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      The orange hit Alex in the face at high speed and he went down hard, first slipping off the beam before hitting the one below it and finally landing in the mud pit.

      Most of the werewolves in the pack cringed but a few let out cheers.

      “Gasp,” April yelled.

      Alex felt his lungs shut down as her spell hit. Not that it mattered much—he could barely breathe as it was after that fall off the obstacle course. It was good he was in his hybrid form—human Alex would have snapped his spine.

      He pulled himself out of the mud, quelling the rising panic inside him at the lack of air and focused on pushing back against the spell.

      Know Thyself was up and running and in his resistances, he had Gasp +++. Alex wasn’t quite sure how the spell was measuring things but in real terms it meant if he forced it, he could manage to move his chest and get in a bit of air.

      Alex blinked the mud out of his eyes and attempted to heave a breath. April gritted her teeth, her cheeks turning red from the effort. Gasp wasn’t a one-and-done spell—once cast it required a steady flow of mana to maintain it more than a few seconds.

      Gathered behind April were six children, ranging from two to five years old. One of them, Ruby, was holding her hands over her mouth, looking shocked. The others were absorbed in their game.

      Alex knew April could only hold the spell for a short time, but that wasn’t the point here. He wanted to resist the spell repeatedly and minimize its effect on him. He attempted to heave another breath and got nowhere.

      “C’mon wolfie, you can do better than that!” Juno called out. Alex glanced at her, and she winked back before passing a ripe orange to Jacob. The teenager had an arm on him and scary accuracy.

      “Vertigo,” she then called out, waving a hand in his direction.

      The wave of sickness nearly dropped him back into the mud. Alex had studied the spell countless times now and best he could understand was it screwed with the inner ear somehow, inducing stomach-churning sickness and loss of balance. He managed to keep his feet—at least until Jacob hurled the orange.

      Alex thrust out a palm, the physical movement to trigger Shield, barely getting it up in time for the orange to explode against it. But he lost his balance and went face-first into the soupy mud.

      For a moment, everything was dark and quiet, under the mud. The whole lack-of-air thing was starting to become an issue, Alex feeling tingling in his limbs as his oxygen levels dropped. He couldn’t hear his assorted pack members yelling and aside from his various wounds, it was kind of peaceful down there.

      Just as Alex was preparing to stand up and try for a breath of air one more time, April’s spell vanished, as did Juno’s.

      “Ha!” he roared, leaping out of the mud, covered head to foot. “The mud monster is coming to get you!” he called out to the children.

      “Alex, weredogs are coming!” Nia yelled.

      Alex looked away from the children to where Nia was pointing. Three of his pack were sprinting in wolf form towards them, followed by no less than twenty weredogs of various sizes.

      “Hide the children! Everyone else with me!” Alex roared.

      In the past week, his pack had grown from twenty to thirty-six. There were now six children who’d come with their parents, which left twenty-eight werewolves, a witch, and a half-nymph, half earth elemental to face off against the attacking weredogs.

      Make that twenty-six werewolves Alex thought as he saw Esme and Lydia herding the children away to the nearest cabin to hide them.

      Alex was fast but Jacob wasn’t weighed down by sticky mud and ended up in front of him, leading the pack. The young werewolf launched himself at the largest weredog, narrowly avoiding its teeth and slashing sharp claws across its eyes and down the side of its body. It put him in a bad position though, another weredog clamping down on Jacob’s leg.

      Alex saw Jacob’s shield ring flare as it took the bite and he silently cursed himself for not buying more of them. But he was hitting a severe financial barrier. Just feeding the pack was taking up a lot of money. Alex had done the sums—they needed at least five more profitable trips to Baxter to throw off enough cash to get every werewolf a shield ring. As it was, only eight of the entire pack had them.

      Landing beside Jacob, Alex kicked the weredog that had him by the leg, crushing in its face. Although it couldn’t pierce Jacob’s thigh with the ring still active, it could manage to hold him in place. It was a significant flaw in the rings that Alex had also been studying. They’d stop a bullet but not a cup of water, or a water balloon filled with colloidal silver. There was some level of velocity or pressure that needed to be hit before they’d activate, at least with the rings he’d studied. A slow bite could slip right past them.

      Jacob got free and attacked the biggest weredog again, which was snapping about, blinded.

      Over the sounds of screaming and barks, Alex heard chimes, April casting spells. A weredog to his right suddenly found itself bound by vines crawling up its legs, tightening as they did. Alex dispatched the weredog with the broken face, tearing its head off and flinging it away before plunging his claws into the trapped weredog.

      “C’mon doggie,” Juno yelled out, flicking a fire whip. She had a wild look on her face—one Alex had seen before at the Corvus outpost where she’d been gleefully ripping mages in half, surging with Chaos Magic. She was using the whips to devastating effect, tearing off limbs.

      Although the weredogs were vicious and overgrown balls of muscle, they weren’t smart or organized. The werewolves were furious but somewhat methodical. April would tie a weredog down and werewolves would disable it before moving to the next one.

      Weredogs had a regenerative ability, being they were ordinary dogs infused with werewolf blood and transformed by spell. But it wasn’t fast enough to regrow a torn-off leg with any speed.

      Juno ripped off limbs and then werewolves finished the job.

      Half the twenty weredogs were either dead or crippled in under a minute.

      Alex killed another weredog that had latched on to his arm, sinking its teeth in deep after Shield had canceled. He pulled it off him, gritting his teeth against the pain. Although it hurt badly, there was a sweet edge to it, the lure of the pain itself. Alex saw his pain mana bar filling as he almost unconsciously drew magic through the pain. He had to force himself to stop, a conscious act which felt like the equivalent of refusing a drink of cold water on a hot and dry day.

      He found himself behind his fighting pack, in a clear area. They were down to five weredogs left and one of them was already tied down with a vine. He could see a lot of blood and some injuries but overall, their sheer numbers and coordination was working well.

      A weredog went down as Dana, Pearl and Yvonne, three teenage werewolves, jumped on its back and rode it to the ground.

      Jacob turned to Alex, his fur wet with weredog blood and grinned at him, showing his sharp white teeth.

      “Yeah!” he yelled.

      Then his jaw disintegrated, tearing off his face, shards of smashed white teeth bursting up into the air.

      Alex heard the crack of the bullet a moment later. He turned to see six men emerge from the trees. They were dressed in camouflage and appeared to be professional soldiers. They were firing methodically into the werewolf pack.

      Alex saw and understood in an instant: the weredogs were just a distraction, something to wear them down, to exhaust any protection rings or spells.

      A bullet tore through Alex’s ear, practically ripping it off. He didn’t need his spell screen to tell him it was silver—the hissing burn and searing pain did that. He quickly cast Shield again.

      What had looked to be a swift victory was suddenly a rout—two werewolves went down with clean headshots. Three of the weredogs were still attacking and a few of the disabled ones were doing their best to haul themselves close enough to bite. Someone was dragging Jacob away, the young werewolf holding his face, blood pouring out from his shattered jaw.

      The rage, ever-lurking, quickened, rising like a flood. Alex let it, the fury feeling good, like the pain.

      But then—

      Then Nia kissed him.

      She tasted like blood but also her.

      “Don’t go wild, not now,” she said and pressed her hand to his chest, over his heart.

      Alex nearly threw her off him, such was the power of the fury but somehow managed to get a hold of the wild thing inside him.

      “Back into cover!” he roared.

      The werewolves scattered, dragging their injured with them, and fighting off the last of the weredogs. Alex and Nia took April and Juno with them, running for the nearest cabin. Alex felt something pierce his shield spell and searing pain lit up in his shoulder.

      It only took a moment for the werewolves to get into cover, but the six soldiers had exacted a cost. Many of the werewolves without shield rings had been hit. Some were frantically clawing at themselves, trying to get the silver out. Others were helping them, doing rudimentary battlefield surgery that mostly consisted of slicing the hole wider and pulling the bullet out.

      April, Juno, and Alex immediately started casting Purify on the nearest werewolves. The spell hit and helped push any silver out of their bodies.

      But there was a range there. Alex hadn’t bothered establishing it, but they could only reach the nearest werewolves.

      “I’m running closer,” he said to his mates and cast Shield without waiting for an answer. April and Juno did the same.

      They left Nia behind and bolted between the cabins. Bullets flared off the spells, but none got through.

      One of the werewolves who went down to a headshot was still alive, her forehead caved in slightly. Juno put her hands on her and cast her heal spell. April lent her mana while Alex kept casting Purify on any werewolf he could.

      He looked around for Jacob but couldn’t see him. But he could see the trail of blood. With the weredogs dead or disabled, the only risk was the soldiers. Alex checked his mana—it was running low. He’d been hitting training hard this week and experimenting with the different mana he could use to fuel his spells. As a result, he only had pain mana and what was left of the blue bar he’d now labeled “natural mana”.

      Alex cast Purify on himself and the searing in his shoulder abruptly abated as the silver bullet dropped out on to the ground. He used the last of his natural mana to cast Shield again and leaped in the direction of the blood trail. He overestimated his jump and landed well past the cabin he was aiming for. His shield flared twice as he turned around to find Jacob propped up against the back wall, staring at the sky.

      “No!” Alex roared, diving down beside him. The young werewolf had no heartbeat, but he was still warm.

      Alex didn’t waste any time—he immediately cast his homebrew healing spell and charged it with the only mana he had left, pain.

      Usually the flame that appeared on his finger was small and blue. This flame came out black and cold, like an eternal winter night. Alex touched it to Jacob’s missing jaw and ruined throat. There was a lurch in the magic around them so sharp that Alex winced. The spell regrew Jacob’s jaw and throat in under a second, the black flame playing over his face.

      “C’mon, c’mon,” Alex said, holding the back of Jacob’s head.

      Despite the pain in his own body, and the sounds around him, Alex felt an odd calmness come over him. This wasn’t just Jacob... but a doorway.

      Letting the pain-charged healing spell run, Alex reached into cold darkness, feeling a thick rope. At the end of it was something tremendously heavy and strong. Letting out a breath, Alex gently pulled on it.

      For an instant he saw Jacob’s surprised face coming out of the black and then reality reasserted itself. The young werewolf coughed, and Alex let his healing spell fall away just as the last of the pain mana was exhausted.

      “Did we get them?” Jacob asked, blinking, and taking deep breaths.

      “Not yet,” Alex growled.

      He left Jacob there to recover, casting Shield again and leaping back to Nia. The soldiers were still in position, just outside the tree line, taking shots of opportunity.

      Alex glanced over to Juno and April who were still working on the werewolf who’d taken the headshot. Her skull was back in place, but she was still unconscious.

      “Something is wrong with those soldiers. They have the advantage and yet they’re just standing there,” Nia said.

      “Why advance when they can just kill us from there?”

      “The weredogs were just a distraction for the soldiers. Maybe they’re one, too,” Nia said. She’d realized what Alex had.

      “Alex, what do we do?” a werewolf yelled out from somewhere.

      “The weredogs are coming back,” another yelled.

      Alex risked a glance. Most of the weredogs had been dismembered to the point of no return but three of them had only lost legs and suffered minor injuries. They’d already partially regrown their missing limbs and were attempting to stand. It wouldn’t be long before they attacked again.

      Although he wanted to leap across the field to the soldiers, Alex knew he’d be blasted multiple times before he even reached them. It was mid-afternoon but it wouldn’t be dark until late as the season slowly moved into Summer. They couldn’t wait for night.

      “Wait for now. Juno, can you fling a spell at them? Something small.”

      Juno nodded back at him. With April still feeding her mana, she summoned a small fireball in her hand, not much larger than a marble. Then she stepped out into the open and flung it. The six soldiers immediately opened fire, but her shield blocked the bullets. The marble of fire transcribed a perfect arc through the sky before bursting on the chest of one of the soldiers.

      He didn’t even move, despite the flames that took hold on his shirt.

      “I don’t think they’re alive,” Nia murmured after peeking out again. The flames burned under the soldier’s face before finally dying out. He stood there impassively the entire time.

      “So, there are necromancers somewhere, too?” Alex said.

      “You hear that?” Nia asked.

      Alex caught the sound—a low buzzing from the direction of the soldiers. It didn’t take long for the source of the sound to reveal itself. Drones, at least ten of them, rising above the trees, each with a small box attached.

      “Everyone under cover!” Alex yelled.

      It was easier said than done. Some of the werewolves could go into cabins but others were on the wrong side of a featureless flat wall.

      Alex stayed where he was, watching the drones fly high up into the air above them. Then there was a crack as the boxes detonated, flinging silvery dust outward. The drones lost power immediately, dropping straight down.

      Werewolves hunched against buildings as pieces of silver rained down. It wasn’t just silver dust, which was taking its time to drift down but also curls of silver, as though they’d been scraped off a bar with a vegetable peeler.

      Alex ducked inside the cabin with Nia as the rain fell upon them. Screams rose up from werewolves trapped with nowhere to go.

      Thankfully, April and Juno were still within range of everyone. They immediately began casting purify, pushing silver out of any wounds. Alex risked a jump between buildings to help too.

      It was then the three weredogs attacked Nia. She screamed in pain and this time the rage swept over Alex before he had time to blink.
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      “They made me I’m sorry, they made me, sorry,” Stephen gasped.

      Alex found himself looking into a familiar face—Stephen, the young necromancer they’d captured and then let go.

      Alex was looming over him, a clawed hand stabbing into Stephen’s stomach. The necromancer was pale and gasping like a fish hauled out of the water. Alex spat something out of his mouth and then cringed when he saw it was human flesh and clothing.

      “I’m sorry,” Stephen said again.

      Alex knew pulling his claws out would likely kill Stephen, almost instantly. He took a moment to look around. They were in the forest somewhere. Dead mages lay everywhere. Most of them were about the same age as Stephen or even younger. One of the dead was almost certainly a teenager. There were drone controllers scattered about the place.

      Alex checked his mana and saw he was almost empty on all of them. He’d clearly been injured in the gap and his body was using what he was generating just to keep him alive. He had no store of pain to perform a miracle this time.

      He began actively drawing on the magic around them, but it was being taken as fast as he produced it. Hoping he wasn’t making a huge mistake, he began pulling the magic through his injuries. He had plenty to choose from—his right ear was missing entirely, he had long gashes down both arms and on his torso and there were bullets, at least six of them in his legs. They weren’t silver though, which Alex found strange. Then he spotted a handgun in the grass. The junior necromancers had been armed but with crappy weapons.

      Alex willed himself to stop healing. He was partially successful—the mana drain slowed but didn’t stop entirely. It was enough though for his pain bar to begin to fill. The moment he judged he had enough for his homebrew healing spell, he cast it. The clawed hand he had inside Stephen was where the healing flame appeared.

      The young necromancer let out a cry of pain as Alex carefully withdrew his finger, sealing the wound as he went. Then he removed the others one by one, healing up the holes.

      The surface wounds were quickly sealed but Alex kept feeding the dark flame, running it over Stephen’s body. He had no idea if it would provide deep healing, the way Juno’s spell did. He carefully moved to Stephen’s side and used a claw to shred his clothes off him. Instead of robes, Stephen was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. The t-shirt had a laughing earth joyfully spinning around a grinning moon. It made him look painfully young.

      Alex forced himself to look over at the other dead bodies. Nine in total, plus Stephen made ten, one for each drone. All disposable foot soldiers.

      He shook his head, feeling the fury rising again. Why send six possibly undead soldiers with guns and silver bullets and then back them up with kids barely out of high school? There surely must have been other more powerful necromancers involved to reanimate the dead.

      Alex let out a grunt as a wound opened up on his arm. He’d exhausted all his mana and the black flame on his finger stuttered as the pain went dry.

      “Are you injured anywhere else?” Alex asked, letting go of the spell. The immediate relief was bliss, and Alex wasn’t sure he’d be able to cast his healing spell again even if he wanted to. He was more injured than he’d first realized.

      “Something hurts inside,” Stephen said. He had some color back to his face but he still wasn’t breathing well.

      Alex tried willing the healing to slow again so he could help Stephen, but nothing happened. He cast his gaze around, trying desperately to think of a solution. Wherever he was, he was alone and who knew how long before his pack arrived, or even if they would. Trees surrounded him but as he and April had discovered, his ability to draw on nature was restricted to taking her to bed. She could sit in the forest like a wild earth child and pull magic through the nature around her, but Alex thus far had found it impossible.

      His gaze came to rest on a headless body, and he felt unease gather in his stomach.

      There was plenty of dead around here and he had a mana bar just waiting for it.

      Stephen’s eyes rolled back in his head as he coughed, pink foam on his lips. Alex pushed his worries aside and staggered to the nearest dead body. Since he’d pulled death though a recently killed chicken, he hadn’t tried it again. He’d used up the tiny sliver of it casting his ridiculously powerful Know Thyself 100x, which had revealed far more than Alex had intended to find.

      Alex put his hand on the body, again forcing himself to look at it. It had been a man, barely a man, slender and Alex couldn’t help but feel an ache in his heart. He’d murdered this boy. If he’d come out of his wild state earlier, he wouldn’t have killed any of them, unless it was necessary.

      He pushed all this down, putting it with the fury and began drawing magic through the dead body.

      It came easily, like a faucet had been turned on and Alex realized it was because there were so many dead in the same place. They’d punctured holes through to the magic, like a water balloon stabbed with a pin multiple times. He filled three-quarters of his death mana in under ten seconds before the flow slowed and then stopped. He felt there was more there, but it was outside his reach, exceeding his skill to pull on it.

      Staggering back to Stephen he saw he was down to quick gasps, surely moments from death.

      Hoping his healing spell was more than surface touch, he cast it, drawing on death to fuel it.

      The flame that shot out of his fingertip was a good foot long and deep red but focused, like a welding torch. The coldness was deeper than before and painful, but Alex ignored it. He thrust his finger against Stephen’s stomach. The flame flared out for a moment before piercing through his skin, opening a keyhole wound.

      It only lasted ten seconds or so, the flame eating up the mana and then extinguishing. As it died and retracted from the wound, it sealed it up, leaving only a scar.

      Alex found himself swaying on his knees beside Stephen, his head muzzy. He realized he’d been staring at one of the bodies that was missing a leg. Odd thoughts of pulling more death mana through it had been echoing in his mind.

      “Alex!” Nia called out in the distance.

      He turned his head, blinking slowly as though waking from a deep sleep. Nia was with some of his pack members. Juno was riding on the back of a werewolf.

      Soon they were at his side, Juno pressing her hands against him to cast heal. He mumbled something about casting the spell on Stephen first but then his words stopped working. For a moment he was on the grass beside Stephen. The necromancer was still alive. Then the cool darkness washed over him and Alex happily allowed himself to sink into it.
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      Alex sat in the cold conference room alone, another ring in his hands, staring into the middle distance, ignoring it, the pile of jewelry in front of him and the results of his ruined attempts to enchant experiments to the side. He was in human form, the chill of the room biting into him, but he didn’t shift to hybrid, where he’d be covered in fur and warm. He wasn’t sure if he was punishing himself.

      It was the day after the attack and things were, not to put too fine a point on it, fucked.

      Utterly, utterly fucked.

      It turned out the drones were carrying three forms of silver in their boxes. There were curls of it, scraped off a silver bar. They were a problem but large enough to easily spot and pick up by any werewolf with gloves. There was silver glitter, tiny flecks that thanks to their size had fallen pretty much straight down from the drones exploding. As a result, there were ten six-to-twelve-foot diameter circles of the village that glittered. The only way to remove it was to scrape up any dirt with shovels and bag it for disposal and to wipe down surfaces carefully.

      The final form was silver dust. Alex had seen the clouds of it hanging in the air before he’d gone wild and apparently it had taken its time to drift down, spreading out into a diffuse cloud as it went.

      It was close to impossible to remove completely.

      Alex had awoken on the way back after Juno had cast her healing spell on him. He’d returned to the village to the sight of werewolves in breathing masks and eye protection with bright yellow gloves up to their elbows carefully wiping down buildings and scraping off the top layer of dirt.

      April was on hand casting Purify over and over as werewolves encountered silver dust, the fine particles easy to breathe in. Although Alex was still healing, he took over, giving April the chance to return to the worst of the injured.

      Alex had made the mistake of stepping on to contaminated soil with his bare feet and had been instantly burned. His leap away had stirred up silver dust, which he’d then breathed in. Purify had pulled the silver from his body but not before a few moments of sheer agony as the tiny particles burned his throat and lungs.

      The necromancers had salted, or silvered, the earth.

      Although Alex felt like he’d gone past rage into some deep calm on the far side, he involuntarily growled.

      His pack were enraged and even here, far away from most of them he could feel the pull of the pack on his blood and body. They wanted bloody vengeance and he couldn’t think of many good reasons they shouldn’t have it.

      According to Nia, the worst thing anyone could do was to break the truce of the Call, a sort of werewolf gathering. The punishment for such a break was the death of the entire offending pack, down to the last child, wiped from history.

      The second worst thing was to silver the earth.

      Apparently, it could take months to remove the silver dust and in some cases, it made land uninhabitable by werewolves entirely. Packs without access to any form of Purify, either from a ring or friendly witch would simply abandon the polluted area.

