
  
  [image: ]




  
  First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Luna Dragon Books 
Copyright © 2024 by Katie L Smith
All rights reserved. 
Published by Luna Dragon Books
No part of Shelter Me From Darkness may be reproduced, or circulated in any format by any means including photocopying, recording or other electronic means without written permission from the author Katie L Smith, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
No AI Training: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and Luna Dragon Books] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models. 
Editor:-Karen Sanders Editing
Cover Design:- Ravven
This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses or places is entirely coincidental and not to be constructed as representative or an endorsement of any living, existing group, person, place or business.  






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Author Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        About The Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  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 of the Book
Shelter Me From Darkness 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:- 
References and minor descriptions of domestic abuse. PTSD, depictions of violence (blood and gore) implied sexual assault, kidnapping, near death experiences, murder, death, mentions of criminal activities, mentions of a loss of a parent, profanity.
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Thank you for believing in me when I didn’t believe in myself. For giving me the wings to fly. Your never-ending support, love, and kindness has allowed me grow and chase my dreams. 

Thank you for feeding my imagination, inspiring me to be brave, and for teaching me you only live once. 

I love you. 








  
  Chapter 1

Piper
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I should have known Edmund would send people after me. 
The bastard didn’t like to lose at the best of times. That I had escaped his gilded cage must have infuriated him. 
Especially as mage magic is far superior to the magic of witches. I rolled my eyes at the thought, aware it was Edmund’s voice in the back of my mind, taunting me. He’d always been arrogant. 
Then again, it was his arrogance that had allowed me to escape. 
Keeping my right side to the wall of the service station I’d stopped at to refuel, I hurried towards the nearest ladies’ toilets, glancing over my shoulder to track the two mages following me. 
I’d never been more grateful for the innate ability all witches had that allowed me to see magic in the world. Witch-sight. It did more than merely see magic. I could see through the woven illusion surrounding the mages. Without it, I wouldn’t have noticed them. It was a tactic that allowed most magical folk and creatures to walk around the human world without the magically unaware noticing. Not that everyone could create a strong concealment illusion. 
These two could. A good one. Most likely they were Shadow Mages, named for the type of work they did. Assassins, spies, bounty hunters. 
The realisation of their profession didn’t help me. If anything, it made the doubt that I could make it out of there without them catching me a little louder. My window to escape was growing ever smaller. 
An icy wave of power rippled through me, carrying with it a voice clear in my mind. 
“Hurry!” 
Hecate. The goddess I’d pledged myself to over a decade ago was speaking to me for the first time in years. My legs went weak, and the Hecate wheel that marked my right shoulder burned; another reminder of the pledge I’d made. 
Swallowing the lump in the back of my throat, my pulse marched in my ears, accompanied by the echo of my thundering heartbeat. Ignoring the hair on the back of my neck standing to attention and the charge of energy that prickled across my skin, thoughts raced through my mind.
Was it possible they’d caught up with me already? Were there more ahead?
Stop it. Breathe. 
I couldn’t give into panic; that was a good way to get caught. Using every ounce of will I had, I pushed forward. Panic inside me screamed to run, but the voice of caution kept me walking. Bonus point to me. I wasn’t under a concealment illusion, and running would only attract attention. 
Slowing my breathing, face schooled from emotion, I kept my pace steady. 
Everything is fine. Nothing to see here. Keep moving. 
Gripping the strap of my bag hard enough for my knuckles to turn white, my nails dug into my palm. I searched ahead for an unseen threat or concealed mages and was grateful to find none. That meant I only had to deal with those behind me. Not that I was going to confront them head-on. That wasn’t my style. 
Edmund may have chipped away at my soul in more ways than I wanted to think about, but he hadn’t fully won. Not yet, at least. Somewhere inside me, I’d found the strength to break free and run. It was a small flickering flame of hope, but I clung to it and kept walking. If I stopped, I would be back in his grasp, and that was something I couldn’t allow. 
Fear gave my heart a painful squeeze, and my chest tightened as ice crept through me. I wasn’t sure I would find the strength again to break free. He would consume everything that was me until I was nothing more than an empty shell, fit only for him to shape into whatever he wanted. I let out a shaky breath, pushing down the sob threatening to escape. I wouldn’t let that happen. 
The smell of greasy food hit the back of my throat and turned my stomach, bringing with it a fresh wave of nausea. Though, at that point, it was hard to say whether I was nauseous because of the smell or the images of what could be flashing through my mind. 
They’re going to catch me. They’re gaining on me.
I stiffened, my muscles coiled with tension as I glanced back towards the mages following me. They hadn’t closed the distance between us yet, but they were still too close. 
The service station was busy. Busier than I expected for a Friday morning when it wasn’t on one of the main roads. The journey to get here had taken longer, but I had picked my route out of London as carefully as I could, taking different roads and going back on myself in a desperate hope to keep them off my tail. 
