, my pulse jumping in my throat. 
What would I even say to him? Sorry wouldn’t be good enough, and I couldn’t come out and straight up ask him about the Ramsey family and the connection we had, without sounding callous. 
I couldn’t deny that I was worried about the answers I might find, even if I had the courage to ask him. But the doubts and the need for answers had only been getting louder ever since my mum had revealed the connection, but she hadn’t been able to tell me much. Dad had kept those secrets from both of us. 
I took a slow, steady breath and turned the ignition on. I could go back and forth all over again, or I could put on my big girl pants and get the answers I needed. Edmund had sought me out for a reason, and I needed to know what that reason was if I was going to prepare to face him again. Time was running out. 
As if on cue, as it did whenever my thoughts drifted to him the last few weeks, the mark on my wrist burned. I rolled up my sleeve and pushed the thin bandage covering it aside. It looked infected, the mark red and swollen, burned onto my skin in the shape of a moth; a personal brand from Edmund. The curse itself, though, was different. It grew like black vines up my arm. The gift Hecate had given me weeks ago to contain it had slowed it down from killing me, but ever since I’d burned through the magic of the gift to defeat her rogue servant, the curse was free to do its intended purpose, eating through my magic and life-energy. 
The more magic I used, the quicker it would spread. 
I’d intentionally used little since the wraith attack, when I first noticed the vines on my arm. Tonight shouldn’t use a lot of magic. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t. 
Shaking my head, I shifted into first gear and drove off. I had to gather some supplies I would need to use that evening from home before I headed to where my dad was buried. 

      [image: ]Mum was at the town clinic when I got home, so I didn’t see her and avoided needing to deny that I planned to use any magic. I didn’t bother changing since my clothes were already wet and would likely get wetter by the time I was through, but I grabbed a banana to eat on the way. 
Every witch had traditions in how they were laid to rest, depending on the deity they pledged to, their family traditions, or those family traditions they married into. The Hart family had a private lot in the witches’ cemetery at the edge of town. A thick hedge had been woven around the area with magic to give privacy to those who came to pay their respects, and they were secluded from the other lots. 
At the heart of the lot was a single elder tree, a symbol of the Hart family’s dedication to healing. Most of the witches in my family were pledged to a deity that oversaw healing in some way or another: Brigid, Micah, Asclepius, and Eir, to name but a few. Those few who ended up pledged to a different calling like me would still be laid to rest here, unless our deity had other plans for us. Dad had chosen to be buried here, amongst the family he’d married into and had welcomed him with open arms. 
Each passing member of my family fed the elder tree with their energy and nutrients, thus making the elder wood soaked in the ancestral magic of my family. 
I stepped past the iron gate that was the only way to get in and out of the lot and walked to my father’s grave. He had taken my mother’s family name when he married, something witches often did, but now I thought it was more to disguise his family name. 
I’d never met my paternal grandparents, and Dad had shared nothing about his life before Mum. As far as I was aware, he’d grown up in Stonehill like my mother’s family. 
I drew to a stop and looked down at the gravestone. Even in death, my father’s name gave no clue where he came from. 
Anthony Hart
Loving father and husband. 
Underneath was a single verse that made little sense to me. 
At the threshold’s edge where worlds entwine, the keeper’s key grants passage to the divine. 
Tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall as I knelt next to his grave and placed my hand on the stone. 
“Hi, Dad. I’m sorry I haven’t visited.”
There was so much I could have said, but I kept the words inside. I didn’t have time to pour my heart out to him. As much as I needed the chance to truly sit with my grief and guilt over his death, I had to keep pushing forward, otherwise, I would have a grave right next to his. 
Pushing past the emotions that had settled on my chest, I pulled my bag off my shoulder and started making the preparations I needed. 
I placed thirteen black candles around his grave, encircling the space I needed to work with before pouring salt in a circle around the candles. Salt would not only contain anything nasty I might accidentally attract attention to, but it would also protect me from outside energies and forces from interfering. I placed crystals at each compass point to represent each element: east for air, south for fire, west for water, and north for earth. I focused my magic on the candles and set a small burst of energy to light them, grateful it had stopped raining, before sitting cross-legged at the foot of the grave, ignoring the wetness seeping into my jeans. 
Resting my palms on the earth next to me, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before opening up to my magic more. The familiar, cold energy washed over me, causing my skin to prickle and the hair on my arms to stand to attention. The earth was wet beneath my hands, and the scent of grass and the crisp freshness of rain lingered in the air. It was a chilly day, even without the rain, let alone opening myself to the cool energies of my magic. 
Dad had been dead for ten years, which meant I needed to approach this differently than I had with Ivy’s body weeks ago. I had to go deeper to reach any essence of him left and into the astral plane, and with how much ancestral magic that coated the ground, there was always a chance another Hart witch would answer my call. 