      That was shortly before they went on a violent rampage against those who attacked them.

      One of the werewolves shot in the head had died, despite their best efforts to keep her alive. Her name had been Bish. Alex had learned she was single with no partner or children and some small shameful part had been relieved it had been her and not one of the parents of the six children now in his pack.

      The second werewolf shot, Gem, was still alive but unconscious. Despite Juno and April’s best efforts, she hadn’t awoken and apparently healing spells were no use—all wounds that could be found had been healed. Whatever had happened to her brain would require time now to recover.

      Despite the death and the likelihood that Gem would never awake, it was almost as if the pack was far more enraged about the silver.

      This led to the next aspect of utterly fucked: they now had a prisoner, Stephen.

      The young necromancer had survived thanks to Alex’s healing spell and then further treatment by Juno.

      It had been lucky Juno had come after Alex because she was the only one who’d stopped the werewolves ripping Stephen to pieces. From what he’d heard, she’d even had to shout Nia down and, in the end, had summoned a fireball in her hand to back the pack down.

      Stephen was now mage-cuffed in one of the upper rooms of the main building and currently only Juno and April were allowed to guard him. Nia had confessed it wasn’t safe for her to guard Stephen and it wasn’t likely any other pack member would be either. All she wanted to do was murder him.

      Even Esme and Lydia had made some dark comments to Alex about the mage involving the words “flaying”, “maiming” and musings on the most agonizing castration method.

      With gentle probing, Alex had learned a lesson many rulers had lost their heads for: the power of a ruler is delegated by the people and continues only with their consent, as quoted by Nia who had thrown what sounded like Latin at him again: Vindiciae contra Tyrannos.

      There was a dichotomy there: he was Alpha and although his pack would argue with him and seek to sway his decisions, in the end, his word was law... right up until it wasn’t.

      Nia hadn’t gone into it but there were some Alphas who’d woken up to find themselves alone and abandoned, king over nothing.

      Alex had taken all this in and despite what his pack wanted (and what a significant part of him wanted), he was keeping Stephen alive for now. Alex was determined to extract every spell the kid had and every bit of knowledge he carried about his enclave, death magic and anything else supernatural.

      There was a risk keeping Stephen alive and with the pack, but Alex knew it was the right move because there was the third strand of utterly fucked to deal with: he’d reached the limits of spell-writing he could achieve on his own.

      Yes, he’d written a healing spell that, thus far, seemed to work, although long-term effects still remained to be seen. And he’d written a useless flame sword spell that projected not so much a sword but more a stick of fire from his finger.

      But he was stuck. Juno and April had allowed him access to their spells, and he’d read over them countless times but there was virtually no point in reading a book written in a foreign language if you didn’t even have the basic syntax down.

      Almost all of their spells were too large for him to copy across entirely, which meant he still had limited offensive spells. Flame Shield and hugging mages had worked a few times now, but it required he be up close and personal. He wanted to throw a fireball, grow vines from the dirt, hurl a lightning bolt.

      Juno had described how witches learned magic—from their families first and then their coven, which often contained family members. As children they were taught the basic spells Alex had and then were required to practice them for years to improve their skills. Along the way they were taught more complex spells, other witches extracting favors in return for teaching them.

      April’s education had been more formal but along the same lines: repeat the basic spells until your skill levels improved and then learn more complex spells suited to your nature.

      From what they knew, mages followed the coven model, living in enclaves and often dedicating themselves to one form of magic. Most mages were born into their enclaves, following their parents, although some percentage of them switched and moved around.

      Mages and witches had spellbooks, but they were precious things, heavily guarded and often locked in deep vaults, not least of all because spellbooks were inherently unstable. A spell written down passively drew magic and would eventually even melt steel, if it were not properly prepared. Some of the more ancient spellbooks were more like ticking timebombs, too unstable to open lest they detonate and wipe out an enclave.

      Although Juno and April were excellent and (somewhat) patient teachers, there was a barrier even they couldn’t get past: time.

      Magic users worked their whole lives to expand their skills, the mana cost per spell dropping as they improved so they could eventually hold more complex spells in their minds.

      Alex was still so green he had that factory fresh “new car smell” about him. Although the space in his mind to hold spells had expanded a little, there was no way he was going to become a powerful mage without some serious hacking and compressed code writing. He didn’t have decades to work on slowly increasing his abilities.

      At the thought of it, Alex brought himself back to the here and now. The pack had gathered every bit of jewelry in the village they could find. He now had a pile of rings, necklaces, bracelets and even two tiaras. They were all unenchanted, decorative only.

      It had been on this pile that Alex had spent the day so far attempting to make a shield ring.

      The concept was simple enough: first, the ring needed a spell to strengthen it so it could hold an enchantment.

      The execution of this... not so much.

      Alex put down the ring and picked up the shield ring he’d been studying. It had four spells on it. He wasn’t entirely sure but from his reading of it had a strengthening spell, a draining spell that fed off the wearer to slowly recharge it, a trigger spell that monitored the body for anything hitting it, and finally the shield itself that enveloped the body and once triggered, concentrated power in a specific location in fractions of a second.

      Alex dropped that ring on the table and picked up another shield ring. Here was where he hit problems: although most of the rings held four separate spells, some only held three, a few six and in two cases, just one large spell that looked like four spells mashed together.

      This ring held two spells and nothing in them was recognizable or similar to other rings. He hadn’t even been able to find a number to change in the code to enhance it, so it only held three charges.

      It was, as Juno described, a “trash ring” that was only useful short-term.

      It had a scent to it, burned sugar and vinegar, which Alex now knew meant it was made by a sloppy enchanter or by one who deliberately wanted to sign their work.

      Alex dropped it on the table with a sigh and picked up the unenchanted ring again. He glanced over to his spell-casting screen and the limited space he’d been writing his homebrew strengthening spell. He decided to delete another line from it and saw the execute button remained lit up. It meant that at the very least the spell was castable, although it said nothing about the results.

      Steeling himself and moving his stack of three metal mixing bowls stolen from the kitchen closer, Alex cast Analyze on the ring. It opened up a small window above it. As it was a simple unenchanted ring it only showed basic information: weight, metal type, diameter and so on.

      Alex then focused on the small window and cast Analyze again, charging it up with a dose of pain to open another window. This one held only a blinking cursor. Moving quickly, he copied his spell across in pieces. He was improving at this at least—now he could copy across about ten percent each time.

      The space on the ring was tiny but he managed to fit his spell into it. Although running Analyze like this was draining his mana, he kept the window open, reading over the code again and wondering if there was another way to do this. Each time now had been the same: drop in the code, close it up, feel a jolt as it compiled itself and then toss it under the metal bowls where it would shortly melt, break, or detonate.

      It was like the action of strengthening the ring was in fact drawing on it too much and destroying it.

      April and Juno couldn’t help him. Although April used rings, she’d never made them herself, their creation feeling antithetical to her natural spirit. Juno was on board with making rings but had never done so either. She was a Chaos Witch and her rising and falling magic level made enchanting impossible.

      Alex was staring at the code, wondering if Stephen would have any information for him, when a new button shimmered into existence. It had execute written on it, the same as he saw on his spell screen, but this one was on the ring.

      Alex frowned at it but then thought what the hell. He pressed it, tapping a finger on nothing in the air.

      This time the code compiled and drew on his mana but the window stayed open. As the code compressed and shrank it became more like a mathematical expression. As usual it blurred through so quickly Alex only got a hint of the final ultra-compressed form before it vanished.

      A new panel appeared on the ring.

      Active Spells

      ????

      “Strength spell,” Alex said and watched as the question marks changed to reflect his words.

      The window where he’d dropped his code was now empty... and much larger, at least four times the size.

      “Holy crap it’s not about strengthening the ring, it’s about expanding how much code you can drop on to it!” Alex said.

      Then he suddenly remembered what he was doing. Holding a potentially explosive ring near his face was an incredibly stupid thing to do.

      He quickly picked up the three mixing bowls, revealing a blackened crater on the tabletop. He dropped the ring near it, covered it over and put his weight on the largest bowl and waited.

      As soon as he dropped it, the ring’s spell screen vanished. Alex was happy to let it go, giving his natural mana time to recharge.

      This was how Juno found him, holding the bowls down.

      “So, whatcha got under there?” she said as she came sauntering into the conference room.

      Despite bringing some of her own clothes with her, it appeared she’d raided the clothes left behind by the old pack members who’d left and never returned. The werewolf she’d taken the clothes from must have been tiny because she was bursting out all over the place.

      She was wearing a black skirt that could have passed for a belt on a good day. There was no way she could have sat down in it. She’d paired that with a white t-shirt that had been fashionably ripped and was skin-tight. She was barefoot but carrying a pair of glittering red heels in her hand.

      “Possible exploding ring,” Alex said, watching her as she walked past him, swinging her hips. She thunked the heels down on the table and Alex winced.

      “Little jumpy, aren’t ya?” the witch said. She turned around and Alex saw she was wearing smoky eyeshadow and had found blood-red lipstick somewhere. Contrasting with her blonde hair she looked like a cheerleader turned vampire.

      “Why are you so dressed up?” Alex asked, unable to help himself looking up and down her body. Sure, the ring might explode and blow a hole in the table but holy hell, check out that butt.

      “This old thing? I was just having a chat with the prisoner. You know, doing the old bad nymph, even badder witch combo thing.”

      “Uh-huh,” Alex said, practically drooling before his brain caught up with her words.

      “Sorry, what? You were interrogating Stephen? Please tell me it wasn’t like last time.”

      When they’d captured Stephen originally, the three girls had put on a show of threatening the mage that had been extremely effective. Alex had played the “good cop” role and had learned later that the girls really had wanted to hurt the necromancer, which meant their threats had had a grain of truth to them.

      Juno stalked closer, crossing her arms, which just helped push up the cleavage he could see through her torn t-shirt.

      “He’s fine... I mean, mostly. Physically, he’s unharmed,” Juno said.

      “That seems suspiciously specific,” Alex said. He’d heard Stephen crying up in his room overnight. He focused his hearing but there was nothing.

      Juno suddenly slapped her hand on the mixing bowl.

      “Bang!” she shouted, making Alex nearly jump out of his skin. Then she stepped closer and Alex caught her scent. Spice and warm. She came close enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her skin in the cold room.

      “It was just. like. that.” she whispered. “Physically, he’s fine. But he may have gotten a little fright.”

      “How did that skirt tie into that fright, exactly?”

      Juno trailed a finger down his arm and then bumped into him. He was holding the bowl down with both hands and had to move a step to keep his balance.

      “It’s all about keeping the suspect... off-balance,” Juno whispered. Then she reached down between Alex’s legs and grabbed him.

      “Do you know what I mean? A bit of push, a bit of pull and soon they’ll tell you anything.”

      The room was cold, practically freezing but Alex felt his temperature spike. He wanted to grab the little witch and bend her over the conference table. Except there was the problem of the ring—some of the previous explosions had been quite powerful. To let go of the protective bowl would be to risk serious injury or a fire. No matter how sexy little miss skirt was, he wasn’t going to risk her getting hurt.

      “Maybe you can wait until the bomb threat here has passed,” Alex said.

      Juno gave him a gentle squeeze and then dropped to her knees, her fingers working on his belt.

      “You keep doing that. It’s important work. Don’t mind me,” she said.

      She had his pants undone and down before he could say another word. A moment later his boxers went and half a second after that her hot mouth engulfed him.

      “Damn,” Alex groaned.

      Sitting there for so long in the cold room hadn’t been good for him. His feet were that kind of cold where they don’t feel warm all day, no matter what you do. His hands felt the same. Now with his pants down, it was evident other body parts had been cold too... until they were surrounded by what felt like molten heat.

      “So how goes the enchanting?” Juno said, pulling off him for a moment before plunging right back in. She squeezed with her hand and swirled her tongue, making Alex’s knees weak.

      “Good,” he said, closing his eyes and focusing on holding the mixing bowl down.

      “Just good? The class would like to hear your report, Mr. Lowe,” Juno said. She went back to swirling.

      Alex opened his eyes just as the first red glints appeared in the air. Sex magic. It was technically sex mana, but he hadn’t changed the label on the red bar he could see on his spell screen. Juno had called it sex magic and so he’d left it that way.

      The red glints began drifting towards him, drawn by an unseen current.

      “I got that... uh... strength spell to hold,” he gasped.

      “Good boy,” Juno said and then licked up and down his length before swallowing him again.

      As she went to work on him, Alex screwed up his eyes again and tried to keep his focus on holding the bowl. Behind his eyelids he saw flashes of red as glints hit him, some directly in the face, before being absorbed.

      There was something about the situation that made Alex nearly go wild with lust. Was it the potential danger? Maybe that he couldn’t move? Or just the little blonde witch herself looking punk-rock vampire?

      Familiar tingles started at the base of his spine.

      Even as wild as he felt, Alex knew it was polite to announce.

      “I’m going to...”

      “Oh, good,” Juno said.

      She sucked and pulled her head back and forth, increasing speed. Alex felt his toes curl. He opened his eyes again and saw red swirling, like a glitter tornado.

      Alex could feel the rush approaching and with his connection to Juno, could feel the magic around him surging like the sea.

      Suddenly, the little witch let go, stood up and turned around, hiking up the little skirt. Alex would never have thought this move worked but somehow, she backed herself on to him. He half slid down to meet her, still trying desperately to hold the bomb containment in place.

      Juno bucked her hips, moving back and forth just two more times and then Alex roared as he came. There was a sudden flurry of red that burst out of the air and then swamped him.

      It was an awkward position that couldn’t be held for long, but Alex was still disappointed when Juno pulled herself off him and turned around, adjusting her skirt.

      “Okay, well, I’ll see you later,” she said, as though they were just friends who’d met for coffee.

      “But...”

      She gave him a wink, grabbed the red high heels and left Alex leaning against the table, pants and boxers down around his ankles.

      He sat there for a moment before deciding he’d held the mixing bowl long enough. Plus, he was half-naked and anyone could walk in.

      Alex let go of the bowl and pulled his pants back up. He’d only just tightened his belt when there was a crack from behind him and the bowls shot straight up, hitting the roof. A small ball of flame hit too but dissipated and then the bowls crashed down to the table with an almighty racket.

      Alex instinctively shifted to his hybrid form but leaped too, crashing into a padded office chair and going ass over teakettle. He was glad no one was there to see it when he ended up flat on his face with the chair on top of him.

      He’d just gotten up when Nia rushed in. She looked at the blackened crater in the table and the small cloud of smoke that was drifting near the ceiling.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      Alex’s heart was pounding from the surprise of the explosion (and everything that had come before that) but wild ideas crossed his mind as he looked Nia up and down. She’d raided someone’s closet too and was wearing a skirt that was very mini indeed.

      She saw the look on his face and started backing away.

      “No! I have important work I’m doing,” she said, pushing her way out the door.

      She took off, laughing, and Alex chased.
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      After leaving Nia an exhausted mess in a bedroom, Alex took a quick detour via the shower for the second time (he had chased Nia but had made sure to go by the shower on the way after being with Juno) and went looking for April.

      He quickly discovered she wasn’t guarding Stephen. Juno was sitting outside his door, wearing far more demure clothing than the last time he’d seen her. She gave him a spine-melting deep kiss that made him want to drag her away before telling him that April had gone looking for herbs, and sent him on his way.

      Alex was soon outside in hybrid form, sniffing the air. Mostly what he could smell was cleaning products and soap from the efforts to remove the silver. As the only three spellcasters in the village were occupied, no werewolves were currently at work. Someone had used simple yellow twine to block off parts of the village that still required cleaning.

      “She went that way Alpha,” Esme called out from over near a chicken coop. She gave him a lascivious wink when he glanced at her and waggled her eyebrows.

      “Thanks,” Alex called out and waved to her. He saw Lydia, her equally elderly instigator and general shit-stirrer come out of a nearby cabin. The two old ladies talked, Esme pointed at Alex and then made a hip-thrusting movement that he wished he could scrub from his mind.

      Alex got moving, ignoring the cackling behind him. He soon caught April’s scent and sped up, heading out of the village at a light jog.

      As he went, Alex laughed to himself. Esme wasn’t entirely wrong about what was on his mind. For some reason he felt like a horny teenager, sex and girls pulling his mind away from what he was meant to be doing.

      It wasn’t long before Jacob fell in beside Alex, silently padding along. Alex glanced at him and saw the young werewolf looked exhausted. It was no wonder—he’d spent the entire night recovering from his injuries. It was just another thing Alex had learned: healing spells could do incredible things but there was still deep healing that often had to occur. Healing took energy and calories and although spells could rebuild bone, it still took time to heal fully.

      “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?” Alex asked.

      “Can’t sleep in the day, no matter what,” Jacob said.

      Alex had no such problem. After rolling in the hay with Nia he could have easily slept in the warm dark room. Given the way Yvonne, a teenage werewolf, looked at Jacob, he’d have no problem doing the same thing... if only he wasn’t utterly oblivious to her and the other teenage girls who watched him like he was a walking meal.

      “Esme and Lydia always have some high-proof alcohol on them. That can work.”

      “Are you recommending I get drunk to sleep?”

      Alex saw Jacob frowning at him, not sure if Alex was joking.

      “You’re right. Best leave that to the adults.”

      “I mean, you’re the Alpha so if you command it, I’ll have no choice to obey. If you say ‘Jacob, I command you to eat fried chicken and drink whiskey’ well, what can I do?”

      Alex laughed as they jogged.

      “Your line is ‘Jacob, I command you to eat fried chicken and drink whiskey’, in your own time,” Jacob added after a moment in a whisper, like he was a director giving lines.

      “Jacob, I command you to race me to the tallest tree over there, if you’re up to it,” Alex said, still laughing.

      “Ready set go!” Jacob said in one breath and shifted to wolf form.

      So close to him, the pull of the shift was quite strong. Alex let it take him and shifted quickly, sprinting after the young werewolf who already had a good lead on him.

      Outside the village proper were sparse trees and some bushes, plus a nearby creek. Together they sprinted through this, Alex giving it all he had just to catch up. But Jacob was too fast, and he knew this land like the back of his paw. He’d used a hidden rock in the creek to launch himself, clearing a small mud pit. Alex had gone straight through it, splattering himself with mud and slowing him enough for Jacob to reach the tree first.

      He immediately howled and then shifted to hybrid form, laughing, and jumping around.

      Alex skidded to a stop at the tree and shifted too, panting heavily.

      “Yes! The young werewolf wins again! Can you believe it folks? The aging champion has failed to hold his title!”

      “I’ll give you aging champion,” Alex said, swiping good-naturedly at Jacob who nimbly dodged out of the way, still laughing.

      Despite the darkness of yesterday and the still darker implications of what it meant and what Alex feared he had to do in the future, seeing Jacob laughing made him happy. When he’d first met the kid, he’d kept his head down and mouth shut, seeming afraid of Alex. From what he’d gathered, Jasper had ruled his pack with a good dose of fear and physical punishment.

      Of course, with Jacob opening up and relaxing had come a flood of shit-talking, the young werewolf challenging Alex to various physical games and often beating him. More than once Alex had ended up in the mud pit after Jacob pushed him off the wet log. He took it all in stride though, after all, he’d missed growing up as a werewolf and had a lot of catching up to do. As it was, he still screwed up leaps from time to time, frequently shooting past his intended target.

      Jacob suddenly went silent and Alex followed his lead. They were on the edge of the forest proper now, a place that teamed with animals, including boars, some of them large enough to provide a challenge to even an adult werewolf.

      “Soldiers?” Alex whispered, listening hard.

      There was definitely something out there. Various birds had gone silent, which was always a sign.

      “I smell boar,” Jacob whispered back.

      Alex relaxed, but only a little. There had been a lot of debate about what to do exactly about the fact six soldiers, twenty weredogs and then ten more junior necromancers plus some unknown number of senior necros had made it deep into their territory without being detected.

      The simple fact was that Alex’s pack wasn’t large enough for the territory that had originally been held by the Greenacre pack, which had numbered around two-hundred and fifty.

      Alex had been surprised to learn that number—from his observations when they’d first come here it had appeared to be far less. On the other hand, he saw how it was useful to hide your true strength and numbers from outsiders.

      It had also stung a little to learn the true size of the pack that had walked away after Jasper had been killed. He had only thirty-six in his pack, six of whom were children. So few had returned. It was true those thirty-six werewolves were eating him out of house and home, but Alex knew if he’d had a hundred, the attack yesterday would have gone very differently. At the very least, the invaders wouldn’t have made it so close to the village. With thirty-six, they hadn’t detected them in time.

      Thirty-five Alex amended to himself, now that Bish was dead. They planned to hold a funeral later today.

      And possibly thirty-four if Gem never wakes up, he thought.

      With such a small pack, there physically weren’t enough werewolves to hold the territory. Holding, as Alex had learned, was an active process. Members of the pack constantly roamed their territory, chasing out interlopers, and, much to Alex’s amusement, pissing on trees.

      He’d smelt it before, when running the boundaries of the territory but hadn’t put two and two together. Despite satellite phones, televisions and all sorts of modern technology, the werewolves had an animalistic part of their nature. And so, they pissed on trees, too.