Yet they had still found me. 
I snapped my attention to the ladies’ toilets, trying to gauge how many steps it would take me to reach them. It wasn’t the best hiding place, and there was nothing to stop them from following me in, but I didn’t intend to stay in there. I needed somewhere private that would allow me to use my magic and slip away unseen. The mages wouldn’t be able to follow me where I was going. Not unless I took them there, and I had no intention of doing that. 
I slipped through the door and hurried towards the last stall. I had little time to check whether anyone else was inside and hoped there wasn’t. The stall door slammed shut behind me, and my fingers fumbled with the lock, wasting precious seconds. 
Securing my rucksack on both shoulders, I took a deep breath. I ignored the stale smell of old cleaning products and public toilets. 
Graffiti decorated the closed door, faded names followed by insults or dirty promises that seemed to amuse a certain age group. There were even one or two scribbled-out phone numbers. 
Shaking my head, I focused my attention on the door. Pulse racing, I licked my lips and swallowed. I took a deep breath and reached for my magic. My skin prickled as energy vibrated through me. It was like a door opened in my mind, and I stepped through, arms outstretched for the welcome home. It had been a while since I had fully accessed my magic by choice, and it rushed through me as though I was a lightning rod. 
The entrance door opened and heavy boots sounded on the tiled floor. My chest fluttered, and my stomach twisted and churned. I ignored it. 
Hecate, let your light guide and shelter me. 
A silent prayer. A hope I gripped onto as I focused all my attention on the door. 
The cool touch of Hecate answered me, and for a moment, I could see in my mind’s eye her hands on top of my own as I pushed into existence what I wanted. I hadn’t had time to prepare for a spell or a potion, and I had no circle to protect me from outside energies or dangers. But I was using my raw magic, where my strengths lay, even if I had only done this twice before. 
I pushed the doubt aside, not letting it distract me for longer than a fleeting second. This needed to work. It was my only chance. 
Magic curled at my fingertips. I could see the silver and purple wisp of light glowing. I focused on the image in my mind, keeping it clear. The world shifted, and the edges of black-toed boots disappeared as I opened the stall door and stepped out into the Between. No longer at the service station, I was safe from the mages and Edmund's reach. At least for the moment. 
If nothing else, I could catch my breath.







  
  Chapter 2

Piper
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The Between was a place where all worlds met. Edges of boundaries collided to make a mesh of something other. Something new. Merged worlds, realms, and endless possibilities, giving birth to both dreams and nightmares. The Between was a dangerous and savage place. 
I was one of the lucky few whose magic allowed them to cross the thin veil that kept all the realms separate and slip into the Between. No portal needed. 
All I needed was a doorway, my magic, and sheer willpower. Lucky me. 
It wasn’t a skill I had much knowledge about or something I had practised. Slipping into the Between was about all I could do with it. Only the experienced or the powerful dared to travel through the Between, especially with the type of creatures and gods that called this place home. 
I hadn’t prepared for this little venture and only used it as my last resort as it was the one place Edmund wouldn’t be able to follow me. Relief crashed through me when I arrived at a dirt road intersection lined with hedges and weathered trees rising out of the earth to brush against the sky. The wind sent a shudder through the branches and a few burnt orange leaves floated loose. The roads were usually safe for a short time, and I wasn’t stupid enough to leave the road and wander past the treeline. The dangers of the Between were all too familiar to me from previous visits. I couldn’t stay there forever. Eventually, something would cross my path, and I wasn’t prepared magically to fight. 
The initial urgency to get away from the mages Edmund sent after me waned as I sat at the edge of the dirt road, leaving me shaking as the adrenaline wore off. Taking a slow, deep breath, I closed my eyes and focused on keeping my pulse steady. The danger wasn’t over, and I needed to keep my wits about me. 
Five seconds. I get five seconds, and then I need to pull myself together and think of a way out of this.  
Five. 
I took a breath. 
Four. 
And another. 
Three. 
I clenched and unclenched my hands, pushing the cold fear as deep down as it would go, locking it into a box and throwing chains over it. Another day’s problem. 
Two. 
I opened my eyes. 
One.
Edmund had a way of tracking me. I needed to discover how and try to block it. It was the only way I could lose my tail. 
There was only one place I could have missed a tracking spell. Before I’d left, I’d cleansed myself of all possible magic not my own. There was only one thing I hadn’t been able to get rid of.  
My pulse jumped as I rolled up my left arm’s sleeve. The mark was red and swollen, an ugly reminder of Edmund’s cruelty.
Do as I say or die. 
How had I been so blind to his true self? How had I missed the red flags? 
Hot bile rose in my throat. It had been subtle at first. Comments had me changing things about myself without realising. I hadn’t been enough before in a past relationship, and I’d been desperate to make sure I was enough for this one. Add in the soft touch of Edmund’s compulsion magic tying me to him and I became more of a loyal dog and less of a girlfriend. 