I directed my magic through the earth to the salt circle, and in my mind, the picture of silver flames ignited and encircled me, closing the rest of the world off. So long as those flames burned, my magic would keep me safe from anything. The silver flames surprised me, as it wasn’t an image my magic usually projected. 
Shifting my focus to my breathing, I cleared my mind of all thoughts until I found the stillness I needed. Finally, when I was ready, I opened my eyes and reached over to place the final crystal at the centre of the grave. 
With a careful thread of magic, I connected to the clear quartz and let my consciousness sink deep into the earth below me, searching for an essence of my dad that I could connect with before attempting to reach the astral plane. My mind lit up with a rainbow of colours, each one pulsing like a beat as they sifted through the ground from each grave to the elder tree, feeding it with a never-ending loop of magic. Centuries of Hart witches’ magic was at my fingertips, and the moment I connected to it, an explosion of energy surged through me. 
My wrist burned at the influx of magic to feed off, but even the curse wouldn’t have a hope of eating through all of it. 
I smiled. It meant, for the moment, doing magic in this place would keep me safe from the effects of the curse, not that I intended to take advantage and use too much. 
The air hummed, and my hair rose around me from the static energy, and there, hidden amongst the layers of Hart magic, was my father’s. A jewel-toned crimson red. 
My consciousness brushed across it, and I weaved a thread of magic around it, tying it to the clear quartz. The quartz glowed, a pulsing beat of purple and red mixing. My magic and my dad’s. 
I choked back a sob. I’d forgotten what my dad’s magic felt like, and there it was. It didn’t matter how brief the connection would be; it was there, and I could almost feel him standing next to me. 
Forcing myself to focus on my task, I opened the door to my magic wider, a clear image in my mind of where I wanted to be, and stepped through, casting my consciousness out of my body and into the astral plane.






  
  Chapter 6

Piper
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A wolf was at my side when I opened my eyes on the astral plane, grey with amber eyes. It looked up at me before taking off at a run. I’d always assumed the wolf represented the soul bond to Dean, a connection, though broken, that would always lay a claim to me. Now, I couldn’t help but wonder if the wolf was less a representation and more Dean’s wolf reaching across the bond. 
I hadn’t arrived at the river this time. Dad’s soul had already passed on his journey. There was little need to go to the river of souls. Instead, I was at Dad’s graveside, the astral plane mirroring my location. I could see my body sitting perfectly still at the edge of his grave as the silver flames burned around me. 
With a slow breath, I cast my magic out, sending vibrations down to the connection in Dad’s grave, and called his name. 
“Anthony Hart, I summon thee.”
Everything seemed to still as I waited for my father’s soul to come to me. Energy tickled at my senses, like a soft breeze rustling through the trees. It carried with it the familiar scent of my father. Peppermint and burning wood. 
I swept my gaze across the lot before stopping at the elder tree. On the astral plane, there was a doorway nestled at the trunk, open enough to catch my attention as a light glowed from behind. Silently, I sent a prayer to Hecate before walking towards the door. The closer I got, the brighter the light inside got, a welcoming beacon to those who sought sanctuary. The stairs were steep and made from the roots of the elder tree, entwined together. Cautiously, I descended, keeping one hand on the curving wall for support.
I lost track of how many steps there were or how long I’d been walking down them. Time didn’t really register in the astral plane, but eventually, I reached the bottom. There was a door directly opposite the staircase. Shivering, I took a step forward, astral energy brushing along my senses, and voices whispered around me. There were too many to make out who they belonged to, but something told me they were the voices of my ancestors. Usually, the soul came to me when I summoned it, though it was possible that being at the heart of my family had opened the door to more than my dad answering. 
My heart echoed loudly through me as I pushed open the door and stepped into a large room, my eyes widening as I stopped mid-step. The sight greeting me was like nothing I’d ever expected to see on the astral plane. 
Inside the elder tree was a large room, styled like a traditional British pub. Heavy wooden tables were dotted around the room with a mix of bench seats and chairs. There was a long wooden bar along one wall, with craft beer taps and shelves of bottles behind. 
But that wasn’t the strangest thing of all. The souls of my ancestors flittered about, taking the shape of their latest embodiment, as though they’d all taken a step back from their afterlife and visited each other. 
The afterlife was a mystery to those who still lived, and even for those who had an insight, with the magics of death running through their veins, much remained a mystery. We died, and our souls passed on to another plane. The astral plane was just one stepping stone on their journey. Witches like me could summon a soul back on the astral plane and meet them there rather than bringing them over the divide between living and dead. But each soul was on their journey, whether that meant being reborn within the wheel, or finding their eternal paradise… or punishment. 
What came after was a big question, and while I had summoned enough souls over the years on the astral plane to communicate with them, I’d never seen a bar quite like this. 