      The angry werewolves wanted vengeance for the attacks and also wanted to keep roaming the territory to the boarders. Alex had listened to all the arguments and decided: yes, they could keep roaming to the borders but the minimum group size was now five if going further than a mile from the central village.

      “This way,” Jacob whispered and shifted to wolf form.

      Alex shifted too, the colors around him lighting up. Although actual wolves saw fewer colors than humans, werewolves had far better eyesight. The tones of the leaves were richer, the grass greener and his night-vision greatly improved. The darkness of the forest became not so dark, which allowed him to see their prey.

      It was a boar, a whopping beast of a thing. It was almost as big as Jacob and pitch black. It had two large tusks that looked deadly sharp and although it was standing still in the forest, Alex sensed a mad violence to it. If it saw them, it would charge.

      It had obviously heard Jacob howling and the two of them laughing but so far hadn’t spotted them.

      Jacob slinked from tree to tree, making sure always to keep something between him and the boar. Alex followed, keeping as low as he could and carefully placing his paws. It had only just been over a week now since he and Juno had returned from Baxter and although Alex was diving into werewolf life headfirst, he hadn’t yet had the chance to hunt.

      A stick cracked under his paw and Jacob froze, giving him a glare. Alex held his breath and listened. He could hear the boar breathing and faintly detect its heartbeat too. It didn’t sound like it was moving. After a moment, Jacob gave him another look that Alex didn’t need a dictionary to translate: stop stomping around and making noise!

      Together they circled around the boar, moving deeper into the forest as they did. Here, the density of the trees and darkness meant they could hide more easily. They were also downwind of the boar so it couldn’t smell them. The downside was that a field of silence spread around them too as birds and other small creatures sat still and silent, waiting for the Alpha predators to pass.

      The boar must have sensed the change in the sound too because it turned around, its ears twitching. It appeared to be deciding between charging in, stomping and making a show or bolting away. Both were viable strategies and one of the reasons it had lived so long and grown so large.

      In the darkness, Jacob motioned with a paw and his head and it took a moment for Alex to understand. He was to go one way and Jacob the other. Then they’d attack together from separate sides.

      Alex nodded and then Jacob slinked away, moving further around the boar. As he did, a small field of silence went with him. The boar started looking back and forth from where Alex was, to where Jacob was moving.

      As he waited for Jacob to get into position, Alex decided he’d ask if the werewolves hunted and killed birds and the like. The idea situation would be that birds and other small creatures didn’t fear them at all. The cone of silence may as well have been an alarm and Alex could see how it was both a help and hindrance when it came to defending territory.

      Once Alex judged that Jacob was roughly in place, he started creeping forward, sometimes only a few steps at a time before freezing again. He could see the boar through some low ferns and every time it turned its head to where Jacob was, Alex moved. He knew the young werewolf would be doing the same.

      As he crept, he could feel a wild excitement inside him. That feeling of right was back again. This was correct, what he was meant to be doing. Forget politics, forget asymmetrical warfare. Hunt boars, mate with his women, hold his territory!

      Alex reflected it wasn’t far off Conan the Barbarian’s motto: What is best in life? To crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and to hear the lamentations of their women.

      He shook his head at himself, forgetting for a moment where he was and what he was doing. The small movement was enough for the boar to see him.

      With a great roar, it charged.

      Shit Alex thought. He was in wolf form, but his human mind had screwed things up. It was no matter though—now the fight was on, his instincts took over.

      He ran at the boar just as Jacob, still in wolf form, came pelting out of the dark behind the animal.

      Alex had intended to go for the throat but the boar, survivor of countless battles was far too wily for that. As Alex dived, his jaws open, it ducked its head and lashed out with its tusks. It caught Alex in the side, the tusk going deep.

      Then Jacob hit it from the back, knocking it over and making things far worse as it landed on Alex, crushing him against a tree. The tusk snapped off and the boar squealed in pain.

      Alex found himself in agony. The tusk had pierced his lung and now the boar was free of him, it swung to gore him again.

      In the fight with Jasper, Alex had realized a key flaw: he’d been practicing spells in human or hybrid form, the movements designed for hands to trigger spells. He hadn’t been able to cast any while in wolf form. In the intervening week, Alex had rectified that. The stabbing pain in his body was yelling at him that he had a long way to go to learn how to hunt like a true werewolf. He hadn’t used a spell specifically so it wouldn’t become a crutch.

      The hell with that Alex thought and cast Flame Shield.

      The fire burst out around his body and caught the boar as it attempted to jam its remaining tusk into Alex. There was a hiss and it squealed again as it burned its face against him. The boar reared up and pulled itself away from the sudden fire in front of it. Alex saw Jacob and then felt his shift as he transformed into hybrid form. For a moment he thought it was so Jacob could use his long claws on the boar but then realized it was so he could speak properly.

      “Put the fire out!” Jacob yelled.

      The boar shoved him, and the werewolf went down with a curse. If it had attacked then, Jacob would have been in serious trouble, but the boar was in too much pain to stay and fight. It had lost a tusk and burned itself. It went crashing off through the forest at high speed.

      Alex canceled the spell, but it was too late. He’d already set fire to some dry wood and undergrowth. He also made a mistake canceling the spell before getting out of the flames. The flame shield spell protected him from fire while it was active. The moment he canceled it, he got burned too.

      With a grunt of pain, Alex rolled out of the flames and shifted. The pain from the embedded tusk was roaring but Alex knew better than just to tear it out immediately. He had enough magic to heal but first, they had a fire to deal with.

      Jacob had started stomping the fire, squashing it out but it was spreading quickly. Alex joined him, blood running freely down his side. It was after his foot burned again, he realized his stupidity and cast the standard Shield spell. Now when he stomped, it activated, protecting him somewhat from the flames.

      It took all of ten seconds of stomping and yelling for both of them to realize the fire was out of their control.

      “Run,” Alex yelled, pointing in the direction where the forest thinned out.

      Jacob compiled and Alex managed to keep up, despite the pain. Soon they were out on the grassland.

      Alex wasted no time in sitting down and casting his homebrew Healing Flame spell.

      “Jacob, pull the tusk out on three,” he instructed.

      The young werewolf must have been spending too much time with Juno.

      “Do you mean, one two three go or go on three?” he asked, grinning for the first time.

      “No more Lethal Weapon for you unless this tusk is out straight away,” Alex said with the best smile he could manage through the pain.

      Jacob gripped the tusk but didn’t wait for a countdown. He simply pulled it out. After he cursed, Alex stuck the flaming finger directly into the wound as deep as he could. As he’d learned from healing Stephen, the spell was somewhat by touch. It could easily heal up surface injuries and leave deeper ones untouched. Alex supposed it was the downside of his hastily written healing spell. It was far more compact than the one Juno used but hers went everywhere in the body, the healing power finding its way to the worst injuries first.

      “That is so gross and cool,” Jacob said with reverence as Alex slowly pulled his finger out of the wound, the flame healing at it went. He’d pulled up his spell screen and saw his long list of injuries. The punctured lung was the worst of them, and he’d held his finger in place until it had disappeared.

      Soon the wound closed up, which was good because Alex was running out of natural mana. He had plenty of sex magic, a full bar actually, to power it but he wanted to keep it for an idea he had.

      “Burning down the forest, are we?” April said from behind them. Both werewolves jumped, surprised she’d managed to get the drop on them.

      “Fighting a boar and I used flame shield,” Alex said.

      Despite his wound, despite the fire that was now taking hold in the forest, a part of him wanted April badly. She was wearing overalls and a t-shirt and was covered in mud, which went up both arms to her elbows. To Alex, she looked unbelievably sexy. Her pink hair was shimmering in the sunlight and the grave-robbed necklace with the emerald was a deep green set against gold. It had mud flecks on it too, but it just completed the image of April as a forest nymph.

      “Yes, I saw, very impressive. Now give me some of that sex magic I know you’re carrying around,” she said.

      She didn’t wait for Alex to agree but came to stand in front of him, facing the burgeoning forest fire. It was starting to roar now, the flames growing as the breeze picked up. Although Alex knew forest fires were natural and required to clear out dead wood that would only make future fires more intense, he was glad April was going to attempt a spell of some kind to get it under control.

      He put his hand on her shoulder and they easily connected. They were in nature already but now Alex smelled fresh wildflowers and damp earth, the scent of her magic. Music burst out of the air as April lifted her hands and cast two spells in quick succession. For a moment Alex saw the screen above her head, translucent green and spells compiling.

      The first spell took half of Alex’s sex magic, the bar dropping quickly. The second took the rest of it and then April dropped her hands, her spell screen dropping.

      She turned around and quickly grabbed their hands. A moment later, the second spell hit, and Alex felt like running, anything to get away from here. Jacob took an involuntary step away from April, but she held both of them tight.

      “Flee, it’s called. Just resist it, hold on,” she murmured in a calming tone.

      Alex still had his spell screen up and he saw four question marks change to Flee under his active spell list.

      “I want to go,” Jacob said. He was breathing heavily but not struggling against April’s grasp.

      “It makes the animals run away, in case I can’t stop the fire,” April said, gently smiling at them.

      Alex let out a breath and focused on his mate. Her lips. That muddy necklace. The hint of cleavage he could see. Her eyes. Her vivid pink hair.

      “Just look at me Jacob,” April said.

      Jacob did as she asked, but Alex saw he was still tensed up, ready to bolt if she let go.

      They stood there for a minute until the spell canceled and then April let them go.

      Both of the werewolves shook themselves, as though they’d just gotten out of a bath.

      “Is that some kind of fear spell?” Alex asked. He knew Juno was keeping spells from him, which he’d put down to her secretive witch nature, but assumed April had been more open.

      “It’s a sort of ‘there’s a predator coming to eat you’ spell. It works best on animals and also affects werewolves at about half strength, due to your wolf side. Doesn’t do much at all to pure humans.”

      “That was half strength? I was going to sprint away!” Jacob said in amazement.

      “What was the first spell?” Alex asked, touching April on the arm. He wasn’t going to give away his thoughts, but he got the sudden impression he was being managed by his three mates, or at least magically so by Juno and April. He knew they were worried about his magical experimentation but also knew why he was doing it: he needed to get good, and fast.

      But he’d had hints before that both of them weren’t revealing entirely everything they knew, spell-wise. He remembered asking April a magical question and somehow it had turned into her dragging him to bed and after that the question had been forgotten.

      He wasn’t angry, or even annoyed but he realized he was going to have a more serious conversation with his mates in private and put it out on the table that he needed to read as many spells as possible. Holding back because they were worried he’d blow his finger off (which he’d done with an early enchanting experiment) or start a fire (which he’d also done, more than once) or injure himself wasn’t going to work long-term.

      Alex wasn’t sure he kept all his thoughts off his face, however. April was watching him closely.

      “It’s a weather spell. The first part asks the trees and plants to give up some water to save them all. The second part pulls in moisture, trying to make it rain. It’s a warm day so that’s why I used your sex magic to power it. I’ll show you later.”

      Alex saw Jacob smile as he ducked his head. The young werewolf had seen both Nia and Juno topless not too long ago and was clearly still overwhelmed by April’s beauty. Talking about sex magic around him was a bit too much for the teenager.

      “I’d like that,” Alex said and smiled at her. Both were being kind and friendly, but they were also holding back from saying what they really wanted, in front of Jacob.

      Alex was sure much would be said about using a fire spell in dense forest.

      He looked back to the fire, which had now well and truly spread. The fire crackled and climbed the trees and as the wind blew, sometimes it roared. Smoke was spiraling up to the sky.

      It was then he felt the chill in the air that was clearly unnatural. It swiftly deepened and Alex was glad he was in his hybrid form. When he breathed out, a plume emerged from his mouth.

      “So awesome,” Jacob said, breathing puffs into the air.

      Alex had seen plenty of spells, but they’d all been instant-effect ones. April’s spell was slower. Despite not being connected to the magic via her, Alex still had his own connection, albeit weaker, and he could feel the currents in it. The spell was still drawing on the magic after April had cast it, which on its own was an interesting development.

      First, the trees and plants gave up water, which was pulled out of them, forming a mist. Droplets began to fall as it coalesced, but it wasn’t enough to stop the fire. Then the second part of the spell kicked in. The cold around them pulled water out of the air. Alex got a vague sense that April’s spell stretched high up above them, like a spike.

      He looked up and saw clouds forming above the forest.

      Then, it began to rain, light droplets at first that quickly turned torrential.

      The fire had no hope against the onslaught of water.

      Alex wanted to get under shelter but then stayed put as April spread her hands and stood in the storm, letting it wash some of the mud off her. Jacob gave both of them a look like they were crazy and got under the nearest tree.

      “Kinda warm,” Alex said as he was soaked to the skin.

      The initial chill of the spell had died away and the rain indeed did feel warm, almost tropical. The fire quickly died down and soon there were only a few embers here and there that were soon soaked out.

      “You want to know why I didn’t show you these spells,” April said, now that Jacob was at a distance from them and the rain covered the sound of them talking.

      “Was I that transparent?”

      Under the rain, April’s t-shirt had gone see-through and her clothes were sticking to her like glue. Those thoughts from before were back.

      “I definitely know what you’re thinking now, my love,” April said. She trailed a finger on the necklace, wiping away some of the mud and making Alex realize he may have been staring at the wet t-shirt competition in front of him.

      He pulled his gaze back up to her face.

      “A Flee spell that works on mages could be very useful, is all,” he said.

      April stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his body. In his hybrid form he towered over her. He was mostly healed from the boar attack and despite knowing he was going to get cold and wet his clothes, he shifted back to human form, shrinking down, the shifter charm returning his clothes.

      Now that they were closer in size, April kissed him. He kissed her back, for a moment forgetting Jacob wasn’t that far away.

      “Get a room,” he heard the werewolf say, just loud enough to qualify as shit-stirring.

      They broke apart, Alex ignoring Jacob.

      “Like all magics, the more you use them, the greater the effect on you. Nature magics make you want to grow things, to sustain life, to be fruitful and multiply,” April said.

      There was a tone in her voice that gripped something deep inside Alex. It wasn’t just about sex. It was the multiply part of it. Having babies was so far on the outer reaches of his mind that it may as well have been on Pluto but... there was something there. Nia’s mother and some of Julius’ other wives had poked and prodded that spot a few times. Alex had pushed it far, far away. There was simply no way, not with the danger they were in. The wolf inside him had a different argument: grow the pack, be strong, make cubs to leave behind if you die.

      Alex’s response was: or how about we not die and see how that goes?

      “The Flee spell is from a very dangerous branch. Manipulating emotions, thoughts and minds is not something to be done without great caution. Most who go down that path die or go mad. There aren’t even any mage enclaves based on it because so many die or descend into madness. I’ll show it to you, but you must promise not to treat it like the other magics. Death magic is bad enough, Mind magic is far, far, worse. You cannot cast it without first showing me,” she said.

      “I promise,” Alex said, and he meant it.

      The rain was lessening now and then abruptly shut off. The fire was out but many of the trees were blackened and a lot of the undergrowth was gone entirely, burned away.

      “Seeing as you’re here, come help me,” April instructed. She waved Jacob over and together they followed her to a nearby marshy area where she’d been digging in the mud. Small white bulbs were laid out on the grass, looking like tiny onions.

      “Just a few more,” April said, squelching back into the mud.

      Then she turned to Alex and Jacob who were standing on the grass, not moving.

      “C’mon, get in here and start digging, pronto!”

      Alex shifted to hybrid form, the shifter charm taking his wet clothes away.

      “You heard her Jacob, get in there,” he said, giving the werewolf a little push into the mud. Jacob was fast though and grabbed Alex by the hand, pulling him down with him.

      The two of them landed with a splat and began wrestling.

      April ignored them and kept digging, letting them get it out of their system, a smile on her face.
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      Alex found himself under a shower again, rivulets of mud running down the drain. At least this shower was hot—the one outside had been icy.

      After helping April dig up roots, they’d returned to the village and he and Jacob had used outside showers to get the worst of the mud off. April had vanished off to a cabin she’d claimed as her own that was rapidly filling with various herbs and roots for potion-making.

      Jacob went on his way, the young werewolf looking for food and Alex took himself inside to a proper hot shower.

      As he soaped and scrubbed, he wondered about the external showers at April’s home, which had been a school. Given April’s predilection for getting down in the mud, external showers made sense. Perhaps there had been other reasons for it too. Alex remembered when he’d asked April why it wasn’t a school anymore that she’d changed the topic and vanished.

      The feeling of natural, normal, right and correct again was warring with the side of him that refused to accept it. He didn’t know why the school wasn’t a school because, really, he barely knew April. No person in their right mind dived into a relationship and within weeks was behaving like husband and wife.

      Or in this case, husband and wife and wife and other wife.

      Looking at the timeline of it all, Alex knew Nia and Juno easily fitted into the same group as April: incredibly hot mates... who he didn’t know very well.

      Now that he was back in human form, under hot water enjoying the delights of technology, he was mentally far away from the wolf that had been stalking the boar. It had no concerns about the short time his mates had been with him. They were his mates, end of story.

      As he thought of them, blood flow went south, and Alex looked down in disbelief.

      “Seriously? Juno and Nia and still that’s not enough?”

      Then he remembered what April had looked like in her wet t-shirt.

      Alex upped the cold and managed to get his mind off the super-hot pink-haired nymph.

      After he dried himself and dressed, Alex checked his eyes in the mirror again. They were still glittering silver. It was hard to tell if it was more. It definitely wasn’t less, however. As an experiment, Alex touched his finger to his eye and felt a hiss as the silver particles burned. He pulled his finger away and shook his hand at the pain.

      The pain that hurt... but felt good too.

      “Nope, not doing that,” he told himself in the mirror.

      The lure to draw on pain was strong and worst of all, when he was injured, he did it unconsciously. It took a direct effort of will not to draw magic through the pain.

      Alex looked at his blistered finger and one of his darker ideas came to mind. Juno had been hyperbolic when she’d said it but perhaps there was an idea there: cut off some body parts, gulp silver and when they grow back, they’ll be immune, like his eyes and eyelids apparently were.

      There was an even darker idea lurking behind that one—use a knife, or a vegetable peeler to take off the top layer of skin and then try to heal after being doused in silver.

      Of course, he’d never be able to go to bed with Nia again...

      The memory of the Corvus mages suddenly came to mind and Alex forcefully shook himself out of his thoughts. When he and Juno had attacked their outpost, a few had caught fire. The sweet release of pain had washed over Alex and the mages like a warm honey tide. The mages had been so intoxicated by it that it had cost them their lives when Alex attacked them.

      But he’d been affected too, for a short while.

      He’d been warned that using magics would alter him. Those who dealt with the dead soon only cared for the dead was cute as a warning, but it didn’t quite get down to the reality of it. Since he’d used pain, he was starting to enjoy pain, to want pain. He wasn’t quite on the slippery slope yet, but he could feel it waiting for him.

      Alex went to leave the bathroom but found a certain body part was hard again and had quite a lot to say about April.

      “C’mon dude, sure we need some sex magic but this is—”

      The thought hit like a freight train.

      The magics you use alter you. Those who use fire want to burn things.

      He’d been using sex magic, repeatedly. He’d been using it to edit rings and make magic easier. He’d been drawing on it and recharging himself by jumping his three mates.

      Now he was walking around with sex on the brain, an insatiable appetite.

      Damn, did this mean he’d have to cut back on sex with his mates?

      Alex got out of the bathroom before he could delve too deeply into this new very unwelcome idea. He’d have to talk to Juno about it and see what she thought was happening.

      He found her on guard outside Stephen’s room. Bish’s funeral was soon and so Juno took off immediately to get changed, after giving him the key to the mage cuffs. Alex stood outside the door, debating whether to go in or not. He hadn’t seen Stephen since healing him yesterday. By all accounts the young mage was well and truly cowered. Being held prisoner in a village of werewolves who wanted to murder you would do that.

      Alex wasn’t sure what he might do if he saw Stephen. When he thought of the silver dust...

      He growled under his breath and then closed his eyes. Stay calm. Yup, there it was. Although Stephen was a disposable foot soldier (which was clearly proven by the fact he and the rest of them were abandoned by more powerful mages), he’d still flown a drone. He’d been part of an attack that had killed Bish and maybe Gem too.

      Alex’s mind strayed to Jacob. If he ordered it, the werewolf would attack a mage outpost or compound. What was the difference there? Power and authority and those in control always sent the young off to fight and die in their pointless wars for treasure. Who was responsible? The young soldier who was bound to obey orders or those who gave the orders?

      He couldn’t forgive Stephen... but he could understand why what happened wasn’t his fault.

      Alex went inside the room before he could twist his mind into further knots. Someone had found clothes for Stephen to wear and now he was in jeans and a t-shirt, his hands mage-cuffed in front of him, sitting on the side of the bed. He looked like he’d never done a push-up in his life. Between his thin arms, small frame, and reddened eyes, he looked like he was fourteen.

      He glanced up at Alex but then looked at the ground.

      Alex took the chair from the nearby desk and sat down.