The nausea rolled over me faster than I could push it back down. I lunged forward onto my knees and retched, bringing up what little stomach contents I had.
I closed my eyes and breathed through my nose. 
Pull it together. I’ve had five seconds. I can’t afford to have more. Not yet. Not until I’m safe. 
I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand and scrambled away from the sick, not wanting the smell to trigger me again. Ignoring the acid that coated my tongue, I looked back down at the mark on my left arm. It burned. I may have snapped free from Edmund’s compulsion, but as long as I had his Death Curse marking my skin, I wasn’t free. 
The tracker spell had to be hidden under the layers of magic in the curse. Mages were known for the way they wove spells within other spells. They used logic and rationality to harness their magical energy, using spells, foci, and magical creations to direct the magic to take the shape they wanted it to. 
When I’d first seen the Death Curse Edmund had placed on me, I hadn’t seen anything more than the mark on my wrist and the cursed magic that was eating away at my life force. Now, though, I needed to dig a little deeper and see what else he hid under those first layers. 
It was a clever trick, as much as I hated to admit it. I opened my Witch-sight and looked more closely at the mark. My senses opened wide around me, peeling back the layers of the world that I could normally see and allowing me to see so much more. The curse mark morphed from a mere red angry mark to roots of black and grey wrapping around my entire wrist. Vines of black were growing up my arm, and if I squinted, I could see them wriggle and move as though I had worms under my skin. I didn’t dare touch a single thread with my magic. Instead, I focused my attention on looking beyond the first layer, sifting through until I saw hidden underneath a different casting, a different spell. It glowed red and pulsed in sync with the beat of my heart, muted by the magic of the curse over it, but strong enough to track me. 
Fucking bastard. 
I smacked my fist against my thigh as I pulled back my senses and closed my Witch-sight off. Why it surprised me that there was a tracking spell on me I couldn’t say, but it did. 
Chewing on my bottom lip, I desperately searched for a solution to my predicament. I couldn’t break the Death Curse, not without the right knowledge, and there were far too many possibilities to pick blindly at it and hope for the best. I couldn’t get to the tracking spell underneath while the curse was active. Any attempt to use magic to break the tracking spell would feed the curse. 
I was stuck with them both. 
I needed to find someone with the knowledge to break the Death Curse. That was my first step. The problem was, I had no idea who would have that kind of knowledge. A member of the Mage Council would, but as Edmund was on the council, he would be on me the moment I stepped one foot into their building. I had no allies on this side of the veil that would help me against Edmund. 
I stiffened, my breath catching. This side of the veil. A flicker of an idea sparked to life and rooted inside me before I could counter an argument. 
The town’s magic could interfere enough that he wouldn’t be able to track me down and it could slow down the effects of the curse. Especially as I would be in the Otherworld and not Earthside, and neither Edmund nor the council have power in the Otherworld.
It was a risk. A huge risk, but I couldn’t see any other choice. I needed to go home. 
Home.
My insides wormed, my stomach churning. I hadn’t been to my hometown for over a decade, and I wouldn't be going there now if I had another option. But I’d gotten myself into a pretty big mess, was currently homeless, on the run, and a Death Curse hung over my head like an executioner’s axe. There was nowhere else for me. 
Out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
Truthfully, though, I preferred to be burned by going back home to letting the bastard win. My chest tightened painfully at the thought. 
Don’t think about it. Really, don’t fucking think about it. 
I needed to work out a way to get to the town and cross the veil to the Otherworld without Edmund’s people following me. 
Even though Stonehill was only a couple of hours from the service station, Edmund could still surprise me on my way there. 
I huffed and shook my head. It was going to be anything but easy, but that didn’t mean I was giving up. 
Gnawing on my bottom lip, I glanced up and down the intersection I’d arrived at. It was possible to travel through the Between from one place to the next. It wasn’t exactly as reliable as a portal, or even a mage’s teleportation spell, but it was possible. For the brave and experienced, but I wasn’t either of them.
The problem was picking the right road and hoping it would lead me to my destination and not somewhere else. The Between didn’t have markers. Not to mention the possibility of running into anything that could eat me. I wiggled the rucksack straps off my shoulders and pulled it around so I could open it and rummage through. My hands shoved past the few spare clothes I’d thrown into the bag before finally grabbing hold of the small wooden toolbox I’d stuffed inside. It was ten inches long and four inches deep. Big enough to fit the few magical items I’d owned since I was a child. Flipping the lock open, I lifted the lid and looked to see what I had with me that I could use. There wasn’t much in the way of supplies. There were loose crystals and leftover herbs that had seen better days, two candles, a small compact mirror, and a small jar of crossroad dirt. 
A pitiful witch box. I did, however, have my wand, made of yew and twisted in a design that was tipped at the end with obsidian. The obsidian could store enough magical energy inside it that I could use it to direct a blast of pure magical energy at an enemy without exhausting myself. If I was lucky, I could get three or four blasts before I would need to charge it again. A handy tool to have in a pinch. 