I recognised my grandmother from the photos my mum had, her hair two shades darker than my natural blonde. She was sitting at the bar with a cigarette in her hand, talking to another Hart witch. None of them paid me more than a passing glance, their gazes warm, their smiles welcoming, but none approached me. 
My gaze stopped at the centre table where my dad sat, his gaze fixed on me, and a grin spread across his face. My breath caught in the back of my throat as a sob threatened to consume me. He looked exactly like I remembered him. 
“Dad,” I whispered, taking a step towards him. 
“Piper,” he greeted when I reached his table. The chair moved of its own accord, giving me the space to sit. 
I wanted to throw my arms around him and hug him, but it was only an echo of him I was seeing; the soul taking the shape of my father while he remained incorporeal. 
“I’ve missed you.”
His gaze softened, and his grin fell slightly. He reached out to me, his hand hovering over mine. If I closed my eyes, I could almost feel it. 
“I’ve never been far from your side, sweetheart. Even when it felt like you were alone, I was with you.”
Tears slid down my face, a dam of emotions breaking through the walls I’d built around my grief. How many sayings were there about our loved ones always being with us? To help ease the pain of their loss, to help fill the void they’d left. 
They had just felt like words before, never really giving me the comfort I’d desperately wanted for the last decade, especially when I’d felt so alone and lost that I didn’t know where to turn. Hearing my dad say them now, his hand not quite touching mine, brought more comfort than I thought possible as I realised he’d always been with me, no matter what. 
“I’m sorry.”
“You have nothing to apologise for. You’re my daughter, and there is no hell I wouldn’t crawl through to keep you safe. It was never your fault, and it is a choice I would make again and again if it meant you lived.”
My chest ached, and even though I’d come here for a reason, I couldn’t stop the tears from falling long enough to care. My muscles tightened as a sob racked through me. 
And then, as the world blurred around me, I felt him touching my hand, could hear the chair scraping across the floor as I was pulled into his embrace that felt so real, so warm, as his energy wrapped around me, and the buzz in the bar stilled. 
I cried until my throat felt scratchy and sore, and my dad held me, for the first time in a decade. 
It shouldn’t have been possible, I knew it in my heart, and yet I couldn’t find the energy to question it. 
Eventually, the energy faded, and I could no longer feel my dad holding me. Instead, there was a chill in my bones, and my entire body ached. I gathered up my pain and grief and pushed them far back, wiping at my tear-stained face with my sleeve. By the time I was ready to look back up, Dad was back sitting opposite me, as though he’d never moved. 
I wanted to ask how, but I held my tongue. I’d already lost track of how much time I’d been on this plane. I couldn’t afford to waste more time. I had questions I needed answers to. 
“Dad,” I started, struggling to find the words as my heart pounded hard against my chest. 
You’ve had your time to let it all go. Now you need to ask questions. You need answers as to what Edmund wants.
Taking a deep breath, I met my dad’s gaze. 
“I need to ask you about the Ramsey family.”
A slight grimace crossed his face as he pressed his lips together, hesitation in his gaze. “I hoped they would never find out about you.”
I straightened in my seat, my attention fixed on my dad. “What do you mean?” 
“I’m not originally from Stonehill. I grew up in London and around the Conclave and The Council. I may have been a witch, but my family, our family, had connections. Our name carried weight.” He sighed softly. “I loved my family, but I hated the pretentiousness that came with being a Salvius, and so, like any teenager, I rebelled against the restraints put on me.”
I nodded, my mind searching for any scraps of information I had about the family. Some witches made a name for themselves and became well known, but even spending the last decade on Earthside hadn’t given me a clue who they were. I knew enough to recognise that the name was Latin. 
“I haven’t heard of them.”
Dad gave a sad smile, his gaze becoming unfocused. “You wouldn’t have after what the Ramsey family did. We were warders. For generations, our magical line strengthened in liminal arts and wards.”
“My magic comes from your side of the family?”
“In a way, yes. Though I never told you, just as I never once breathed a word that I’d pledged myself to the god Janus.”
I stiffened. Janus, the Roman god of beginnings, gates, transitions, and doorways. He had an equal duality nature to him, as Hecate did. Beginnings and endings all rolled into one. Yet I’d never seen my dad use the magic that would draw him to Janus. He’d been good at wards, yes, but he tinkered with fixing things, helping in the clinic, even if he never healed like Mum did. 
“How is that possible? If we had similar magic, why would Hecate have laid a claim on me and not Janus?”
“Nobody can say they know the minds of the gods, and they don’t share with us their whys.”
My thoughts raced at what it could mean, and the common factor we shared was magic that would attract the Ramsey family.
“You could travel to the Between.” My voice came out in a hushed tone. 
Dad nodded once. “I didn’t do it often, not since my
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