      “How old are you?” he asked. Visions of the dead swam in his mind. Some of... the heads... had looked incredibly young.

      “Eighteen.”

      “What about those other mages we found you with?”

      “Eighteen, nineteen. Xavo doesn’t send anyone younger than eighteen out.”

      Was there a relief there? If so, was it justified? Some sort of magical line set at eighteen that made it okay to murder teenagers? Alex wasn’t so sure. He knew that if he had come across them, not his wild bestial side, he wouldn’t have killed them unless there was no choice.

      “I want you to tell me what happened yesterday. Start from getting the order until I caught you. Name names.”

      Stephen frowned but kept his gaze on the floor.

      “I already told your wives. Artemis must have given the order. He’s the head of our enclave. It came down the line to Tyril, one of the senior mages. We got told we’d be flying ten drones full of silver and all we had to do was get them into position and detonate. We didn’t know there were soldiers or weredogs. They keep all the information separate. We got set up but as soon as we hit the button, the van we came in abandoned us. We were trying to figure out what to do when... you came.”

      Tears trickled down his face and dripped off his nose. Stephen used his cuffed hands to wipe them away.

      Alex’s pack had found tire tracks but at Juno’s insistence they hadn’t followed them. She was wary it was just another trick, a way to lure werewolves away and murder them. There had apparently been a lot of disagreement but as one of the Alpha’s mates she had some power. Plus, the fireball she conjured and waved around helped.

      “How do you feel about silvering our home? Knowing that it burns us. We have six children who live here and now we have to worry that someday in the future they’ll step on a tiny speck and get horribly injured.”

      Stephen seemed to shrink into himself. He screwed up his face and sniffed through a blocked nose.

      “I’m sorry. You don’t know what it’s like. We swear ourselves to the enclave. I grew up in it. Apart from our rumspringa, most of us don’t go outside it. We’re taught to obey.”

      Alex gave a double blink.

      “Sorry, did you say rumspringa? Like the Amish?”

      For the first time, Stephen looked up at him. “Yeah, well you know not all mages that grow up in an enclave are suited to that type of magic. Some always go, join Ignis or Corvus or whatever.”

      That feeling of not knowing anything about anything was back again. Of course, what Stephen was saying made sense. If you grew up in a necromancer enclave but your affinity was for pain magic, then how would you discover that?

      “Who is Ignis?”

      “Fire mages. You ever see their spells they’ll be wavering, you know like heat lines over the road?”

      Alex was suddenly regretting not talking to Stephen earlier. The kid was a font of knowledge.

      “I see it as a screen above their head. Is that what you mean?”

      “Yeah. I can only see it sometimes but I’m still learning.”

      “I saw a mage in Baxter, driving slowly in a car casting some spell over and over. His screen was wavering. So, he was a fire mage? Any idea what he was doing?”

      Stephen shrugged and Alex saw the teenager was relaxing. Alex decided right then and there that there would be no more good cop bad cop stuff going on. Juno and April were angry, still furious really, that Alex had had his hand torn off by the resurrected old lady but scaring the hell out of this kid wasn’t the right thing to do.

      “Ignis are like the vampires—getting their fingers into businesses all the time. Running protection rackets, that kind of thing, for money. Maybe some kind of protection spell? There are other enclaves or rogue mages who are always fighting for territory. It’s like mafia gangs sometimes.”

      There wasn’t much time until the funeral. Stephen was going to be left unguarded, which was something Alex was uneasy about. There was no worry about Stephen himself escaping—he was mage-cuffed and any attempt to use magic would burn one wrist and freeze the other. Even if he made it out of the main house there were miles of territory to cross and his captors were supreme trackers.

      No, the worry was that a werewolf would come up here during the funeral and murder the kid. It would be the perfect time for it.

      Everyone would be attending the funeral, but Alex was still uneasy. Was he meant to do a damn headcount and as soon as the funeral was over, he had to run back to guard Stephen again? He idly wondered if there was an attic he could stash him in. Find some secure room to lock him away.

      “What do Xavo do for money?”

      Stephen gave him a look that for a moment was much like Jacob. Sort of a “dude, are you serious right now?” that only a teenager could pull off.

      “Mortuaries. Funeral homes. Cemeteries. Corpse transport services. Anything involving the dead. I think they own a few hamburger franchise locations too.”

      “Hamburgers? Wait, that doesn’t mean—”

      There was that look again.

      “No, gross. They’re not feeding dead bodies to people in... in hamburger patties! They’re just, you know, diversifying their income stream or whatever.”

      “So, they run funeral homes so they can get access to dead bodies. I guess so they can raise them and also draw death?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Doesn’t the ability to draw death magic fade quickly though? I did it on a chicken that had just died but when I tried it on a different dead body, there was nothing there.”

      Stephen’s eyes widened.

      “You’re a necromancer?”

      For a moment Alex wondered if he should keep his secrets to himself. His pack knew he was a mage but maybe not the full extent of his powers. He’d told Bailey about himself, which may have resulted in the old frog’s death, which presumably meant others knew a little about him.

      The question was: would revealing he was gaining mastery of various forms of magic make things worse?

      Although it was hard to see how they could be worse. Dead soldiers with silver bullets, drones dusting their home, his apartment being blown up, psycho pain mages, the blood golem...

      Alex decided to talk, and he also realized with surprise that he’d decided he was going to let Stephen go. He’d escort the kid back to Baxter and set him free with another message and a plan.

      “Yeah, I know one necro spell right now for resurrecting small animals. I can draw on death. That’s what I did to save your life. Fill up my death mana and charged the healing spell with it.”

      Stephen pulled his cuffed hands against his stomach, perhaps remembering Alex’s attack.

      “Who taught you that? You’re a werewolf so you’re definitely not in an enclave. Was it some rogue necromancer?”

      Alex decided to keep Henry’s name out of it for now. Although Alex and his mates had been attacked at their meeting, and there was a non-zero chance it was a false flag to get him to trust Henry, he was still leaning on the side that Henry wasn’t his enemy. As Henry had said—there was an argument in whispers ongoing in his enclave. Alex wanted to press on that sore spot until the whole thing cracked open. Maybe then they’d leave them the hell alone... and if not, at least he could get some more names, climb that ladder, leaving it bloody behind him.

      “You could say that. How many spells do you know?”

      Even Juno and April were cagey around this question. Apparently, it was just. not. done. A breach of etiquette to ask such a thing. Alex didn’t care though. He wanted spells, even if it meant just reading more of them.

      “I have some,” Stephen said.

      “Can you resurrect a dead body?”

      “It’s not resurrection. It’s reanimation and no, I’m not quite there yet. I’ve only been able to reanimate a child.”

      Alex got a sudden vision of Xavo diverting bodies intended for burial, faking cremations, all so they could have access to the dead for their purposes. To hear Stephen speak so... casually about it was a shock. He supposed the kid had been raised to be a necromancer though. He’d probably seen dead bodies from childhood.

      “Can you show me that spell?” Alex asked.

      “We’re not meant to do that.”

      Alex had already decided he’d let Stephen go, and there was to be no more good cop bad cop threats, but he wanted those spells. Any one of them might have new lines that could help him advance his spell writing.

      “I see my spells like code. At first it was gibberish, numbers and symbols and characters from other languages. Then it changed to English and became readable. That’s how I edited a shield ring from three charges to thirty. I also wrote my own healing spell. Do you want to see it?”

      Alex pulled his chair over closer to Stephen without waiting for an answer and held out his hand.

      “It doesn’t work if I’m wearing these. They’ll hurt me,” Stephen said.

      Alex pulled out the key.

      “I unlock you and you attack me... it’s not going to go well so you won’t do that, right?”

      Stephen quickly nodded.

      Trusting his gut, Alex set him free, dropping the mage-cuffs on the bed. Then he touched the back of Stephen’s hand and opened up his homebrew Healing Flame spell.

      So far, Alex had only connected magically to Juno, April, and Henry. Henry was a necromancer and his spell screen had been dark with red veins through it. A sort of cold eternity mixed with pulsing life.

      Stephen’s was more like life with just a hint of death. It was golden, to start with, shimmering with a warm glow. Through it were tiny lines of black that spoke of death. Alex wasn’t sure if it was because Stephen was still young and inexperienced or just not that great of a necromancer.

      “I see computer code... what do you see?” Alex asked.

      He could feel Stephen’s attention on the spell. It was like knowing where someone else was looking.

      “Comic book pages. They move for me. Like I can see a doctor in white and then he bursts into flames before starting to operate. There are two other characters in the background just standing around doing nothing.”

      “Like who?”

      “A woman with a map. She has all the directions, but the doctor isn’t talking to her.”

      Alex’s head started to spin. Had he in his hasty writing of the spell not connected the parts correctly? Juno’s spell managed to find its way to any injury in this body.

      “Who else?”

      “There’s a man using a scoop to lift materials out of various bags. Bits of metal, I think. That’s all.”

      “Can you... cut the women with the map out, just her, and move her to a separate page?”

      Stephen bit his lip and moved his free hand in the air. Alex could feel him working on the spell. Soon, the code appeared on the spell screen above Stephen’s head. Alex immediately copied it.

      He was running out of space—the image he’d captured from the Great Barrier spell, plus all the numbers and everything else was taking up most of his spare pages. He’d even had to delete his nascent fireball spell that he’d been working on to make room. Still, there was a little space and he dropped the code into it.

      Now that he read through it, he got hints of what it might do. A sort of finding, a measurement or test of injury. If injury wasn’t found it moved to the next location and tested again.

      But how to connect it properly?

      “Tell me what you see,” Alex said. He opened the spell, duplicated it, leaving him with no space left, and then started moving pieces of it around.

      “The map women just dropped her map,” Stephen said.

      “Now she has it back again. She’s yelling at the doctor, but he can’t hear her.”

      Alex kept moving code, trying to join the “map” bit with the “doctor” bit.

      “The map woman is now dressed in running gear, like an athlete. The doctor is listening to her.”

      Alex stopped changing the code around. Had he done it? The execute button was lit up, so at least the spell could be cast. He just needed a way to test it.

      If he were a heartless werewolf, he’d slice Stephen on the leg and then touch his shoulder to see if the healing spell would make the trip. Instead of doing that he stood up and shifted to his hybrid state.

      Stephen immediately jumped back on the bed.

      “Oh, sorry,” Alex said.

      He cut his leg with his claw, ignoring the lure of the pain, and then cast the new and improved spell. The flame lit on his finger and then he pressed it against his arm.

      The zap that went through him was like he’d touched a live wire. It sprinted from his arm to his leg and closed the wound. Alex must have still had some metal in him because he now had a line of gray holding his flesh together.

      “That’s a healing spell? But it’s tiny. I don’t know any healing spells because they’re still too large for me to copy.”

      Alex put his giant claw on Stephen’s shoulder.

      “Copy it from me,” he said.

      He wasn’t quite sure why he was offering his spell to Stephen. Perhaps to push a quid pro quo. Somewhere in the back of his mind he was thinking of what Howey had said about winning hearts and minds. What better way to start than by turning an enemy into a friend?

      Stephen copied the spell, Alex wondering what exactly it looked like as he did. Did he see fragments of comic pages that gradually filled in? Or did it start black and white and become color?

      Eventually it was done and then the young necromancer cast the spell, the blue flame lighting up on the end of his finger. He waved it around and then touched it to his skin. There must have been an injury somewhere because he jumped as the magic zapped through him.

      There was a rap on the door. Juno.

      “The funeral is about to begin,” she called out.

      Alex picked up the mage cuffs off the bed. Stephen put his hands out, but Alex just stood there for a moment before dropping the cuffs on the bed.

      “I’m going to trust you, and I hope you’ll trust me,” Alex said.

      He was thinking this could be an incredibly stupid thing he was doing. Who knew what spells the kid had?

      But it felt like a worthwhile risk.

      “Okay,” Stephen said.

      Alex left the room without another word, blocking Juno’s view of Stephen as he came out the door so she couldn’t see he’d freed the kid.

      Juno stepped closer to him and wrapped her hands around him. In his hybrid form he towered over her.

      “You need to either kill him or take him to the city. Whatever you decide, do it fast, because the longer he’s here, the more upset your pack is getting,” Juno said.

      “Can’t I just roar at them that he’s under my protection?” Alex asked.

      Juno shrugged.

      “If I’ve learned anything from Super Buddies, the 2013 masterpiece and final installment of the Air Bud series, it’s that you should listen to your wife.”

      “Is that really the message of Super Buddies?”

      “You’re right... I do need to watch it again. Next time we’re in Baxter, we’ll set it up, make a night of it. Sound good?”

      “Yes. Wonderful. I can’t wait,” Alex said, plastering a smile on his face.
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      “Ito... cow! Ito... dog! Ito... chicken!” the child with the stick shouted out, waving at the others. The three other children playing with him began to obediently moo, bark, and cluck.

      Alex and Nia were near the edge of the village waiting for Nia’s father Julius and some of his werewolves to arrive. Bish's sister was part of Julius’ pack. Nia had used the satellite phone to contact her father to let him know of Bish's death. It triggered a bit of worry for Alex, given that he had no idea if satellite phones could be tapped. He presumed at some point the satellite phone would simply stop working as the bill went unpaid, but for now it was working and so they'd used it.

      They were standing and waiting, watching the children play. The mood of the pack was somber. The children were children, no matter what, playing some complicated game involving sticks as wands that could transform you into various animals.

      “Who's Ito?” Alex asked. Nia had her arm entwined with his. She rested her head on his shoulder.

      “Ito was a trickster werewolf from mythology. He’s magic, a shapeshifter, he steals things, plays tricks. In some stories he’s like a living God who is supremely powerful and fights for werewolves. Growing up werewolf means hearing endless stories of Ito and his crazy adventures. My favorite is Ito and the Otherworldly Pigs.”

      “Otherworldly pigs?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah, you know, magic pigs that give magic bacon. Ito steals them which sets off this huge war between these mages and some giants.”

      “Are there any other stories of magic werewolves?”

      “Not really. He’s the most famous so he kind of blocks everyone else out. Certainly, no one like you, if that's what you're asking.”

      “They're here,” Jeremiah said. Jeremiah was one of the pack werewolves and, in human form, he looked like a Jeremiah, with an enormous beard and forearms that said he'd been chopping wood since he could walk. He wore a red plaid shirt too and had a shifter charm, good for a year, the sign of the previous wealth the Greenacre pack had held. He was also one of Bish's friends and was going to be leading the funeral.

      Alex turned to see Julius emerging from the forest with a small pack of werewolves—about fifteen in total. They were all in hybrid form but a few were carrying backpacks which Alex assumed were full of clothes in case they decide to shift into human form.

      He'd noticed that not many of the werewolves bothered to stay in human form. He'd found himself doing it too, just remaining in hybrid form at all times.

      As Julius and his pack approached, Alex scratched a line in the dirt and then followed the ritual, Julius putting his foot slightly over it, and then Alex pulling him across the line.

      “After the funeral we need to talk,” Julius said.

      “We do,” Alex replied. The funeral was due to begin so they left it at that, Nia giving her father a quick hug as they walked down the hill to where the werewolves buried their dead.

      Alex had been wondering what Julius would say about Jasper and the fact that Alex had killed him. Nia seemed to think he wouldn’t be too worried about it considering Jasper had been considered an asshole but Alex wasn't quite so sure. Jasper had also been the emissary, the conduit of the werewolves, who, at least on paper, had a seat at the table with the vampires, mages and witches.

      Although it appeared he’d been fatally compromised and perhaps working for the mages or someone else, Alex wasn’t sure whether that would still be enough to justify the killing.

      He pushed his mind off it as he walked down the hill, resisting the urge to do a headcount of his own people. Stephen was up in his room now, unguarded, not wearing mage cuffs. This would be the perfect time for him to attempt an escape, not that he would get far, but it would also be the perfect time for a werewolf to murder the mage. Alex hoped it wouldn't come to that; he at least figured now that Stephen wasn't wearing the mage cuffs there’d be some warning if a werewolf got ideas.

      They arrived at the small graveyard, if you could call it that. Werewolves, Alex discovered, had a burial rite that would seem grotesque to outsiders. There was no coffin; the body was dumped naked in the dirt in a hole and left to dissolve back into the earth, to become part of all things once again. It was what happened before this that Alex found unnerving. To put it simply, the werewolves pulled the body to pieces. They did so gently, with reverence, according to Nia, but Alex wasn't looking forward to seeing. Nia had called it a tradition, but Alex could see what it really was—a defense against necromancy. A dismembered body couldn't rise from the dead.

      Once everyone was at the ceremony and the children corralled, one or two still holding sticks, Jeremiah began speaking. He talked of Bish the hunter, and told stories of her taking down a gigantic boar all by herself. His stories turned comical, recounting a run-in with not one but two skunks and how he and Bish and other members of the pack had been forced to stay in a cave for a week, unable to get the scent off them, before they were allowed back in the village. He spoke of Bish the friend. Bish the amateur cook. Bish who was obsessed with murder mysteries and whose cabin was piled up with books. Bish’s sister quietly sobbed, as did other werewolves, and more than once Alex found himself wiping away tears for a werewolf he barely knew. Although she'd been part of his pack it felt as though his pack had been thrust upon him, much in the same way his mates had. They were his, yes… but he still did not know them.

      After Jeremiah finished, he asked if anyone else would like to speak, but no one did. Bish’s sister was still shaking her head, wiping away tears. As Alpha, Alex was expected to participate in the next step. He steeled himself and stepped over to the side of the deep hole that had been dug. Bish was naked in her hybrid werewolf form. She'd been washed, but the werewolves did not perform any tricks upon the dead, so the bullet wound in her head was still visible. Following the lead of the others, Alex took a wrist and together, the werewolf pack lifted Bish off the ground and began to pull. With so many of them, it was incredibly easy, her hands and arms coming free. There was very little blood and Alex was surprised to find that his stomach didn't turn, as he feared it would. It was done quickly, the body pulled to pieces, and each part dropped into the hole. It was then the rest of the pack and Julius’ pack came forward. Using their hands, they pushed in the enormous pile of dirt, filling the hole back to the top. Then it was done.

      It was now late in the afternoon, and in celebration of Bish there would be a feast. The crowd dispersed and Alex quietly took Juno aside.

      “Can you guard Stephen? No more good witch, bad witch though. I’m getting somewhere with him, and don't go into his room either,” he asked.

      “I can't even give him a little fright? What’s the point of being a witch?” Juno said.

      “I know the others want to kill him, but I'm starting to think capturing that kid is gonna work out really well for us,” Alex said. Juno nodded, gave him a kiss, then walked away.

      Julius nodded to Alex, and he nodded back, waving towards the main house, Julius falling in beside him. As usual, Jacob had picked up the habit of shadowing Alex when he was around. At the front door of the main building, Alex sent him away to help with the meal preparations, and Jacob went without complaint. Alex took Julius down to the meeting room where he'd been conducting his experiments with enchanting. It was still cold as hell down there, no matter the temperature outside, and he was glad he was in his hybrid form.

      “So, the kid adopted you,” Julius said as soon as they went in. Alex sat down in one of the chairs, looking at the blistered surface of the table and the blackened crater that the explosions had made.

      “It's weird, but that's what I feel like too. I mean, I know I'm really only eight years older than him, but he’s kinda like my little brother now. I just want to protect him,” Alex said.

      Julius walked around the other side of the table, taking the time to inspect the ruins of Alex's experiments, the twisted pieces of metal, the broken jewelry. He then sat down across from Alex.

      “That’s what being the Alpha is about. Mages and other outsiders think it's always about violence and power, dominance and control. But it's not. You are at the heart of it, a servant. Have you heard of Vindiciae contra Tyrannos?

      “Nia told me. You rule only by consent, right?”

      “My daughter was always the smart one. Then of course she went off to college and studied a ridiculous amount of Latin and I’d buy books off the internet trying to keep up with her,” Julius said with a smile.

      Alex was once again struck by the ease of the alpha and how things weren't really the way he assumed they were. It was clear to Alex that Julius was in charge of his pack, but at the same time he'd seen the alpha playing with children, putting on silly voices, and having clods of mud thrown at him before chasing them through the darkness, while they squealed and laughed.

      Alex saw at that moment that he wasn't Julius. Hell, he didn't even know all the members of his pack's names. He supposed that it was what the obstacle course challenges had been about — integrating them, getting to know them, making connections through adventure and action. Of course, now with Bish's death and Stephen’s capture there was unrest in the pack, and he didn't even know some of them personally well enough to make an appeal for solidarity.

      “We'll talk about Jasper but first I have some information for you. I found a pack. An alpha and a witch and some other wives and children. They disappeared around twenty-three years ago. I can't confirm any more details though. Where they live is surrounded by packs that are almost entirely wild. They almost never shift to human, there is no way to make a treaty with them, and they kill on sight. I presume there's a map around here somewhere, so once we find it I’ll mark it on there.”

      “If they kill on sight what do the werewolves who live inside that area do? Are they the same?”