I’d let my practises fall off the wagon while being with Edmund, only using my magic when he allowed it or needed it. As a result, my craft and trust in my abilities had suffered. Magic didn’t leave room for doubts, and that was all I had, with a dash of fear and a heavy dollop of anger. Neither emotion was useful when accessing magic and could cause fluctuations that I wouldn’t properly be able to control. 
I pulled the wand out of the box. It would allow me at least to have a little more focus with the churning emotions inside me. The wand hummed in my hand with a familiar thrum of magic, showing that it was charged, and the magic deep in my chest thrummed back. A gentle vibration ran along my nerves. I shivered. 
I’d neglected my magic for months, and I missed the song it sang in my soul whenever I reached out to touch it, connecting me to the universe in a way I would never get tired of. Once I was out of danger, I needed to focus my attention on familiarising myself with my craft and the beauty of my magic again. I gripped the wand tightly in my hand, my knuckles turning white. 
Hecate, guide me. Let your light show me the way. A silent prayer and one I didn’t expect to be answered. 
I closed the toolbox and shoved it back in my bag before fastening the rucksack shut. I had no food or drink with me, and I had no idea how long it would take to reach my destination, not even accounting for the possibility that I could get lost. 
My options were picking one of the three roads at the intersection or shifting back to Earth with the hope enough time had passed and the mages had given up for the moment. Neither had good odds. Truth be told, I would rather risk being ripped to shreds than being dragged back to Edmund and await whatever he had planned for me as punishment. 
I stood and scanned the three roads. None jumped out as the right one to pick. 
If this was Oz, there would be a yellow brick road to follow, I mused. Pick one. I let out a frustrated sigh, pushed the overthinking down, and decided on the first dirt road that led to the right of me. 
I took one step forward. 
A growl rumbled from the trees behind me. 
My blood froze and my hand gripped tighter around the wand. My gaze darted to the tree line, looking for the creature that had made that sound. 
I didn’t have to look long. Standing between the shadows, a dark outline came into focus. A large black dog, two golden eyes fixed on me. It took a slow step into the light. It was larger than the werewolves I was used to seeing back home. Its breed wasn’t one I could name, though its ears were pointed and standing to attention. Its muzzle resembled a wolf’s, but that was where the similarities ended. 
It took another step forward, coming further out of the trees. 
My pulse jumped, my heart stuck in my throat, and my feet firmly rooted to the ground. 






  
  Chapter 3

Piper
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The dog growled again, pulling to a stop as it fully stepped out of the tree line, allowing me to see exactly how big the fucking thing was. It was larger than I thought. 
Definitely not a normal dog. Possibly a mash-up of something from the energy of the Between. 
I watched the creature, unable to tear my gaze away from it. We both stood still, each watching the other. I swallowed slowly. My stomach tightened painfully. Even if I regained control over my legs to actually back away, I could never outrun it. 
“Nice doggy.” There was a tremor in my voice. I hated that it was there, and that fear had such a tight hold on me. 
Taking a slow breath, I managed to move my legs. The crunch of gravel under my feet sounded like a foghorn as I took a step back. 
The dog bared its teeth. 
“Nice doggy. You definitely don’t want to eat me.”
The dog moved quicker than I could track. I stumbled backwards in a desperate attempt to get away. Losing my balance, I landed flat on my ass. Hard enough to jar my entire body from the impact. The dog drew level with me. I scrambled back. 
“Foolish mortal.” 
Words brushed against my mind gently, the mocking tone unmistakable. A dog had never insulted me before. 
Don’t be stupid. Thoughts raced through my mind, searching for names of creatures that could take the shape of a dog and speak telepathically. It wasn’t a demon, I knew that much. It didn’t carry the scent of fire and brimstone with it, nor did its energy give off the taint that could accompany demons. Not that I had experience with them. 
“Harsh.” It came out barely louder than a whisper. I’d been afraid for so long that it felt like I’d forgotten to be anything else. I hated it. Hated that fear ruled me in such a way now when it never used to. Edmund had taken far more than free will from me. 
Clawing at the shreds of my courage as best I could, I wrapped my anger around me like a cloak. Anger could shield me when I had nothing else left to give, and fuck knows I had more than enough anger to use. 
Opening my Witch-sight, I observed the dog, noting the cool energy that emanated from it. Phantom energy. The type of energy I had knowledge of. There was a marking etched on its forehead, gold against black fur and glowing with power. It was a mark I recognised. One I had on my skin. 
A wheel. A visual maze with three distinct whirls that connected at the centre. Hecate’s wheel. It wasn’t a black dog. No, the creature before me was a mormolyce. A servant of Hecate. A female phantom that could take the shape of a black dog or wolf. If I remembered correctly, they had powers like their mistress Hecate had power over the dead, and over souls.
Was it possible that Hecate had heard my plea for help once again?
I was more aware of her presence today than I had been in a while. The touch of her magic still lingered on my skin, and her power in the Between pressed down against me. Was it a surprise when I was standing at a crossroads? I could taste her magic on my tongue. 
The mormolyce moved closer, snapping me out of my thoughts, eyes warily narrowed as I watched her. I wasn’t sure of the phantom’s place among mortals and immortals. They were the remnants of souls that had pledged themselves to a deity, serving in both life and death and no longer a part of the cycle of rebirth. 
Her power made my skin tingle and was far stronger than I expected, almost as if there was a trace of divinity mixed into her essence. 
I would need to tread carefully. Especially as her voice was also the voice of Hecate. Not that being respectful ever hurt anyone. 
“I’m honoured-“
The mormolyce tilted her head, the same mannerism a dog often did when it looked like they were studying you intently. It had always looked adorable on dogs. Now, though, the weight of her gaze made me want to shrink back. Bow my head and wait for the strike that could no doubt end my life. 
My heart pounded loudly in my chest, and I knew she could hear it just as clearly as I could. Probably better considering the heightened sense she would have in this form. 
“Despina,” she answered. 
A fitting name, considering it meant lady. 
“I’m honoured, Despina.” I lowered my head a fraction in acknowledgement, dropping my gaze as I did. 
She snorted as though she was amused by me. 
“Our Mistress heard your plea, mortal. And here I stand before you.”
“I’m humbled that our Lady answered.”
Despina circled me slowly. I tracked her movement, noting every detail about her. How large her paws were, how sharp her teeth were. I’d had brushes with werewolves back home, had seen them up close in both their wolf and hybrid forms. Even though I’d known some of those werewolves, there had still been an element of danger that an accident could happen. Despite that danger, I’d felt safe with them. I didn’t feel safe now. 
“Are you here to show me the way?” I asked, uncertainty creeping into my voice. 
I didn’t think Hecate would send one of her servants here to guide me home. Pledged or not, when a deity showed interest in someone, it was usually for a reason. 
I couldn’t think of a reason Hecate would show an interest in me. 
“Our Lady requires you to return home, mortal. She has a task for you.”
I froze, my eyes widening as I watched Despina. I’d decided that home was my best option. Was it possible that Hecate had waited to see if I would make the choice before sending her messenger? Or was this to solidify my choice and leave me no room to wiggle out of it? I may not have been the best acolyte that had pledged themselves to her, but I wouldn’t ignore her orders. I couldn’t. History was full of stories of mortals who defied the gods and it never ended well for the mortal. 
I didn’t know many witches who’d pledged themselves to Hecate, but she had never been cruel towards me. Not even over the last few years when I’d fallen off the path and my duties to her as a pledged witch. That didn’t mean she couldn’t be firm, though. 
Bowing my head, I answered. “I await the task my Lady has given me.”
“So eager and yet you’ve been ignoring her call for so long.”
I didn’t respond. There wasn’t an answer she would find acceptable, no matter my situation. I’d pledged myself, my soul, to Hecate and accepted her mark. It was something I should have been upholding. 
It didn’t matter that Edmund hadn’t allowed me to practice my magic. That he had stripped me of everything I’d once been. It didn’t even matter that until this moment, Hecate hadn’t shown any interest in me since I was six years old and first stumbled into the Between and met her. 
She was my goddess. 
The silence between us lay heavy in the air. I could taste bile, hot and burning, as I fought the urge to throw up. My body trembled as I waited. 
“Be sure you answer the call, mortal, or the next time you see me is when I hunt you down and drag your soul to Hades to face your punishment.” 
It wasn’t an empty threat, and the power in her voice pressed down against my nerves, sending a stinging zap of energy through me. A taste of what would await me should I fail. 
“Show me your wrist, mortal.” 
I blinked, uncertain I’d understood her correctly.
“The taint of dark magic lingers on you. I know what it is you carry. Show me the mark.” Despina bared her teeth at me. 
My heart jumped as I moved to push the sleeve up on my left arm. The Death Curse mark burned. It was a constant throb of pain searing at my nerves as it slowly ate away at my life force. 
Without warning, she struck. 
I cried out. 
Teeth bit into my flesh, piercing the skin around the mark. Sharp pain shot up my arm as I tried to snatch it back. Her teeth dug deeper as she clenched her jaw tighter. I was uncertain of her actions and their effect, yet terror filled me as if my heart were being crushed. 
Eventually, her jaw loosened, and I could feel the roughness of her tongue on my skin as she licked away the blood before allowing me to pull my arm free. 
Looking down at the exposed skin, I could see teeth marks carefully positioned on either side of the cursed mark, though the skin looked healed. A scar, but not quite. 
The Death Curse mark remained untouched, though I could no longer feel the burn eating away at me. 
I blinked. “What did you do?”