      “The surrounding packs tolerate them using the slipways to go in and out, but only for them. Outsiders die. There is no contact, no satellite phone. The only way to get in there would be to sneak along a slipway, make it through the territories, or if you’re an Alpha, you could challenge a pack on the outside, kill their Alpha and take over. Which brings us to the next point. How is it that Jasper is dead?”

      His tone was level, calm even, but Alex still felt the moment was balancing on a knife-edge. There was just so much she didn't know about this world, and despite talking to Nia about werewolf politics and the things that her father had done, it was an enormous, confusing mess. What was clear was that Jasper had worked to advance the cause of werewolves and despite the fact it seemed his people had been somewhat afraid of him, he was still held in some good regard.

      “He agreed to help us to bring my problem to the table, but then that night we were in a cabin and someone cast a binding spell on it and tried to burn us alive,” Alex said.

      Julius sat silent while Alex told the story, leaving nothing out. Breaking out of the cabin, challenging Jasper out of fury, and April stepping forward to pledge her land. Eric, the mage, declaring it would be a valid challenge and then suddenly finding himself in a fight with Jasper and losing badly until Alex got his teeth in his leg and accidentally cast Purify which had forced a black liquid out of Jasper's body. It appeared it had been hardening his bones and once it was gone, Alex soon killed Jasper, only to have his pack disappear into the darkness with only a few left behind. Only a bare fraction had returned.

      Julius picked up a half-melted ring broken and tapped it on the table as though testing its strength. He used his fingers to straighten it before dropping it in the pile of junk.

      “I had my suspicions, from time to time, that Jasper was, well, not entirely corrupt but corrupted to some degree. Years ago, it was easier, working hand in glove then one day something changed. I got the feeling that instead of both of us trying to push the boulder uphill, that sometimes he was standing on the other side of the boulder, trying to stop me. Have you discovered what the black liquid is?”

      Alex shook his head. “April was looking at it, but I think she needs to take it back to her home, where she has the proper equipment. I presume it's some kind of bone-strengthening potion.”

      Julius stared into the middle distance before picking up a blackened tiara and gently snapping it in his claws.

      “There are other rumors though—leaders who have died and then bled black. Damn mages and vampires, always meddling. There are ways to do it too. Poisons that get inside you and take hold. You should speak to your witch wife about it,” Julius said. He put the broken tiara down and picked up another ring, straightening it with his claws before dropping it again. On Alex's part it felt like someone had taken a baseball bat to his brain again. It never occurred to him that someone could be controlling Jasper. His mind immediately went to Eric the mage and his mate, Alara the werewolf.

      “Have you ever heard of Eric? He was a mage here and had a mate Alara. Could he have been involved?” Alex asked.

      “I met him once or twice. I put him down as an… administrator. One of Jasper's right-hand men, anonymous, and in the background. About as interesting as a chartered accountant,” he said. There was a moment of silence before Alex decided to change the topic. After all, he only knew one alpha, and soon the celebration would begin, so he needed to get as much information out of him as he could.

      “We don't have enough werewolves to hold all our territory. We were attacked by necromancers. I have one of them upstairs right now,” Alex said.

      Julius cringed, momentarily baring his teeth which were sharp and white.

      “You never admit to another alpha that you don't have enough in your pack to control your territory. Don't ever say that out loud,” Julius said.

      He was still picking up bits of broken rings and jewelry and snapping it or straightening it with his claws.

      “Nevertheless, they attacked us, bombed part of the village with silver. How does it work with the emissary and the seat at the table? We say Xavo did it and somehow they get punished?”

      “That's meant to be the idea, and sometimes there are minor punishments along the way; them giving a little to maintain the illusion that the werewolves actually have some power. But the fact is, even if this was reported by Jasper I’m sure it would go nowhere. Even if your prisoner gave the enclave name, they’d simply deny it, and the other enclaves demand a level of evidence that simply doesn't exist. He could give a sworn confession and it wouldn't be enough.”

      “What would you do if you were me?”

      “The younger, angrier me would say kill your captured prisoner and deliver his mangled body back to his enclave as a threat. The older, more mature version of me has a different answer—take him back to his enclave, stand out in front of it, and tear his head off,” Julius said, ending with a growl.

      Alex sat back in his chair, Julius’ sudden violent nature surprising him somewhat. For someone who spoke in Latin and clearly thought on a higher level than most, the fact he was advocating blood and violence was a surprise.

      “Ignore me, ignore that. It’s just when I think about the silver being dusted over the village, it's hard not to get furious. The other approach is to try to use the mage, get every bit information out of him that you can, and then send them back unharmed. But then your next move might still be blood and violence, because what can't be solved with words will soon be solved with swords.”

      There was a rap on the door, and Juno entered without waiting for a response. She nodded to Julius before smiling sweetly at Alex.

      “The celebration is about to begin, may I steal you for a moment?” she asked.

      Although she was all sweetness and light, Alex felt the hackles on the back of his neck rise. Julius obviously felt it too because he gave Alex a look shared between husbands since the beginning of time when their wives went on the warpath. He quickly made his excuses and got out of there. Juno closed the door, and still with her sweet smile on her face looked Alex up and down.

      “Perhaps you can tell me why the necromancer is uncuffed in his room?” she said.

      “Trying to get him to trust me,” Alex said.

      It was cold in the room already, but the temperature suddenly dropped. Juno rested her hand on the table, and Alex saw faint tendrils of cold begin to creep out from it.

      “So, I've been standing up there outside his room, and he's been inside able to cast any spell he wants, able to escape if he wanted, and it’s all so he might trust us—some random teenager from some random necromancer enclave. Meanwhile, we just buried one of our pack, and another one is downstairs unconscious who may never awake. Outside is an entire pack of werewolves who want to kill him, but they can't. All so he can become your friend,” Juno said.

      She still had a smile on her face, which is probably the scariest thing about it. The ice creeping out from her hands had reached the pile of jewelry and began frosting it over. Alex wasn't sure whether he should hug the little witch or make some excuse and get out of there. He tried the third, and probably the dumbest option, which was to talk.

      “I'm going to set him free. His name’s Stephen and he’s just eighteen. He's a disposable foot soldier. But I think I can use him and maybe I can put an end to the attacks, change it. All I need is you to trust me,” he said.

      The frost spilled out across the jewelry as Juno gritted her teeth. Before she could speak he decided that was a good time to hug her, stepping across the room, closing the gap between them, wrapping his arms around her. She was stiff as a board, colder than marble, but after a moment she finally relaxed and the frost began to recede. Juno mumbled something into his fur.

      “What was that? Alex asked.

      She stepped back from him and Alex saw, with alarm that she’d somehow summoned a fireball to her hand without him seeing a spell screen.

      “I said in that case, you're going to guard him tonight all night long until you take him back to Baxter because he can't stay here. Yes?”

      She passed the fireball from hand to hand like it was nothing, although it was crackling, and Alex could feel the immense heat of it.

      “Yes, absolutely. I’ll guard him myself and take him back tomorrow.”

      Juno stared at him for a moment before extinguishing the fireball. Then she stood on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss before patting him on the stomach and walking out. Alex let out a sigh of relief when she was gone.

      He'd seen the little chaos witch when she was angry, and who knew what spell she had up her sleeve.

      He looked down at the pile of broken jewelry, most of which was covered with frost and the bits and pieces that Julius had straightened with his claws. He understood Julius's position and the rest of the pack too. There was some part of him that found a bloody pleasure in the idea of taking those who would attack them, standing them in front of their home, and dismembering them as a warning, but that was only if he thought of Stephen as one of them. Unnamed. An enemy, and not a person, not a kid. Brought up in an enclave taught to obey and then sent off to die.

      Alex headed outside as the sun began to set, hoping to grab some food before settling in to guard duty for the night. He’d barely made it out the door before Nia came running over.

      “Someone has attacked my father's pack, he’s leaving now,” she said. Alex took off up the hill with Nia beside him. They caught up with Julius, who shifted to hybrid form to speak with them.

      “No, this is my problem to handle, my battle. Stay here and celebrate Bish. I’ll let you know how it goes,” he said. He quickly hugged Nia then clapped Alex on the shoulder before transforming back to wolf and bolting away before either of them could speak. Alex felt the urge to follow, but it was a long trip back to where Julius’ pack was, and Alex still knew the conventions remained. If Julius didn't invite him into his territory, there could be a serious problem.

      “We really need to get a satellite phone of our own. What are the chances the Alpha leaves his pack and then it’s attacked immediately? We should smash the thing to pieces,” Nia said bitterly. Alex wrapped his arms around her, aware that she thought this was all her fault, as she had been the one to contact her father about Bish.

      As they walked back, Alex looked across the village. He couldn't get the thought out of his head why the attack yesterday hadn't been worse. They'd only sent six soldiers and ten drones to dump silver on them. They'd sent ten teenagers to run the drones, the senior mages who’d summoned the dead making their escape.

      Alex could see that it was almost a perfect plan. If they’d just sent one or two other squads of the dead on either side armed with silver bullets, the casualties would have been much worse. Hell, they could have been wiped out entirely. Between bullets and silver dust bombs to pin them down, all it would take is some grenades and fire and they could have been killed down to the last werewolf. So why hadn't they been?

      They arrived back at the village where everyone was setting up for the celebration. Juno waved to Alex and then pointed upstairs at the house. Stephen was still unguarded, and Alex was very aware that any moment werewolves could go up there to murder the young mage.

      He kissed Nia and then with a thousand thoughts racing in his mind went inside and upstairs, shifting into wolf and sitting outside Stephen’s room. The celebration got going and he heard the squeals of children laughing, playing, and shouting Ito cow. Alex stared into the dark and tried to construct a plan that didn't start with murdering every mage alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex woke up outside his exploded apartment building. It was early morning, maybe five or so, and there was a chill in the air. He was in boxer shorts, and his feet were a roar of agony. He could also feel that the fishhooks of the Great Barrier had been pulling on him.

      “Seriously, what the hell?” Alex said aloud. He looked down the street where a lone jogger was making her way. He figured it must've been her who’d seen him in wolf form and then the Great Barrier had pulled, the pain of it forcing Alex to transform and come out of whatever sleepwalking nightmare he'd found himself in.

      He looked down at his feet and saw they were bloody and then the pain from his hands hit as well. His nails were cracked and there were smears of blood across his palms. As he stood there, his mind slowly coming back together, the pain began to creep its way up his forearms and legs. The last he remembered was being in wolf form, curled up in front of Stephen's door, the sounds of the celebration outside continuing. He must've fallen asleep and then…

      Alex wasn't entirely sure how far away the village was from Baxter, but he knew it was a decent drive in Boris just to get to the impromptu car park and then a long walk. Had he just run the entire way in wolf form? It seemed impossible but then he reflected that the other times he’d been carrying passengers on his back, Juno or April, on the long trek to the car park. He supposed without passengers, running at full speed, it was possible that he had made his way here overnight.

      The pain in his feet and hands was growing stronger now, so Alex opened up his spell screen, and quickly cast his new and improved healing spell.

      It was strange how it worked now, the healing magic going to the site of the greatest injury with a zap that felt distinctly uncomfortable. The flame lit on his finger, and Alex touched it to his bruised and bloody hand, but the zap jolted right through him down to his feet first, which were far more injured. He watched his natural mana draining away as wounds on his feet were repaired. There was a second zap as the healing suddenly lurched up to his hand and then a third as it snapped up his arm across his shoulders and down to heal the other hand. He let his natural mana drain down almost to the bottom before releasing the healing spell. The pain had significantly subsided, the healing stitching up wounds, removing injuries.

      Now he was feeling better he took a proper look at the rubble of his old apartment building across the road. A temporary fence had been erected around it. When the mages, or whoever it was, had detonated the apartment building, they’d managed to collapse it straight down on top of itself with a precision explosion. All that remained of the apartment building was a pile of broken bricks, metal, and bits of rubbish. Most of it was blackened from the fire. It was quite amazing to see just how small the entire building was when it was smashed into pieces.

      Alex stood there in the chill, searching his memory for what might have happened but as usual, there was nothing there but the deep black. He'd always been a sleepwalker and a sleeptalker but had never been this bad. At most, he had left his bedroom and gone outside, before waking up a few minutes later, but to run miles and miles through the night completely unaware? It was, simply put, terrifying.

      There was also the other question of why it was he was in his boxer shorts. He'd shifted fully dressed, so did that mean at some point in his sleepwalking he'd shifted back to human form, stripped down, and then continued his run? Why would he do that? He still had his shifter charm, which was running low now. Soon he would need to buy another one unless he wanted to start tearing his clothes when he shifted.

      That was just another problem on a long list, all of which could be solved with a giant pile of money that he currently didn't have. Alex looked over the rubble from across the road and tried to work out why his sleeping self had brought him here. The last time he’d gone sleepwalking, Juno and Nia had said it was because he'd been living in Juno's house, not shifting to wolf and not going for a run, and that eventually the wolf would break out and go running itself. But now he'd been living in the village and every day he was in wolf form, out in nature, so why would his wolf run all the way to Baxter?

      Alex saw another jogger approaching. He stepped behind a tree and waited until she passed.

      Maybe it’s later than I think.

      Alex looked around, trying to judge by the sunlight what time it was. Maybe it was closer to six than five and that meant he only had a limited time before the streets were full of people. Already he could hear the sound of cars here and there.

      In human form, his sense of spell was greatly diminished but still the overpowering scent of Baxter itself was there every time he breathed in. Exhaust fumes, plastics, tires. Alex took a quick look around and then shifted to wolf form. Thankfully, the Great Barrier didn't trigger, which meant no one had seen him.

      Howey’s house was actually closer but Alex couldn't think of a good story of why he’d show up in his boxer shorts at the front door, not anything that would make sense, and he knew that Howey and Puzo probably thought he was crazy anyway given how he’d vanished from their lives. So, although it was further away, he started running back to Juno's.

      In his wolf form Alex was fast, but it had been later than he thought. The sky quickly lightened so instead of slipping from shadow to shadow, he was now running in the open daylight. The Great Barrier twinged again and again as people saw a wolf running along the street. The closer he got to Juno’s the worse it got as there were now cars driving down the street and groups of people out for morning walks. He hid briefly in a front yard but was forced to run when a woman looked over the front fence and saw a wolf sitting there.

      He leaped a picket fence then sprinted, jumping between front yards before finally abandoning that and just bolting down the sidewalk at full speed. Eventually, he made it to Juno's, sprinting around the back, opening the small gate in the back fence, and slipping inside. Alex stopped in the backyard, shaking his head at himself, and smiling. He’d spent a while at Juno's, and there was a kind of peace outside. The succulent cuttings he'd taken from Jane's home were all still alive in the garden bed where he had planted them. A few looked like they'd grown, taking root.

      Alex went to the door and found it locked. He checked the windows on the back of the house, and lifted the mat but there was no key, and he couldn't see anything obvious nearby where one would have been hidden. Wondering if the house wards were going to trigger he tested each of the windows until he found the one over the kitchen sink was unlocked. He managed to get his fingers under it and push it up. Carefully, Alex pulled himself up over the windowsill and levered himself inside.

      The window was quite small, though, and he was coming out over the kitchen sink. Thankfully, there were no drying dishes sitting there but it was still awkward. He had both hands on the edge of the sink, tipped at a forty-five-degree angle, pulling himself down. Eventually, he got to a point when he managed to pull one leg in. He was just about to get the other in when a blast of magic hit him with immense force. The window smashed as he was flung sideways and then hit the kitchen wall, stuck on it a foot off the ground. The pressure of the blast was like a scouring wind and his boxer shorts disintegrated off his body.

      “You picked the wrong house, werewolf,” a voice said. Alex managed to open his eyes to find a diminutive old lady in her nightgown standing in the kitchen with her hand splayed out. She looked like she was in her eighties, with deep wrinkles on her face and curls of grey hair. She was also ridiculously thin in that way that old ladies can be. Despite her age and size, her blue eyes were alive, and her immense power was undeniable.

      “Stop, I’m with Juno,” Alex said. It was hard to keep his eyes open. Whatever was pressing him against the wall felt like it had grits of sand in it. He could already feel the skin on his face abrading. The old lady did something with a hand and the magic changed. He was still stuck up against the wall, held by an immense force, but the abrading quality of the spell, and the roar of the air, vanished.

      “Who's Juno to you?” The old lady said.

      “She’s my –” For a moment Alex was going to say mate, but then his brain threw in girlfriend as well and somehow in the shock, it all mashed together. “My matefriend. I mean girl… she’s my mate,” he finally said.

      The old lady narrowed her eyes at him and pursed her lips.

      “Prove it,” she said.

      “She’s blonde, and I… I lived here with her, me and Nia. The ketchup’s in the bottom cupboard.”

      “Anyone who broke in could know that. Tell me something no one else could know and maybe I’ll believe you.”

      “Juno’s a chaos witch. When she gets upset she frosts over things and makes it rain.”

      The old lady did something with her hand and the pressure on Alex's chest increased tenfold, making it hard to breathe. He suddenly shifted, almost against his will, stretching out to eight feet in height, his weight increasing. His werewolf body was stronger than his human one, and the pressure on him decreased.

      “Everybody knows that about chaos witches, and if you knew her you’d know that different things happen, not just frost, so I’m going to ask you one more time, tell me something that no one else could know,” she said in a voice that was low and full of menace.

      Alex racked his brain but it was hard to think while pressed up against the wall. His leg was hurting too. He must've cut it when he was pulled through the window. He didn't know who this old lady was, but his best guess was that it was Juno's grandmother. What could he say to her? I know the sounds your granddaughter makes in bed?

      “You're the one who put the spell on Boris, and all of the stuff in your break-in bag is bedazzled, including your night-vision goggles and your crowbar,” he said, hoping it would be enough.

      The old lady harrumphed, sounding almost like Bailey for a moment, but then she smiled at him.

      “My name is Ruby. You must be Alex. Nice to meet you,” she said.

      “Nice to meet you too,” Alex said, still stuck up against the wall.

      “If you're a strong alpha werewolf, the very first lesson you need is to how to escape a spell. So, push and escape, if you can,” Ruby said. She brought up her other hand, and the pressure on Alex increased tenfold again. He could barely breathe now. The wall behind him, which was just a simple kitchen wall, suddenly felt as hard as steel.

      Alex strained against the spell, but he could hardly move, only an inch at a time. He saw Ruby gritting her teeth and a bead of sweat run down her face as she increased the power of the spell. He was sure that if only he could breathe, he’d be able to outlast her. Then Alex remembered that he wasn't just simply a werewolf but also a mage, and for a moment cursed himself that it didn't come naturally to him to immediately think to use a spell. He couldn’t move, but he could still bring up a spell screen.

      He mentally selected flame shield and cast it by willing it to be. The flames immediately burst out around him but did nothing to stop the spell holding him against the wall.

      “Impressive but not enough. Try again, Wolfie,” Ruby said.

      Alex suddenly saw where Juno got it from. He’d heard that tone of voice before. He had flames around him now, and the wall behind him was blackening, but the pressure was increasing still and he began to see stars as he began to run out of oxygen.

      He went back to his spell screen but he had nothing that was really an offensive spell. Sure, he could make a line of fire stretch out from his fingertip but given that he was pinned against the wall, what use would that do except maybe burn the floor.

      His gaze landed on telekinesis, and then across to the kitchen bench where there was a sugar container.

      Alex hoped Juno's grandmother was forgiving. Hell, hoped that Juno herself was forgiving. He focused on the sugar container, charged up telekinesis with a dose of pain, and then shot it off the bench and into the side of Ruby’s head. It exploded against her in a burst of light, sugar scattering across the room. Alex realized she must've had some kind of shield, but the force of the sugar container, charged up with pain mana, had breached it momentarily. She dropped the spell that was holding him to the wall, and he crashed to the ground as grains of sugar rained down upon them both.

      Ruby had gone down on one knee, panting. Then she looked up at him with a mad grin. She had a trickle of blood running down the side of her face.

      “That's more like it, White Fang,” she said.

      She stood up, and Alex did the same. He turned to check the wall and saw it was blackened in the shape of a werewolf but, thankfully, not on fire. The sugar container was destroyed and there were grains of sugar everywhere. In his hybrid form, he towered over Ruby. It looked like she was struggling to reach five feet. He knew though that her diminutive size was no indicator of her power.

      They stood there for a moment before Ruby cast a spell as she pressed her hand to the cut on her head. It was so fast Alex barely saw a flicker of her spell screen. A moment later she pulled her hand away and the cut was healed.

      “I'll give you some training in return for a favor,” Ruby said.

      Alex resisted rolling his eyes. What was it with witches and favors anyway? Could they ever just help someone? He didn't get a chance to answer because there was the sound of a car skidding outside, the door slamming, and then the front door of the house crashing open like someone had almost torn it off its hinges. Juno came bolting into the kitchen wide-eyed and then skidded to a stop when she saw the tableau: the burn mark on the wall, Alex in his hybrid form, his shredded boxer shorts on the ground, and Ruby standing there, uninjured but with blood still streaked on the side of her face, surrounded by sugar all over the floor. Alex expected Juno to scream or yell, probably at him, but she turned on Ruby instead.

      “No deal, old woman. No favors. No deals. Nothing, capiche?” she said, pointing a finger. Then Juno turned to Alex.