“A gift, from our Lady. One I’m not sure you deserve. The curse is now sealed for the time being, with magic freely given. The curse will eat at that first.”
“Before it returns to eat at my life force.” I sighed, relief swelling in my chest. Despina was right. It wasn’t a gift I deserved, not after I’d neglected my duties to Hecate for so long. 
“Mortal, it provides you with more time than you had. Use it wisely. It will also obstruct the tracking spell inside of it.”
Which would give me a chance to make my escape without having to risk travelling in the Between. It was more than I could have hoped for. 
“And how long will it last?”
Despina didn’t answer me. Her silence told me everything I needed to know. It could be hours extra, days, weeks, or even months. But the gift wouldn’t shield me forever. Eventually, the curse would eat its way through it, and I needed to have an answer before it did. 
I couldn’t waste any time. 
“Answer the call, mortal, when our Lady calls upon you.” 
I didn’t answer aloud. Instead, I sent a silent promise to Hecate that I would answer, along with a thank you. 
Despina turned from me without another word, disappearing back into the trees she had come from and fading from sight, leaving me alone. 
My body groaned as I stood, muscles protesting. No doubt I’d have a bruise tomorrow morning. 
Knowing that for the moment I was safe to return to Earth, I didn’t waste time standing at the crossroads. Instead, I opened my magic, not wanting to spend longer in the Between than I already had. 
A flicker of light opened in my mind’s eye. I could see the same way I’d come through opening back up. With a single breath, I stepped through the glow of energy and stood in the open doorway of the toilet stall. I was grateful that nobody was using it as I reappeared. There would be no explaining that away.
Heart racing, I swept my gaze across the toilets. It appeared empty. I couldn’t see any sign of the mages even with my Witch-sight, and no magic lay hidden in wait to alert them of my return. 
My shoulders sagged, the tension leaving me the moment I realised I was alone. I didn’t know how long I’d been in the Between, but hopefully, it was long enough for them to give up searching the service station. 
Steeling myself, I hurried towards the nearest sink and turned on the cold water tap to splash some water on my face. 
I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror. My skin was paler than it should have been, and my blue eyes were duller. I looked exhausted. Drained. Hopefully, with the gift Hecate had given me blocking the worst of the curse, I would return to having a healthier glow on my skin. Tucking a loose strand of my dyed burgundy hair behind my ears, I readjusted the straps on my rucksack. 
Turning off the tap, I dried my hands on a paper towel and turned on my heels. I hurried to the door, hoping that Hecate’s gift would keep me safe. 
I opened the door a little and peered through the gap, keeping my Witch-sight open, scanning for any sign of a trap lying in wait for me. There was none. Satisfied, I exited the ladies’ toilets, keeping my head down as I dashed through the service station and out towards the car I’d commandeered from Edmund’s building, searching for any sign of magic and mages with every step I took. All the while, my mind raced. 
Home. 
I swallowed the lump in my throat at the thought. It may have been my idea to go back, but it wasn’t something I was looking forward to. I wasn’t the same twenty-one-year-old who’d left. Now, I was a grown-ass woman shy of thirty-two years old but that didn’t mean there wasn’t doubts lingering about going home. When Dorothy clicked her ruby red heels, she wished for home. I couldn’t say I was feeling the same thrill about going home, but when it came to it, Stonehill wasn’t like other towns, and it would grant me the sanctuary I needed to come up with a plan about Edmund and the Death Curse.  






  
  Chapter 4

Dean
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The Whispering Forest hummed with life around me. Crickets chirped, and the sounds of nocturnal fae creatures filtered through the trees. 
The forest stretched for miles north and east of Stonehill, long past our territory and further into the Otherworld. Routinely, we patrolled the forest on the west bank of the Serpent River that curved around Stonehill before continuing past the edge of the town and away from the thin veil that crossed over to Earthside. 
Tonight was different from a routine patrol. I had the scent of my prey, an intruder in the pack’s territory, and I was leading the hunting party. My eyes narrowed as a rabbit darted across the path ahead before scurrying away quickly. The sight of four large werewolves was enough to scare most of the prey animals into hiding. 
Not that we were hunting for pleasure tonight. 
“Fan out. Follow the trail and keep your eyes peeled for anything,” I ordered through the pack bonds. 
The wolves with me followed the order, spreading out to cover more ground, keeping the pace I’d set. It felt good to run. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d let myself run free as a wolf. My duties as both heir to the pack and vice president to the Iron Wolves pulled me in a multitude of directions, keeping me from doing things other wolves took for granted. 
My muscles strained as my speed picked up, my paws barely touching the ground before they were off again. The only sound marking our passage was the occasional crack of branches on the floor or the rustle of leaves as we pushed through the undergrowth of the forest. The silver moon above shone patches of light through the trees, painting the forest in a sea of shadows and silver pockets of light. 
My heart thudded hard against my chest. The scent I couldn’t quite place had been popping up all over Stonehill. When it did, bad things happened to the pack.