      “What did she do to you? Have you promised anything? Please tell me you haven’t promised anything!” she said.

      “I haven't, I didn't –” Alex started to say.

      But Juno wasn't listening. She turned back to Ruby. “He’s new. He doesn't know what he's doing, and anything he said is null and void completely. There’s no deal, none,” she said, chopping her hands together.

      Ruby smiled at Alex, but there was a slyness to it.

      “Your young man and I were just having a lovely conversation and discussing how I could help his magical training, weren’t we Alex?” Ruby said.

      “Uh…” Alex said

      “There is no deal, no deal, no way, no how, not if I don't agree,” Juno said, pointing a finger at her grandmother.

      Ruby swatted Juno's finger away. “We didn't make a deal. I was woken up to a half-naked man breaking in through the kitchen window, so I smacked him up against the wall. Turns out it was your man, breaking in for some reason.”

      Juno looked back to Alex and then at his shredded boxer shorts on the floor.

      “Why are his boxer shorts torn up?”

      “Abrading spell… plus at my age I don't get too many opportunities to look, so I thought I'd look. Well done by the way,” Ruby said, grinning at Alex.

      “Uh,” Alex said. Then suddenly Juno whirled on him, advancing and poking him in the chest with a finger.

      “And you! Disappearing in the middle of the night! Making a false trail! Dumping your clothes somewhere before running up a creek so we couldn't find you? What are you playing at?” she said, yelling at the end.

      Alex felt the temperature in the room suddenly drop, Juno's anger setting off her magic.

      “I was sleepwalking. It wasn't me. I went to sleep outside Stephen's room and then woke up in the park outside my blown-up building just like last time,” Alex said.

      Juno was bristling, breathing heavily like she’d just run a race. She stomped a foot on the floor.

      “Wolves!” she growled before letting out a long breath and wrapping her arms around Alex.

      “Hello?” Nia called out from the front door.

      “Anyone home? Is everything okay?” April said.

      “We’re in here,” Juno called out, her face still pressed against Alex. He wrapped his arms around her and realized that she was crying. Then, April and Nia appeared in the doorway, both of them glancing at the burned wall, Ruby, the shredded boxer shorts, and the spread sugar granules.

      “Okaaaay,” Nia said.

      “Nia, April, so good to see you,” Ruby said, stretching her arms out and giving both of them an enormous hug. Despite the strangeness of the situation. Alex suddenly realized that he and his three mates were all here in Baxter, and that meant no one was back at the village guarding Stephen.

      “Where’s Stephen? Is he still alive?” Alex asked.

      “He’s outside in the trunk. Don't worry, he's alive,” April said.

      Ruby stepped back from her hug and clapped her hands together.

      “Who wants some breakfast?” she said, smiling at the group of them.
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      It turned out that Ruby's version of asking them if they wanted breakfast was actually just forcing her granddaughter Juno to cook it all. Soon, Juno was in the kitchen, clattering pots and pans and grumbling away to herself.

      There had been a short debate about what to do about Stephen. April and Nia told Alex that he was mage cuffed again, locked in the trunk with no way out. It was slowly getting warmer outside, but it wasn't hot yet, so he wasn't going to cook to death. Alex wanted to talk to his mates and Ruby without Stephen hearing so consented for now to leave the kid out there, although Nia did go outside and move Boris into the garage rather than leaving him on the street.

      Alex had gone to Juno's room and found some of his clothes that he’d left behind. He shifted out of his hybrid state and got dressed. Soon he was back in the lounge with Nia, April, and Ruby. Juno was slamming pots around quite loudly in the kitchen.

      “You can cook breakfast quieter you know,” Ruby called out. She had a teacup of black coffee which she sipped before she pulled out a small silver flask from somewhere and topped up the cup. Alex sat there on the sofa, his mind whirling but inside he was thinking that Ruby, Lydia, and Esme would get along incredibly well.

      “So, we followed your trail until we found your clothes by a creek where you’d dumped them. You must've run up the creek to try to block your scent. That's when we decided to come straight to Baxter,” Nia said, finishing telling the story.

      Apparently, it was around one in the morning when someone had realized that Alex was missing. April had been left behind to guard Stephen, and Juno and Nia and some of the pack members had gone to follow Alex's trail, discovering he’d dumped his clothes. They had then raced back to the village, collected April and Stephen, and made their way as fast as they could to the car park where Boris was.

      “You really don't remember any of it?” April said, touching Alex on the arm. There was a cool tingle from her fingertips and a light chime as she cast a spell. Alex was happy for her to do it. As she touched him, he felt a wave of relaxation, something he desperately needed right now.

      The attacks, the mages, the reanimated dead, silver bombs, the blood golem… it was all bad enough but vanishing? Alex couldn't work out why his sleeping self had laid a false trail. Had it been trying to buy itself time? Alex almost felt like he was thinking of another person. Someone inhabiting his body while he was asleep.

      He shook his head and sighed. “It's just black. I went to sleep outside the door and woke up next to a tree, looking at a pile of burnt rubble,” he said.

      “Could be a spell. I could check that for you… if you agree to do me a favor,” Ruby said.

      “No favors!” Juno shouted from the kitchen and there was an enormous clang of frying pans.

      Alex was feeling calmer thanks to the influence of whatever it was April was doing and with that calmness, he saw the opportunity to stir up his little witch mate a little more.

      “What kind of favor?” he said loud enough Juno to hear.

      “I’m thinking a heist,” Ruby said and sipped her coffee, a wicked smile on her lips.

      They heard cursing from the kitchen before the door opened and Juno came out, holding a meat tenderizing hammer. She pointed it at her grandmother.

      “I am dead serious. There are no favors happening, not without my permission. And you, don't make deals with witches when you don't understand what you’re doing,” she said.

      “What are you talking about? You made me promise you a favor, just for a simple cleanse spell. I didn't know what I agreed to. What did I agree to?” Alex said.

      “Yes, darling granddaughter, what was Alex agreeing to when you demanded a favor from him?” Ruby said. She still wore that wicked smile.

      “Everyone… shut up. I’m cooking breakfast,” Juno said and stormed back to the kitchen.

      “It's important if you have a chaos witch wife to make her a little crazy every now and again,” Ruby said.

      Alex relaxed more, April’s spell working on him, the unreality of this morning slowly fading away. Okay, so he'd run miles and, apparently, laid a false trail while he was asleep. He could accept that. Hadn't he planned to come to Baxter anyway? Sure, it hadn't happened the way he wanted but now he was here, so were his mates, and so was Stephen, albeit locked in Boris’ trunk.

      There was a problem with the rest of the pack though. They were, presumably, still back at the village. If there was another attack there was no one to heal them. There wasn’t even anyone there with a Purify spell in case they stepped on any specks of silver left from the bombs.

      Alex turned to Nia. “I don't know what to do about the rest of the pack. Are they going to be safe?”

      Nia squeezed his thigh. “They’re as safe as any other werewolf pack is, which is to say probably not safe at all. Oh, I heard from my father too. The attack was necromancers. Six reanimated soldiers and silver bullets, just like us. His land is far better protected than ours though. The dead soldiers stumbled into a minefield. Only one werewolf got shot but it was a minor injury. They didn't catch the necromancers who sent the dead, though,” she said.

      “Necromancers attacking werewolves? It must be a Tuesday,” Ruby said sarcastically.

      “They did it to us too. Set off silver bombs over the village. That kid Stephen out in Boris's trunk flew a drone,” Alex said.

      Ruby raised her eyebrows. “And he’s still alive? Does he still have both hands and feet? You haven't made him a castrato?” she asked.

      “The last time I saw him, he was intact and fine. I want to use him to crack his enclave in half,” Alex said.

      “Oh, not just a werewolf mage, but a scheming werewolf mage. I can see what my granddaughter sees in you.”

      Thanks to April’s calming spell, Alex was beginning to think more clearly now. He also realized that outside of April, Juno, and Nia, that Ruby was another magic user, a witch and, apparently, an incredibly powerful one. Sure, she was asking for favors—something that Juno seemed apparently adamantly opposed to—but Alex wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity for information or anything that could improve their position.

      “The mages and weredogs have been after me since just before my twenty-fifth birthday, which wasn't that long ago. Apparently, I'm the one and only werewolf mage in the world, but I need help. I need someone to teach me more spells and someone to give me advice. If the cost of that is a favor, I’d seriously consider paying it. I have that junior necromancer out in Boris's trunk and a vague plan of sending him back, trying to get in contact with another necromancer who I think can help me but I’m all ears about any other ideas you might have,” he said.

      “Don't offer favors to witches. Hasn't Juno taught you anything? I need to know the whole story first before we go down that path,” Ruby said.

      “Breakfast!” Juno shouted out from the kitchen.

      Over breakfast, which was bacon and egg, fried red pepper, mushrooms, and coffee, Alex told Ruby the story. He’d done this before, of course, with Julius and even as he told it he realized he was disconnecting from it. The sheer terror of his apartment block being detonated, of leaping out the window and crashing to the ground… as strange as it sounded, it was fading. It wasn't some terrifying event that had happened to him, but a description of a terrifying event, one step removed, the vividness of it vanishing. Even the original encounter with the weredog in the cold alleyway had lost some of its power. The weredog had crunched his arm, torn into his jugular. Alex could clearly remember seeing the spray of his own blood jetting up into the air, but sometimes as he spoke it was like he was reading the cold facts of a medical report.

      Ruby didn't say much really, grunting and nodding as she shoveled food into her mouth, putting away quite a lot considering her size. Sometimes Juno, Nia, or April added their own details and it wasn't long before they finished breakfast and caught up with the present.

      “And then I climbed in the window and you blasted me against the wall and disintegrated my boxer shorts,” Alex said.

      “Yeah, why’d you do that anyway?” Juno said to Ruby.

      “I was curious how strong he was,” Ruby said with a shrug.

      Alex was lost for a moment. “What are you talking about?”

      “You're on a list of permitted people so the moment you were halfway in through the window she already knew you were safe, otherwise the house wards would’ve triggered,” Juno explained.

      “So, you blasted me up against the wall where I burned it, and then had to hit you in the head with the sugar container, just to see how strong I was?” Alex asked.

      “Well, you're the first werewolf mage that has survived to adulthood, which in and of itself is a miraculous thing, and so I just wanted to see,” Ruby said. Alex dropped his fork which clattered off his plate then landed on the floor.

      “What do you mean the first? Everyone else has been talking like there's never been a werewolf mage before.”

      Juno, April, and Nia, were similarly shocked, Juno sitting there with her mouth open, a piece of bacon sticking out of it.

      “There are stories—well, not even stories—whispers. Dark ones about werewolves and magic. There was once a witch who wrote a book where she suggested that there had been a werewolf mage in the past, that the stories of Ito the trickster were not just mythology but held some grain of truth. There have been other stories too. Werewolf packs dying, being wiped off the face of the earth by the mages and the vampires but there's never enough evidence.”

      “Why does no one know about this? How come you never told me?” Juno finally said.

      Ruby pulled a silver flask from somewhere and topped up her coffee before taking a big gulp. “I can't know what you need to know. Besides, there are a million whispers about all kinds of ridiculous things. The mages and vampires are out there killing werewolf babies anyway. The werewolves are doing it too. Just one story in a thousand until suddenly he shows up and next minute there are rumors everywhere.”

      “What rumors?” Alex asked.

      “Whatever you told Bailey? He spread it around—a werewolf mage under attack. I'm not sure it was the cleverest move to announce yourself when the best you can do is throw a sugar container, but it's done now,” Ruby said.

      There was another moment of silence before Juno finally spoke up again. “Tell him your offer and then he will decide whether he gives you a favor.”

      Ruby sat back in a chair, sipping a coffee. “Very well, I, Ruby Harbinger, will help Alex learn any spells and magic that I can teach him. I will also offer aid and advice and in return he will grant me a favor of my choosing, of my asking,” he said.

      Alex still wasn't entirely sure was going on. Juno spoke up before he could.

      “No deal. I also want you helping with access to any spell books that you know of,” Juno said.

      Ruby put her coffee down then threw her hands up in the air like she was shocked.

      “That's at least five favors—probably ten,” she said.

      Alex recognized the tones in their voices, and as Ruby and Juno started bickering and arguing back and forth, he saw they were bargaining the same way that Juno had with Bailey, each setting out ridiculous demands and then slowly walking it back. Nia and April, excused themselves, clearing away the dishes, and then leaving the kitchen. Alex wasn't quite sure whether he should follow them or not. He felt like he should have some part in this decision, but from the way Ruby and Juno were talking, Juno was in control of it, negotiating exactly what was to happen. In the middle of Juno arguing that Alex should only offer one favor and Ruby declaring that was ridiculous, Alex tapped the spoon against the side of his empty coffee cup like he was at a wedding about to call for a toast. It took a moment for the two witches to quiet down and look over at him.

      “First of all, why is this favor so important?” he said.

      “A favor to a witch is a promise. It’s kind of like a currency but far more valuable, and when you trade a favor with a witch it’s actually a magical agreement. Should you fail to uphold your favor, the consequences are severe,” Juno said.

      “And you extracted one of these favors just to cleanse some blood. Did Nia know that this favor was so serious?” Alex said.

      “Maybe. I mean, she knows witches.” Juno said.

      “I think you're amazing, my dear, but isn't there something a little unethical about extracting a favor from a guy doesn't even know what it means?” Alex said. He was half-joking but part of him was serious too. He would never say he was railroaded into his relationship with Juno, but then again, the very first thing that Nia had done was take him to her, putting him in proximity of the little blonde witch.

      “Anyone can make agreements,” Juno said in a level tone.

      “And I still owe you this favor. Despite being your mate?”

      “Yes, you do. Hasn't it been showing up in that spell screen of yours?” Juno said.

      “No! It's just spells, other bits and pieces and stats.”

      “Bring up your spell screen,” Ruby said. Alex did as she instructed.

      “Okay, now, I want you to think about contracts and promises. Imagine them there in front of you.”

      Alex again followed her instructions and concentrated on contracts and promises. He was expecting it to happen, but there was still a little surprise when a new panel appeared, literally labeled ‘contracts and promises’. There were two items listed. First was 'Juno Lowe—a favor’ and a date.

      The second was ‘April Lowe—a favor’ and a date. In the shock of it appearing, there was a second, larger shock that hit Alex like a truck. He didn’t know her surname before she became his mate. Somehow, it had never come up. Juno had been Juno Harbinger. Nia had been Nia Whitewood. April had been April who? For a moment Alex felt an enormous pressure in his head, the sensation that he'd been standing beside a crack in the ground that had suddenly expanded to the size of the Grand Canyon, the earth rumbling and shifting with unnatural speed. He knew nothing about his three mates. Who they'd been? What they'd done? He knew that Juno and Nia had gone to school together, but really what did he know about them? Had they had jobs? Aspirations outside of meeting some alpha werewolf who was being hunted to the ends of the earth? Alex let out a shaky breath as he glanced across at Juno. Yes, she was his mate, his for now and forevermore, and he was hers but that other part was still sitting there. The part that saw she was a stranger.

      “It was just a favor. It's not really anything to get horribly upset about,” Juno said, mistaking the expression on his face.

      “It's not that. We’ll talk about it later, but yeah I can see it now. I owe Juno and April a favor,” Alex said.

      He was abruptly tired of this discussion and didn't want to be in the kitchen anymore. The feeling that he was a traveler in a strange land was overwhelming again, that he’d encountered cultures so utterly alien to his—and that included the witches who apparently saw no problem in extracting favors from people who didn't know what they were promising—and who, even now were negotiating for help from a family member.

      “Is there some limit on these favors? You can't just demand my entire net wealth can you? Not that there's not much of it,” Alex said.

      “A favor granted is that which can be reasonably achieved. Favors are cheaper, simpler, lower. They’re like money to witches, so I can't ask you to give me your entire net wealth, but I could ask you, for example, to come with me while I break into someone's house. The construct of the favor itself tells us what is agreeable,” Ruby said.

      “Can we go back to negotiating now?” Juno asked.

      “No, I accept your offer. I give you a favor, and you give me everything you just discussed with Juno, yes?” he said to Ruby.

      “Yes,” Ruby said, shortly followed by Juno

      “No!”

      But it was done. Alex actually felt a ripple in the magic around them. It felt like a tickle.

      “Was that it?” he said.

      “Witnessed and recorded,” Juno said. She got up from the table and left the room, leaving Alex sitting there with Ruby.

      “I guess you didn't feel it before because you weren't sensitive enough to the magic. To set your mind at ease, I'm going to ask you for exactly what I just said: your help to break in somewhere. But before then, we need to get started. Show me that healing spell you’ve apparently written,” Ruby said, holding a hand out across the table.

      Alex's mind was in turmoil. There was some feeling of… was it betrayal? He didn't know whether he should be angry about the favor, and there was something about that that made him angry. Being plunged into this world. Had Nia known? Were these things serious or was it so little that she hadn't even considered it? It felt like he'd signed a contract he'd been unable to read. The fact that Ruby wanted her favor to be him helping her break into somewhere at least showed it wasn't too extreme… probably.

      Alex put out his hand and touched Ruby's. For a moment he got a sensation like there was a building in front of him three or four stories high, something powerfully strong, well-built, and enormous with many rooms. Ruby’s spell screen appeared above her head. In contrast to her disposition, which was somewhat ‘cranky old lady’, her spell screen was streaked with a rainbow of colors running through it. He caught a scent: baked cookies and soap. It reminded him of the magic that was on Boris and he realized that of course Ruby had cast that spell; the one that enabled Boris to regenerate from smashed windows, flat tires, and bullet holes. Although Alex was angry and felt like he just wanted to stand outside alone to think things through, he brought up his hastily written healing spell, the new version that zapped through him, and shared it with Ruby.

      “Oh, that is interesting what you've done there,” Ruby said after a moment. Alex could feel her copying it. It didn't take long, though, only a second or two and she had the whole thing.

      “Yes, very interesting indeed,” she said.
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      Alex and Ruby were in the basement, discussing the house wards and what little Ruby knew of enchanting when Alex leaped to his feet. “Stephen’s still in Boris’s trunk! I completely forgot!”

      Ruby said something but Alex didn't hear it. He was already running out of the room. By the time he got upstairs, he realized he still had no way to contact Nia, Juno, or April. They’d all gone out together, taking Boris—and presumably Stephen—with them.

      Alex still had his phone, and he knew Juno had one, but they'd simply never bothered to send each other a phone number. Even in his frantic state, Alex recognized this was yet another symptom of getting together so quickly. He was standing in the lounge, freaking out, when Ruby came sauntering in.

      “So, what's the matter?” she asked.

      “I forgot that Stephen is in Boris’s trunk. The whole thing with the kid is that I'm trying to build rapport. I want him to teach me spells, or at least show them to me and tell me addresses and locations. It’s hard to do that when he's just been locked in a trunk for the whole day. Plus what if he escapes while they’re out or starts yelling and kicking?”

      “Don't worry, we witches have magical ways to contact,” Ruby said. She held up a hand as though she was about to cast a spell and then reached into a pocket and pulled out a phone. Within a moment she had sent the text and got one in return.

      “They’re on their way back now. Don't worry, it was just a few hours in Boris’s trunk. Who hasn't done that before?”

      “Do you think it's safe to use phones when everyone is after us?” Alex asked. Although they were within the wards of the house, Juno wasn't.

      “Juno took a burner phone with her. I usually have a few around when I'm back in town.”

      Alex took a few deep breaths and sat down on the sofa, Ruby sitting on the other one. They’d spent the morning and then into the afternoon discussing all things magic. Ruby had shown him a few spells. Yet again there was the memory size issue holding him back. He couldn't copy any of them in full. Simply reading more code was useful, he felt, on some level, but he was still hamstrung by the fact that it took years to be able to learn more complicated spells. Still, it had been an incredibly valuable time.

      Ruby had talked of her own magic. She saw her spells as a play on a stage, with characters and props. She could direct new people, create them out of nothing and shuffle them onto the stage, which was her method of writing spells.

      Alex had discovered through this, that some magic users had an affinity and could help each other. Alex had told her of Stephen and his comic pages and how he'd seen Alex's homebrew healing spell as a woman with the map being ignored by the doctor. How Stephen had managed to cut her out to change the pieces so then Alex could access it and improve his spell.

      Alex had noticed at the time that he and Stephen had worked together incredibly well. Ruby had backed up as much. Some mages were stronger together. She told him that some of the most powerful enchantments and spells were made by duos. She also explained her personal hypothesis that this was why the mage enclaves were absolutely stupid. A pain mage plus a death mage might be the ultimate combo but they kept to their own kind, and thus were weaker.

      They'd spent the past two hours discussing the Great Barrier and Alex's discovery that he could see the spell, which was something Ruby found incredible. As a powerful witch she'd even cast Know Thyself 100x but still was unable to see the Great Barrier spell working on her. Alex was able to share some fragments of what he'd copied with her; the long strings of numbers but that hadn't translated into anything for Ruby. She could see there were figures, but they were grayed and blurred out, anonymous and faceless. The image that Alex had grabbed from the spell—the sun shining down on the werewolves—was unable to be copied all.