Vandalism. Kidnappings. Murders. It was impossible to ignore the connection, though we’d yet to find the person or creature it belonged to. 
That was unacceptable and not something the Iron Wolves MC could allow to continue. Not only for our pack’s sake, but also for our position in the town. 
Old oaths and ancient magic tied us to Stonehill and had allowed the pack to grow for centuries. We were bound to protect Stonehill and the veil separating the Otherworld from Earth. 
It was my responsibility to ensure we found the son of a bitch as quickly as possible. They owed us a blood debt, and I intended to ensure they paid. The lives lost would have the justice they deserved. 
The familair rumble of Perrin’s voice cut through my thoughts. As my brother in arms and fellow Iron Wolf member he’d been at my side for over a decade. 
“We’re close to the veil. The scent appears to cross over to Earthside.” 
I growled. We didn’t want the fucking bastard to end up on Earthside. The veil only thinned on one stretch of road in Stonehill, leaving some of the town on Earth, and we were fast approaching where trees and road met.
“They picked this way intentionally.” 
“It would appear so.”
Our territory ended at the town’s edge on Earth. Beyond that, they were entering a different pack’s territory. A pack that followed different laws to us. Conclave laws. I had no intention of causing an incident that would have the Conclave showing even more interest in Stonehill than they already did. 
I hated dealing with the politics of Earth and the Conclave, especially as they didn’t hold any say on this side of the veil. But that small fraction of Stonehill that was on Earth thanks to the veil meant we had to deal with them more than I would have liked. The curse of living in a border town. 
Mentally, I gritted my teeth and pushed the thoughts aside. I couldn’t worry about that. It would distract us from our goal—our chance to get a glance or capture the person responsible for the attacks against my pack. 
“We continue. We will cross the border and work quickly to ensure we bring no attention to ourselves. Reach out to one of our brothers, requesting help from one of the town’s covens. We will pay their usual fare.”
“The Alpha won’t like that,” Cedric warned, speaking through the bond for the first time since we shifted into wolves. He’d been by my side longer than even Perrin. 
Ever the voice of caution in my ear, I mused. Despite his stoic disposition and ruthless edge, Cedric was a stickler for the rules. 
“The Alpha will understand. I can’t let this opportunity pass us. We hunt. We cross the border.” 
I howled, letting my power roll through each note. The wolves with me joined in with howls of their own. The echoing sound of other wolves carried through the air, answering my call. 
As our howls fell silent, I opened the pack bond between me and the others and shared with them a fraction of my power and strength.  A good Alpha was more than willing to share his power with his warriors, ensuring none would fall because of weariness. We were stronger as a pack, and I had more than enough power to pull from. 
I ran through the forest, leading the others. The edges of the town that bordered the treeline approached, the road the on other side. We passed the veil that divided the Otherworld and Earthside. A kaleidoscope of colours shimmered in the air. In human form, I barely noticed when I crossed the veil. A cold wash of energy rippled over my skin, but little else. In my wolf’s form, though, the world was different. Our senses heightened and the energy of magic was far easier to read and distinguish, though it was only our human souls that truly recognised the colours we were seeing.
The moment I pushed through the veil, the landscape changed before my eyes. Several shops, cottages, and houses lined either side of the road. The road divided into three routes, passing through the town before joining the main road. It forced us to travel in the shadows and dart between buildings.
Roughly a couple of hundred people lived on this side of the veil, and most of them were magical, or at least aware of the supernatural. The town had its own kind of magic that was almost sentient, thanks in part to the veil that acted as a magnet to people who were looking for sanctuary. Rarely did anyone stay longer in Stonehill than the town’s magic wanted them to. The only time we had to worry about the normies was when walkers chose to pass through on their treks and stop for a bite to eat or explore the town. 
Inhaling deeply, I caught hold of the scent once again. It was stronger on this side of the veil, accompanied by the scent of fresh blood. 
Carefully, we continued. No longer rushing ahead but keeping our pace cautious and slow. 
It didn’t take us long to find the reason for the scent of blood. A fresh kill. Possibly a walker. 
A burst of energy shot through me, pushing my transformation back to human in one calm breath. Painless. My clothes transformed with me. I had no problem with nudity, but the last thing I wanted was for people to see me naked around a dead body. 
Separately, both would raise questions. Together, I wouldn’t find an excuse that would make any kind of sense. 
Perrin finished his transformation back to human and drew to a stop next to me. “Dean, that looks like a wolf kill.”
I turned to look at him. His voice was barely louder than a whisper. Dark brown eyes met my gaze, eyebrows drawn together tightly. He recognised my concern. Perrin was far better at reading me than I liked. 
It was my place to always be the reassuring voice in every situation. Wolves wouldn’t follow a leader they thought was too weak to lead them. 
You weren’t born to lead. Doubt-soaked words whispered in my mind. If my brother hadn’t died a decade ago, I wouldn’t be the heir. Except he had, and I had grown into the role. 