      Ruby had explained, though, that not everything in a spell was the spell, and Alex, with his programming knowledge instantly understood. After all, in programs, you could add comments, which was usually done to explain what exactly you were doing to make it easier to change in the future. But sometimes, people just added comments to say things, to put in poems or stories or other bits of information. It was possible that someone had thrown that image into the Great Barrier spell as decoration or maybe for no reason at all.

      “That kid is going to be so angry,” Alex said, running his hands through his hair.

      “Pish-posh, he'll be fine,” Ruby said.

      “I need him to like us though. I mean, I didn't entirely intend for it all to happen so quickly, so I thought I had more time, but I wanted to get him to trust me, so he would share.”

      “We could drug him.”

      Alex glanced at her to see if she was joking but, apparently, she wasn't.

      “Drug him? That might work short-term but I want him actually to like and trust me.”

      “You worry far too much. There are certain… let's say, concoctions a witch can make that will make the victim joyful. They’ll want to spread their secrets. They’ll sing at the top of their lungs. They will trust you, and even the next day they’ll still think you’re their friend because they bonded with you. Now, tell me why we shouldn't do that, considering all you’re facing?”

      Alex tried to wrap his mind around the idea. He hadn't had any problem with April drugging that mercenary mage they'd captured, nor any problem when she’d killed them. But this kid? This eighteen-year-old, so thin and gangly?

      “I don’t know if that’s the right thing,” he said.

      “I was thinking gin, tonic, and a slice of lime. Give him a few of those, and he'll start talking. A nice dinner. Maybe some lemon cheesecake for dessert,” Ruby said, a sly grin appearing on her face.

      For a moment Alex saw the years fall away from her and virtually saw Juno's face peering out from her grandmother and saw the sneaky sly witch sitting in front of him.

      “He’s not of legal drinking age yet, but maybe a few gin and tonics could help,” Alex said.

      “Good! It's a party,” Ruby said.

      Alex heard Boris pull up the drive into the garage. He went to the kitchen with Ruby as Nia, April, and Juno crowded back into the house. They were carrying groceries, including a heavy bag full of alcohol. Juno strained as she lifted it up onto the bench and Alex saw two large bottles of gin, as well as the rest. It was when they put down a large box with lemon cheesecake printed on it that he realized the plan was already in motion.

      “Gin and tonic, dinner and cheesecake?” he said to Ruby.

      “Gotta watch witches, boy, always three steps ahead of you,” she said and gave him a wink.

      Alex turned to his three mates and lowered his voice.

      “So… I forgot that Stephen was still in the trunk. Is he still there?” he said, afraid the mage would hear him, even though he was out in the garage.

      “He’s still there. We checked on him. and he’s okay,” April said, unpacking groceries.

      “We need to bring him inside because we can't leave him locked in there.”

      “Sure, just let's get these things packed away first,” April said.

      As the girls unpacked the groceries and put them away, Ruby inspected the bottle of gin, reading the label.

      “Very high proof; this should work. I can't wait to give that kid my ‘magic potion’…” she said, looking sideways at Alex. Juno stifled a laugh. Alex poked her in the side with his finger.

      “Yes, witches are very funny. Thank you,” he said, rolling his eyes at the pair of them.

      Then, Nia turned to Ruby. “You won’t guess who we saw. Tony Mazzazoli!”

      “Really? How did he look?”

      Nia bit her knuckle and made what Alex could only describe as a sex face. Both Juno and April pretended to fan themselves.

      “What was that, Nia? Who's Tony Mazzazoli?” Alex said after poking Nia and getting his hand slapped away.

      “They went to school with him. That kid went through the schoolgirls there like a bad curry through a… I don’t know, a drunk.” Ruby said.

      “Eww, that’s gross,” Juno protested.

      “Girls were just throwing their virginities at him left, right and center,” Ruby added, making a motion like someone throwing a frisbee and then catching it out of the air.

      “That's too much information,” Juno said, her voice rising in pitch.

      “What do you mean? You know,” Ruby said.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about. In fact, I'm still a virgin,” Juno said.

      Nia, April, and Ruby all snorted simultaneously. Juno turned on Nia.

      “Oh, I see. Like a certain werewolf didn't ‘stay back late for band practice’ that one time.”

      Now it was time for the grin to disappear from Nia's face.

      “I have no idea what you're talking about. Like you, I am also a virgin,” Nia said, trying to keep a straight face.

      Alex was grinning now, seeing his two mates get embarrassed by Ruby.

      “The two of you lost your virginity to the same kid?” he asked.

      “It wasn't so much lost, as thrown at great speed,” Ruby said, opening the bottle of gin and sniffing at it.

      “You know there are plenty of super dodgy old folk’s homes around the place. Lots of them are under investigation,” Juno threatened.

      Ruby just ignored her and turned back to Nia. “So  Nia, how did Tony Mazzazoli look anyway?”

      “Yes, Nia, how did he look?” Alex added.

      “Oh, it was… horrible. He’s obviously really let himself go, and I think he's had some kind of accident. Maybe something involving chemicals. Um, and he only had one eye as well and he’s obviously not doing well financially. He didn't even have a proper eyepatch, it was just like a wad of toilet paper, taped to his head. He's losing his hair too. He was definitely one hundred percent not slim and trim and fantastically fit with the body to die for with that beautiful, dark Italian hair and those blue eyes and just the right amount of stubble, which was a shame really,” Nia said.

      Alex was having too much fun to stop. He turned to April next.

      “So, you and Tony Mazzazoli too?” he asked.

      April swatted him with a bunch of celery.

      “No, actually. I'll have you know it was a delightful boy named Hugo Harris. He had beautiful brown curls, and blue eyes,” she said.

      “He was a little nerd,” Nia said.

      “Super-nerd but he was pretty adorable. He was like a little Cabbage Patch Doll brought to life,” Juno added.

      “Isn’t he a lawyer or something now?” Ruby asked.

      “Environmental lawyer, saving the wetlands and all that. Or so I've heard. It’s not like I've stalked him online or anything to see what he's doing. It’s not like he’s out there every day to try to save the environment, like a hero,” April said.

      “Mine was a werewolf named Ben,” Ruby began before Juno threw up her hands.

      “Nope, I don't wanna hear this story. I don’t wanna hear about Ben ever again,” she said.

      Ruby continued, unperturbed. “He was a wild thing, and I'd gone marching out into the wilderness until he found me. He caught me naked, bathing in a stream.”

      “La, la, la, la, la,” Juno said, her finger stuck in her ears.

      “You should have seen the bite marks I ended up with, and he had some too,” Ruby said, pulling one of Juno's fingers out of her ears.

      “La, la, I can't hear this. I don't know what you're saying, my grandmother is still a virgin, obviously,” Juno said out loud.

      “Then of course one night he introduced me to his friend,” Ruby added.

      “Nope, I'm going to get the kid now,” Juno said, rushing out of the kitchen. All four of them were laughing, which is how Stephen found them when Juno brought him in from the garage. He was still looking skinny and small, and also fairly scared. Maybe it was the four of them laughing, the domestic nature of the scene, or who knows, the bottles of gin sitting on the bench, but Alex thought he saw the kid relax.

      “Death boy! What's your name?” Ruby called out as Juno pushed him further into the kitchen.

      “Um… Stephen.”

      “Juno, unlock Stephen,” Ruby instructed. Juno took the mage cuffs off him, and the kid stood there, rubbing his wrists. He was looking a bit scruffy, perhaps from spending such a long time stuffed in the trunk, but otherwise looked okay.

      “Stephen, this house is warded, so you can move around it and even go into the yard. But if you attempt to leave it will crisp you to ash, understand?” Ruby said. Though she was still smiling, there was a cold steel undercurrent in her voice. Alex wasn't entirely sure she was telling the truth. He hadn't heard that the wards worked that way but he guessed the kid didn't know that.

      “Absolutely, yes, yes,” Stephen said.

      “It's about three, so I think it's time for a drink,” Ruby said.

      Alex glanced at Stephen and nodded his head too. Hopefully, this plan would work and if not, well, at least they'd had some gin and tonic and cheesecake.
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      Around nine, Alex found himself incredibly drunk out in the backyard with Stephen who, despite his size, was holding up fairly well, considering the ridiculous amount of drinking they'd been doing.

      Over the course of the afternoon Ruby had taken over bartending duties, making increasingly stronger gin and tonics. Alex was surprised how well the kid was doing. He knew at his age if he had drunk as much he would have passed out, thrown up, or both. It turned out the girls had bought steaks, which Juno and Ruby had drunkenly cooked up about six and served with some premade salads and then followed with cheesecake. Stephen, despite his initial nervousness, had relaxed and was eating, drinking, and sometimes laughing with all of them.

      Sometimes, in rare moments, sober thoughts would appear for Alex, like how strange it felt to be Stephen's captor and yet to be friendly with him. Was this what Stockholm syndrome was?

      Alex had had other semi-unwelcome sober thoughts arrive in the midst of their drunkenness, like worrying about his pack. What would they do if there was another attack? Nia had told him that she’d called and spoken to Lydia and Esme and some others via the satellite phone, but then, after Alex couldn’t let it go, she smacked him in the back of the head, telling him they were werewolves and they’d be okay. Alex wasn't quite so sure. Maybe it was something about being the Alpha, being in charge of it all, of having responsibility. He felt that split in him, the desire to return to the wilderness but then also wanting to stay in Baxter.

      The first time he’d returned from the wilderness, Baxter hadn't smelt so good. Exhaust fumes and plastic pollution. This time it wasn't so bad. There were many things the city had, first and foremost steaks, bottles of gin, and cheesecake, that the wilderness simply didn't have. Not for the first time Alex wondered whether it was possible to move the entire pack from the wilderness to the city. He had no idea how you would do such a thing. At least out there, they had a territory they could hold if they could continue to defend it. What other option was there? Bring a pack of werewolves and try to keep them at Juno's? Have them sleep in the garage?

      Alex tried to focus back on the here and now. Stephen was rambling about something, sitting on the grass with half a glass of gin and tonic in his hand. Although there was light pollution from Baxter, there were still plenty of stars above and in Alex's inebriated state there were two or three of each as his vision blurred.

      “You gotta stop thinking of it as a one or a zero, on or off. Life and death is a continuum. Your whole body is full of cells that are living and dying all the time inside you like this giant frothy… stew… in the shape of a man. Stuff is constantly dying inside you to make way for the new life, and then one day you slowly slide further down the gradient until all the bits of your physical body are dead but then, there are still other bits that remain sometimes,” Stephen said.

      “Sounds about right,” Alex said. From inside he could hear karaoke, Ruby and April doing a duet. Every now and then, he heard the chime of April casting a spell. He wasn't quite sure what exactly she was casting.

      “So you really didn't know you’re a werewolf?” Stephen said. He took a gulp of his drink then made a face before putting it down on the grass where it immediately tipped over. The kid didn't seem to notice or care. Perhaps he was finally reaching his limit.

      “Nah. Just living my life, making a post-apocalyptic farming game and then suddenly find out I’m a werewolf. Apparently, there was some spell on me for all those years,” Alex said. He couldn't remember saying anything to Stephen about himself, but then again, there were already patches of missing memory. The drinks Ruby had been brewing up were incredibly strong.

      “Must've been some crazy powerful spell that lasted twenty-five years. Do know who cast it?”

      “Nope.”

      They sat outside in silence for a while, Alex watching the stars drift and multiply before snapping back into place. The karaoke inside was now hitting the 1980s and not the good part of the 1980s either. Ruby and the three girls were singing their hearts out.

      “So, can you let me go?” Stephen said. He picked up his empty glass, finding a trickle in it and tipped it into his mouth.

      “Yeah, I just wanted you to get to know me, trust me, see me as a person you know?” Alex said.

      “They tell us that werewolves are more like animals. That’s when they tell us anything at all.”

      Alex had gathered some information from Stephen in shouted conversations over the music and things the kid had let slip. Alex wasn't quite sure how much of it he was going to remember. The overall impression he got was growing up in the Xavo enclave wasn't good, but that Stephen didn't know what else he could do. Both his parents had been Xavo and both were now deceased, killed by other mages. The enclave was his home, his family, and his parents all wrapped up in one.

      “Can’t you just leave that enclave? Go become like an accountant or something?” Alex said.

      “I can leave but it’s a one-way trip. They do teach us things. Not many mages end up going back into the normal world.”

      Alex was about to ask Stephen something about that, but then because he was drunk, his mind suddenly slipped across to his homemade flame sword spell.

      “Hey, I want to share this spell I wrote because I can't work out how to fix it,” Alex said.

      They were close enough on the grass that Alex could reach out his hand and touch Stephen on the shoulder.

      “Go for it, I want to see it,” Stephen said. He had his eyes half-closed and was rocking his head around, the alcohol obviously still working on him.

      Alex brought up his so-called flame sword spell. It was hard to sense whether Stephen was accessing it. The alcohol was dulling all his sensations but obviously the kid was.

      “Okay, so I got like this guy and he’s standing by a photocopier, and there's a campfire on top of it, and he's going crazy copying the campfire and then throwing the paper on the ground, and then copying it, and putting another one next to it until he’s just got this huge line and then all the campfires are bursting into flames off the paper, so he’s got like twenty campfires in a row. There is also this other guy holding the dude, like he’s grabbing his shirt and pulling him back so he can't go any further,” Stephen said.

      “That's exactly the nonsense happening!” Alex said and without intending to, cast the spell. Thankfully, the flames appeared on his other hand, not the one he was using to touch Stephen on the shoulder. It stretched out a long line for a second, hitting the lemon tree, before Alex pulled his hand back and pointed it straight up into the sky, the flames making a whooshing noise in the darkness.

      “Yeah, that sucks, that’s not right at all,” Stephen said. Alex quickly canceled the spell before the girls inside could see what he was doing.

      “I was trying to make a way to throw the flame. Like appear and then throw it, but all I managed to do last time was make the flame appear inside the house. I burnt the curtains and nearly burned the house down,” Alex said.

      “Bring it up again. I can fix it,” Stephen said. Alex brought it up again after a few false starts. He could feel Stephen doing something. When his spell screen appeared above his head he had the entire spell there, but with chunks of it rewritten.

      “Okay so now there’s the same dude, but he's making a fire, and I got rid of the other one holding it, and then he’s like dressed as a baseball guy and then he makes the fire and then he throws it wherever he is looking. Plus, I put like a temperature gauge thing on the fire so can make it hotter if you want,” Stephen said.

      Alex was struggling to read through the code, and he had no idea how Stephen's changes translated to code anyway. He'd already deleted his original homebrew healing spell, replacing it with the upgraded one so he had enough space to copy the improved spell back. It took more than a few times thanks to the alcohol, but eventually he got it all.

      Without worrying about whether he was about to kill himself, or whether Stephen had set a trap for him, he executed the spell and a ball of fire appeared in the palm of his hand. Without really intending to, Alex fed some more mana into it. It grew to size to the size of an orange, then, laughing like a fool, he threw it, thinking it would just hit the back fence and harmlessly burst apart. The fireball roared across the back yard and hit the back fence, immediately setting it alight. There was a vine hanging over the fence, parts of which were dry, which immediately caught fire.

      “Oh shit oh shit oh shit!” Stephen said.

      “Get the garden hose,” Alex said. He tried to stand up and immediately fell over on his face before getting to his knees. Despite the fact the kid was obviously drunk off his ass too, he managed to get the garden hose, turned it on, and quickly doused the fire.

      Alex managed to get up eventually and checked to see if there were any embers that would burst into flames again. Even in the dark, he could see the huge burn mark on the fence from where he had hit it with the fireball. He looked towards the house where the sounds of karaoke were still echoing.

      “Okay, we don't know what happened; it was nothing to do with us,” Alex said.

      “Yes, absolutely. I think we should go inside,” Stephen said.

      Stephen put the hose back and then the two of them rushed inside, in their haste leaving their glasses out on the lawn. They got into the lounge to find Ruby, Nia, Juno, and April still had the karaoke music blaring and were now playing drunken strip poker, sitting on the floor around the coffee table. Nia and Juno were both topless. April was fully dressed, and Ruby was down to a bra.

      “We’re playing strip poker and this slut is cheating,” Juno said, pointing a drunken finger at her grandmother.

      “Don’t fire the kitchen if you can’t handle the fire in the kitchen,” Ruby said, struggling to focus on Juno before gulping down more of her drink.

      Alex saw Stephen's eyes go wide, much the same way Jacob’s had when he'd seen Alex's mates topless. Alex wouldn’t have minded strip poker with his mates, but with Ruby… not so much.

      “We're going to the kitchen!” he declared and grabbed Stephen by the arm and hustled him out of there, the two of them laughing as they went. They ended up at the kitchen table where the final quarter of the cheesecake sat, the two of them picking at it.

      You know what, this is way more fun than being in that stupid enclave,” Stephen said.

      Then, without fanfare, the young mage slumped back in his chair and slipped under the table, snoring before he hit the ground.

      Alex looked at the cheesecake. “These young kids can't hold their liquor,” he said to it.
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      Alex woke up, his head pounding, when the three girls clattered into the bedroom.

      “Time to get up,” Juno trilled and flicked his ear.

      Alex tried to open his eyes but found one of them was glued shut. This probably was a good thing too because Nia opened the blinds, filling the room with light that even through his closed eyelids was like being stabbed in the brain by red-hot pokers.

      “Can you let me give the poor boy his potion first,” April said from beside him.

      Alex didn't remember coming to bed, although he had woken up at one point in the middle of the night when someone had smacked him in the face while sleeping.

      Juno, April, Nia and he had all shared the same bed, which now that he was awake, he supposed was because Stephen had possibly taken a room, and he guessed that Ruby must have one too. Not that this was on his mind this morning. He was lying face down on the bed and his stomach was churning, his head still spinning, and he was pretty sure he was still drunk.

      April knelt beside him. She was wearing a short white miniskirt and looked like she was about to go off to a tennis lesson and on any other day he would have loved to drag her into bed, except for today when he felt like he was about to die. She was holding a small glass bottle and inside it was a green liquid with small glints of gold through it.

      “Is that the stuff you gave us out in the wilderness that tasted really horrible?” Alex said, trying to get his eyelid unstuck.

      “It was like if someone took the smell of a dead whale and somehow made into a drink. That's what it tasted like,” Juno said.

      “Hey, that was only because I had to use what I could find out there in the wilderness. As you well know, this one tastes delicious,” April said. She waved the bottle near Alex and he caught the scent of lemon and hints of vanilla. Willing to drink anything to get rid of the horrible feeling, he swallowed it down. It tasted strongly of lemon with a slightly bitter undernote to it, but also vanilla, almost a little like the lemon cheesecake they'd eaten last night. The effect on him was immediate. His churning stomach calmed, the pounding in his head went away, and the cobwebs cleared.

      Within a moment, he sat up after rubbing his eyes, getting a proper look at Nia, Juno, and April. He wasn't sure if they were coordinating but all three were wearing short white skirts. Looking at the three pairs of beautiful legs, the blood flow immediately went south, and he started to reach for April, but she jumped out of his way.

      “No, no, no, you need to head off for a shower while we open the windows and change the sheets because last night four people who had drunk way too much gin all slept in this room,” April said.

      It was then that Alex noticed Nia was holding a clean set of sheets. He sniffed, his nose clearing, and suddenly caught the scent of alcohol.

      “You better get going,” Nia said, nodding towards the door. Alex leaped out of bed and found he was stark naked, not even a pair of boxer shorts. He immediately saw April, Nia, and Juno's eyes track downwards and Juno bite her lip.

      “Go have a shower and come back quickly,” Juno said. Then she blinked herself out of her daze and opened the window to let in some fresh air. Alex practically sprinted to the shower and it was only when he got there that he suddenly realized he'd run naked through the house. It appeared, however, that Ruby and Stephen were either still asleep or weren’t around.

      Alex showered quickly and then brushed his teeth before racing back to the bedroom. In the intervening time, the girls had transformed it. They'd changed all the sheets, opened the blinds, and now it was bright and well-lit on a sunny morning. April was sitting on the bed resting against the pillows with one of her legs up, her short skirt barely covering anything. Alex saw she wasn't wearing the stolen graveyard necklace now but Nia was. He’d come back intending to ask about Stephen and Ruby but he focused on that instead.

      “Are you taking turns with the necklace?” he asked.

      “Figured we’d see if someone else could get a clue as to what's going on,” April said. As she spoke, she trailed a hand down her waist. It came to rest on her thigh, her fingers tantalizingly close to the hem of her skirt. Juno came walking over and shut the door behind Alex. Then he saw a flicker of a spell screen and felt a slight pull on the magic around them.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Silence bubble so now no one outside the room can hear what's happening,” Juno said. Alex had come back with a towel around his waist. Juno gently brushed her fingers across it before going over to sit on the end of the bed, folding one leg over the other. Seeing two of his mates on the bed made his temperature rise. Despite that, he still managed to ask, “Where are Ruby and Stephen?”

      “Grandma took him out. I think breakfast and some shopping. That was some party last night,” Juno said.