I pushed the doubt down deep and knelt next to the body, scanning for any clue to indicate what was responsible. 
It definitely looked like a werewolf kill. The kind of kill that drew the wrong attention. If human police stumbled upon it, which they would in time, it would raise questions none of the Otherkin would like. Was this deliberate? To bring attention to Stonehill? If it was, it was a fucking bold move, and one I hadn’t expected. 
I stared at the bloody mess, and Perrin joined me. Looking up, I glanced towards Cedric and Simon. Cedric already knew what to do, but Simon, the new prospect, was staring aimlessly at the dead body, telltale signs of queasiness on his face. A weak stomach, I mused. He would need to grow out of that. Life for an Iron Wolf was not for the fainthearted. There was no shame in not joining the MC. Not every wolf in the pack did, and the Iron Wolves only accepted the strongest. However, I took pity on him. Cleaning up sick would only complicate things further, and we needed to hurry. Mollycoddling a prospect was not on my list of priorities. 
“Cedric, take Simon and secure the area. We need to know if anyone approaches. This could be a trap. Either Sentinels or the human police could be already on the way.”
The last thing any of us fucking needed. 
Turning my attention back to the body, I carefully touched the blood that was pooling on the ground, not worrying about the forensics. Nobody would ever find the body after we were done. I would make sure of that. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t treat the body with respect. Didn’t matter that they weren’t a wolf, they deserved that much at least. 
“They did this for fun,” Perrin said, his voice deepening as concern laced his words. 
“If this is a werewolf kill, it’s not one that follows the Path.”
The Path was a code our ancestors had created to ensure we didn’t lose ourselves to our wolves. Unlike other Shifters, werewolves had emerged from a curse by the gods to turn us into mindless beasts. The Path brought order to the constant war between our animals and human souls. 
Werewolves didn’t eat people. Sure, we killed. Accidents could happen, we could lose control, but we didn’t eat people, not unless we chose to abandon the Path and became lykaios. 
I sighed. There was a reason werewolves were the most violent curse of the shifters. Cursed by Zeus thousands of years ago, and even now they were paying the price for King Lycaon’s sin. For daring to challenge the gods by feeding them one of his sons. The first century that had followed their curse had been bloody and ruthless, as he and his sons left their mark on the world. It was only thanks to Leto that some of them found peace, as long as they followed her laws and obeyed her rule. Not all of them had wanted to fall under the power of another god, even one offering them peace in the raging war between man and beast, and so the lykaios had been born. They were powered by anger, hatred, and a desire for revenge. 
Is it possible a pack member has chosen to abandon the Path Leto showed us, tempted by power? Or has one managed to sneak into our territory? 
I didn’t voice the thought aloud; I needed more evidence first. This could have been a wrag kill as much as it could have been a lykaios in our territory. 
Whatever scent we followed that brought us here had ripped the body to shreds. Intestines dragged across the ground, along with the remains of other organs half eaten.
My wolf paced, restless and desperate to continue the hunt, no matter what it took. I knew better than to give into that urge. I needed to deal with this mess and make sure nobody discovered the body. 
My father would not be happy with the development. Neither would Kaiser. It was bad enough that attacks were happening in Stonehill and we had no idea who was responsible. Now we had a dead human. The town was already losing faith in us; it didn’t matter that it was the pack that was suffering the most. Everything was on a knife’s edge. 
“What the hell is going on, Dean?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea. But it’s escalating. And fast.”
“We have a car on the road heading our way,” Cedric grumbled.
Fucking fantastic. 
As good as I was at manipulating the minds of humans, I wouldn’t be able to hide everything. But maybe I could make it look like we were simply out for a midnight stroll. 
“Get over here.” 
Cedric and Simon returned to my side, and I growled a warning at Simon. “Don’t you dare fucking be sick. Hopefully, they aren’t a normie, but we still need to keep this quiet as best we can so the town doesn’t find out about it.”
That was another thing we couldn’t afford. Whispers would spread, and it wouldn’t be long before everyone found out. Their faith in us to keep the town safe would waver and those desperate for power would weigh the benefits of challenging us. I readied myself to slip into the mind of whoever was pulling to a stop, using my wolf’s energy to create an illusion and hide the body. We were just four men walking home from the pub. Nothing to see here. Move along. 
The car was a pile of crap, and it surprised me it had enough juice to be running, let alone make the hill to get on this road. 
It pulled to a stop directly opposite us, and I stiffened. Why the fuck did it have to be someone that would stop? Why couldn’t they have minded their own business and continued?
They got out of the car slowly. I caught sight of burgundy hair tied up in a ponytail. My wolf paced; an excited buzz vibrated through my nerves. 
I frowned. What the fuck are you getting excited about?
Mate, my wolf answered.
I blinked, eyes fixed on the woman approaching cautiously. The familiar scent filled my nose. 
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