      “We were a little disappointed he passed out of the kitchen table, especially when the rest of us had lost all our gear playing strip poker,” Nia said with a slight smile.

      “I swear she’s cheating but haven’t been able to prove it yet,” Juno said.

      “So how long do we have before they come back?” Alex asked. Nia walked across and sat next to Juno on the bed, lightly placing her arm across her shoulders.

      Juno wasn't wearing a watch, but she made the motion anyway, looking at her arm. “They’re gone until… half-past the freckle which I think is about two hours and the silence bubble is there just in case they come back early,” she said. Alex was about to move but suddenly a green glint popped out of the air in front of them which was quickly followed by a red one.

      “How is that happening? No one has even done anything yet,” Alex said.

      “You are standing there in a towel,” April said. She trailed her fingers down her thigh and just below the hem of her short skirt. Alex wasn't entirely sure and couldn’t see properly, but he suspected she wasn't wearing any panties. As though they'd rehearsed it, Juno and Nia climbed up the bed, each taking hold of one of April's feet. She gently moaned as the pair of them began massaging her, squeezing her feet.

      “Come over here and help us,” Juno said.

      The wild inside Alex wanted just to grab them, screw them senseless, but he managed to restrain himself as he climbed up onto the bed. The bed wasn't overly large, but there was enough room for him to sit between April's legs. With both her feet up in the air and a skirt barely covering anything, Alex could confirm that, in fact, she wasn't wearing any panties. Even in his human form he could smell the scent of her. He cupped her calf and began squeezing it between his hands, gently rolling it as April groaned and closed her eyes. Sitting between Juno and Nia he could smell both of them too, the wet heat of their need. He wasn't quite sure why the three of them were so worked up, but he felt it too. Alex moved over to the other calf and began massaging it, resisting the urge to dive in between April's thighs. Every now and again, Juno or Nia would touch him on the back, tickling their fingers across his shoulders, gently touching him.

      “Go higher,” April whispered. Alex massaged up past April's knee to her thigh. April was now leaning back against the pillow with both her legs up in the air thanks to Juno and Nia. Aware of his strength, Alex was careful not to push too hard as he massaged the muscle above and below before turning to the other leg and repeating it, April's breathing had begun to quicken and every now and again a green fleck would pop out of the air and shoot towards them. Sometimes it would hit April but most of the time was flying into Alex.

      “Higher,” April said.

      There wasn't anywhere higher Alex could go really, so he took this as the cue to lay down on his stomach and use his fingers to trace them over April's inner thigh. From behind him, he could hear Juno and Nia and their breathing.

      “How much longer are you going to tease the poor girl?” Juno whispered.

      “She could use a bit more teasing, I think,” Nia said. Alex brushed his finger across and down and then leaned forward to kiss April on her inner thigh. April moved, trying to lower herself on the bed and her skirt bunched up a little. Alex gently traced his fingers across her thigh and across again, repeating the pattern: a gentle touch and then a kiss as April sighed at the touch of his lips. The green glints were coming faster now, and they'd barely even begun. Finally, Alex kissed her but then continued on his way up. April moaned as his Alex opened his mouth and enveloped her.

      There was something slightly strange about April being there with her legs being held up in the air by Juno and Nia, but Alex was too far gone to care about it. He almost felt like the wildness was starting to possess him, the one that took him over and knocked him into blackout and turned him into a vicious monster. This wildness was red-hot pure lust and sex mixed together. He felt like he wanted to give himself to it. It took a great effort of will to focus back on what he was doing, kissing, and slowly beginning to lick. That wild side of him had to be practically talked down from taking over. April began to moan as Alex moved, making small circles with his tongue, and gently brushing her with his fingers. She was wet and tasted incredible.

      Alex closed his eyes. Every now and then he got a burst of green or red behind them as a glint hit him in the face.

      He continued working and then felt Juno's hand tugging on his towel. It took her a couple of tries to get it off, considering he was lying on it and then he was bare-assed naked, lying on the bed. Juno still had a hold of one of April's feet but with the other was stroking down Alex's back. Again, as one, as though they'd rehearsed this, Juno and Nia pulled April further down the bed and Alex moved as they did so, now that April was on her back. They came to kneel beside her, pushing up her shirt to reveal her perfect breasts. Then each bent and took a nipple in their mouth. The throb that went through Alex was almost painful, watching from his perspective between April's thighs. He tried his best to focus on what he was doing but couldn't look away from Juno and Nia gently sucking and nipping on April's breasts. Sometimes they would kiss down her body in synchronization, but other times it was one then the other. April's cheeks had gone pink, and her gasps were becoming urgent. The red and green glints were flying thick and fast now and then there was a sudden burst of green as April moaned and, in the same motion, clamped her legs together with Alex's head in between them. She was strong and he couldn't move, not that he minded, considering where he had his mouth. He tried to give another lick but she just squealed and pushed his head away.

      “Too much, too much!” she said.

      “Never too much,” Juno murmured.

      “It needs to be more,” Nia said.

      April had her legs up slightly, then the pair of them reached down and lifted them higher, spreading them wide. Alex blinked and then suddenly found himself inside April, jolting back and forth. There had been a gap of some kind, a sort of mindless wildness. Nia and Juno were still kissing April's breasts and now Juno had her top off. When did that happen?

      The questions soon fled as Alex thrust into April and she moaned. Every now and again, Nia and Juno shared a kiss, but then returned to April. Alex noticed they each were holding a hand as though they were holding her down. It wasn't long before there was a great burst of green again and April somehow managed to get her arms free, wrapping them around Alex and pulling him close, stopping him from moving. She was gulping air like she just been sprinting. Alex was sure it had only been a few minutes like this, but then Juno had lost her top, so had it been longer?

      A part of him was angry that he might have missed something. Having blackouts while he was sleeping was one thing and going wild was another but suddenly having the same thing happen during sex? Now that was a real problem! Somehow, despite the relative sizes, April managed to flip and roll him, tipping him over on his back before slipping away. For a moment Alex felt a cool kiss of air on his body. Then, Nia and Juno looked at each other. They did one-two-three and paper beat rock, and suddenly, Nia was on top of him starting to rock back and forth.

      “That's how you decide?” Alex said, trying to talk.

      “That or we flip a coin. Now shush, and put that mouth to better use,” Juno said. With a bit of maneuvering she came to sit over his face, her back to Nia. She lowered herself until she just brushed his tongue then slowly began to move, back and forth, teasing him. Alex had one hand on Nia's waist and went to move the other, to pull Juno down but then April pressed it to the bed. Before he realized what was happening, she’d put her whole weight onto it, trapping a hand between her thighs.

      “Ah-uh,” Juno tutted. Alex gave in and let it happen, Nia riding him, Juno lowering herself to his face, moving back and forth. The hand that was trapped between April's thighs was pressed against her, but he could barely move it.

      Juno reached down and took hold of a handful of hair, before dropping down properly, starting to move faster. From his viewpoint mostly what he could see was thighs and stomach and the occasional flash of red or green.

      They continued like this for some time, Alex lost in the pleasure of it before Nia suddenly screamed before moving, pressing her hands to his waist. Something in it set Juno off too and she moaned as she held on to Alex's hair and pushed herself against his mouth. A moment later, Nia was collapsed on the bed beside him. April was on the other side. Juno carefully slipped down, her body resting across his chest. In that position she was tantalizingly close to him slipping into her.

      “Shall we just stop now? I mean, we three are all good, right?” Juno murmured.

      “That could be a good idea. I mean, everyone came, right?” April said.

      “Yeah, I think we have other things we need to do today,” Nia said, a sly tone in her voice.

      “Just try it, none of you are gonna make it to the door,” Alex murmured. He felt Juno slide down his body, her soft warmth against him, then she took him in her mouth. Despite the early morning warmth in the room, he was slightly colder without her on top of him and realized he’d been sweating, which wasn’t a surprise, considering what they were doing. As Juno sucked, April lifted his hand to put his thumb in her mouth, gently running her tongue around it. On the other side, Nia kissed a trail that started with one fingertip and went to his wrist before going back, across his palm, then to his thumb which she took in her hot little mouth. She started sucking on it in time with Juno and April.

      Alex didn't know what it was about being touched like that but it felt amazing, hot and wet, and soon both his arms were tingling. It seemed no time at all until his leg started twitching and he felt a rush through his body. He squeezed his eyes shut as red burst into the room like fireworks, and he came. Juno had him fully in her mouth. She kept sucking, the pleasure of it intensifying so much Alex felt he might pass out. The moment seemed to stretch out forever before, eventually, Juno let him go and so did April and Nia.

      “That was incredible,” Alex breathed, his eyes shut and waves of pleasure still running up and down his legs.

      “We still have half a freckle to go,” Juno said.

      “Lay on your stomach for us,” April said. Alex didn't resist as she and Nia somehow turned him over onto his stomach. From down at his feet Juno took one and began pressing her thumbs into his heel and the sole of his foot. The pleasure was intense—distinctly different, of course—but incredible nonetheless. He felt like he'd just been running all night and only now was finally getting a well-deserved foot massage. Nia started on his back and shoulder with her fingers and on the other side, April took his arm and began massaging down, tweaking the individual muscles and pressure points. After a moment, April excused herself, rushing off before returning and then she dripped oil on Alex that smelt like vanilla. She passed the bottle around soon and he was on his stomach, groaning in pleasure as three sets of slippery hands rubbed over his body. The green and red glints had ceased popping out of the air. Alex wasn't sure if there was such a thing as pleasure magic, but if there was this certainly would have drawn it.

      With his eyes closed and face buried in the pillow he enjoyed the moment, feeling his muscles relax and the tension drain away. All the problems were distant now: what to do about his pack, the attacks, the necromancers, even what to do with Stephen who, while his captive, was an incredibly useful one considering somehow he and Stephen had edited a fireball spell while almost blackout drunk. Alex definitely didn't want to send the kid back now, not to do something as simple as delivering a message. He let those thoughts drift away as Juno's hands worked their way up his calves, pressing into the muscles on one side. Nia began to massage his hands and forearms. April was gently running her finger around his earlobe and ear before squeezing the back of his neck.

      It was in that perfect moment with his eyes closed, that a memory appeared out of nowhere. He was sprinting, running across some grassland into a small forest of trees. A girl had suddenly appeared, no, a woman. She was blurry and indistinct, but he could see she was wearing striped leggings, like she was dressed in a Halloween witch costume. She said something to him, then the memory fled and went back into darkness once more. Alex started awake, realizing that he must've fallen asleep during the massage.

      But he knew that had not been a dream. It was a memory, he was sure of it. One of the times he'd gone wild, possibly the first time, somewhere between the city and April's home, he'd encountered a witch in the forest.

      “Hello, are you awake? Are you ready for round two?” Juno said. April and Nia were on either side of him and Juno was sitting beside April. Both April and Nia were asleep.

      “I saw part of my memory, a witch in the forest I think,” Alex said.

      “I am incredibly interested in you telling me about that, but we’ve still got about a quarter of a freckle to go until they’re home,” Juno said. With that, she trailed her fingers down April who, at some point, had stripped off her skirt and now was completely naked. Although there was something in that hazy memory that Alex wanted to examine, that wild lust came roaring back and he reached over April and gave Juno a passionate kiss, waking April in the process. Because of the position they were in, April moved forward and kissed the side of his stomach.

      “There’s time, right?” she murmured.

      “Still a quarter of a freckle so wake up Nia,” Juno said. Alex sat up with a head full of fire, grabbed Juno and pulled her down beside him as she squealed and giggled.
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      “Nia will be with me. It'll be fine,” April said before stuffing a forkful of bacon in her mouth.

      “I know it will be fine, it's just… we’re in a lot of danger right now,” Alex said.

      After finishing up in the bedroom there was enough time for a round of showers that almost turned into him dragging his three mates back to the bedroom.

      After resisting that, they'd made breakfast: bacon, eggs, fried tomato, diced peppers, and were discussing their next move. Despite their hasty exit from the village, April had brought along the samples of the black gunk that had come out of Jasper. She needed to return to her home to properly analyze them and proposed taking Nia with her for security. Alex was already having a hard enough time dealing with being away from the pack, his thoughts constantly straying to them, remembering the dead soldiers walking out of the forest, and shooting at them and the drones flying above the village. Then to have two of his mates go off on their own? Although he knew that April was a powerful magic user, and Nia was a strong and fast werewolf, his unease at letting them go couldn't be pushed away.

      “I'll be with her, and besides, what's the alternative? We just hang around here while you do whatever it is you’re going to do?” Nia said.

      “Probably rob someone,” Juno said through a mouthful of food.

      “See, you can be working on that,” April said.

      Alex was aware that Ruby had mentioned a so-called heist. Part of him was thinking it had been a joke but, apparently not according to Juno, although she didn’t have any further details. He wasn't thinking about the heist though. From where he was sitting in the kitchen he could see the black burn mark on the back fence and the charred vines where he'd thrown a fireball last night. He was thinking about Stephen and how well they had worked together. Somehow, despite virtually being blackout drunk, Stephen had helped him edit one of his spells, and suddenly he had a fireball spell. Ruby and Stephen weren’t home yet, but as soon as they were, Alex wanted to go down to the basement and work on other spells to see what they could achieve together.

      “I guess I'm going to buy some paint and other things to fix up that burn mark out there. Honestly, I don't even remember throwing a fireball,” Juno said.

      Alex wisely kept his mouth shut.

      After they’d finished off their breakfast, Alex examined yet another wrinkle that had appeared: Nia had called Julius.

      He’d left in such a rush from the village that he hadn't given the coordinates to the location of the missing alpha and witch. Nia had now taken them down and sketched a rough map on a piece of paper showing the packs of wild and vicious werewolves that surrounded the central area. Alex knew it was a long shot and dangerous but he also felt there must be some information in his past, something that explained why it seemed every mage in the world wanted to kill him. Despite the danger, he wanted to go there, to seek out answers. But when was the right time to go?

      They were just finishing up their breakfast when Ruby got home, walking into the kitchen carrying a bag in one hand and a glass jar full of ash in the other. She put it down in the center of the kitchen table.

      “Where’s Stephen?” Alex asked.

      “In the jar. The kid was a security risk,” Ruby said.

      Alex was starting to get the feeling that witches just screwed with people on general principles, but he couldn't find a single hint of a joke in Ruby's face.

      “No, seriously where is he?” he said.

      “She just said, he’s right there,” Juno said. Then Stephen came into the kitchen loaded down with grocery bags. Alex assumed that Ruby or someone else had given the kid a dose of April's potion because he didn’t look hungover or tired at all. He put the bags of groceries onto the bench.

      “There, he's fine,” Ruby said, waving an arm at the kid. Then she turned to look at her kitchen wall. “Look at my poor kitchen. And my back fence. Juno what are you going to do about that?” Ruby said.

      “I'm going to get some paint today,” she said.

      “We must have had way too much to drink. I don’t remember you doing that, either,” Ruby said.

      Alex met Stephen's look and they both remained straight-faced but a message passed between them to keep silent.

      Before anyone could say anything that threw him into a world of trouble, Alex gave both April and Nia a kiss.

      “I need to work with Stephen,” he said.

      “Road trip buying spree!” Nia said.

      “Hey, I got these for you,” Ruby said. She went over to the grocery bags and rummaged inside before pulling out a small paper bag that she dropped on the table in front of Alex. He opened it, discovering it was full of cheap, simple rings.

      “Stephen, come with me,” Alex said. They left the kitchen and went downstairs to the basement room where the wards were.

      “So, Juno thinks she burned the fence,” Stephen said.

      Alex put his finger over his lips. “Werewolves have really sensitive hearing so keep that to yourself,” he whispered.

      Now they were downstairs, Alex was aware of that strange feeling again. He was technically Stephen's captor, but the kid was now relaxed, practically treated as part of the family. It’d only been another night, but already the memory of the silver drifting down over the village was fading in severity. It was now becoming a story that almost happened to someone else.

      Alex had told Stephen last night that he was going to let him go, and his vague plan had been to send him with a message, hoping he could speak to Henry again, but he also wanted addresses, Xavo locations, so if he didn't get what he wanted—for them to back off—he could go on the attack, bloody their nose, and extract a cost so they would leave him alone.

      That had been the vague plan at least but after making a fireball spell while being incredibly drunk simply by working together, Alex wanted to come up with new plans, first and foremost around enchanting rings.

      Alex sat down on the cushions cross-legged and Stephen copied him. Even though working on the spells was first and foremost on his mind, there was something else he had to get out of the way.

      “So, I told you last night that we would let go and I meant it. I understand that you were raised in an enclave, told to obey, and you get sent on missions where you often don't know what's going on. I know you were commanded to fly a drone. I also understand your choices were to leave Xavo permanently or do what you were told. So as of now you're not a prisoner. If you want to walk out, you can, and I'll let you go. But first, I hope you'll stay a little while and work with me on some magic like we did last night. Then I want to talk about what you tell your enclave when you go back because if they don't stop they’re either going to kill me and my mates or I’ll be forced to kill them. I need your help to stop that,” Alex said.

      Stephen took a deep breath and then looked at the floor.

      “I know that I was your prisoner. But honestly… being a prisoner was almost better than being in my enclave. Just the magic you showed me last night—that never happens. They hide so much of it away and you’ve gotta go through all this time and sucking up, stupid games just trying to get fragments of it. There’s all this favoritism and violence, bullying. I honestly don't want to go back. But then I don't know what else I’m meant to do.”

      It had occurred to Alex that Stephen might be feeling the way he was and in some other circumstance he would have been happy to have the kid stay with them but the simple fact was, he’d participated in an attack, and no matter how much Alex could let it go, a werewolf had died, others had been injured, and parts of the village were polluted, perhaps permanently. Alex perhaps could stomp it in as alpha, but he could never be sure that Stephen would be safe, especially around the rest of the werewolves. Even Nia, Juno, and April had somewhat softened towards Stephen while still holding a lot of anger towards him and his enclave. So, Alex couldn't offer to have the kid stay but on the other side of things, he was a little worried about what would happen if he let him go. Would he just end up two months down the line in the midst of battle and find Stephen facing him, now holding a wand?

      “What happens to you if you don't go back to your enclave?” Alex asked.

      “I have to go back just to declare that I don't want to be there anymore. They’ll let me go but it can still be dangerous. Although on the surface all enclaves will let mages go, so perhaps they can join another one or go off on their own, it’s still dangerous. When someone leaves an enclave, it's like they're cut off, they vanish from people's minds. Everyone simply decides they don’t exist anymore, so if after that point they happen to get killed in some kind of so-called accident, most times people don't even know about it.”

      Alex felt a heavy weight settling in his stomach. Should he encourage Stephen to go back and join his enclave—don't leave them at all—knowing that it was a place of violence and sadness and Stephen might end up on the other end of a gun pointed at Alex? There didn't seem to be any good solution. Even if he had a wad of cash to offer the kid, would fleeing Baxter and trying to start a new life somewhere else work out for him?

      Alex decided to push these questions away for now. The kid wanted to help with magic and perhaps with a little time they could figure out an answer to what to do next.

      Alex opened the paper bag that Ruby had given him and pulled out one of the rings.

      “Maybe we can talk about all that later. For now, do you want to help me try to enchant some rings? Every time I've done it before, they just explode,” Alex said.

      “I've never enchanted a ring though so I’m not sure how much use I can be.”

      “We managed to make a viable spell when both of us were so drunk we could hardly walk so I’m willing to try.”

      “Let's do it!”

      Alex smiled at the kid’s grin. There was something so similar between him and Jacob, that excitableness of teenagers, their willingness to give things a go.

      “Just one moment, and I'll be right back,” Alex said and raced upstairs to the kitchen where Ruby and Juno were examining a bunch of jars filled with various ingredients.

      “This seems like a lot of pecans,” Juno was saying as Alex went into the kitchen.

      “Well, it's a lot of money,” Ruby said. Without stopping to ask them what they were discussing and figuring that asking forgiveness was easier than seeking permission, Alex quickly rummaged in one of the kitchen cupboards until he found a metal mixing bowl. There was only one though, but it would have to do in case the rings exploded. Neither of the witches even gave him a glance as he grabbed it and ran back downstairs again.

      “In case there’s an explosion,” Alex explained to Stephen, who’d taken some of the rings out of the bag and was examining them.

      “Tell me what you see,” Alex said. He cleared a space on the floor and had the metal mixing bowl sitting nearby. He brought up the spell he’d used to expand the amount the amount of code he could dump onto a ring, and touched Stephen on the shoulder. It took a few minutes for him to copy the spell, Alex feeling it as a gentle tickling in his mind.

      “Watch what happens,” Alex said

      He went through the usual steps, opening the small code window on the ring and then casting this new spell. It compiled and worked perfectly, expanding the amount of code he could dump onto the ring. The moment he did it, though, Stephen took the ring off him and shoved it under the metallic bowl before shuffling back.

      “No, that's wrong. That's definitely going to explode,” Stephen said, a hint of panic in his voice.

      “What did you see?”

      “A lumberjack woman kicking the walls of a room to expand it. The rooms gets bigger but she just keeps kicking. Eventually the whole thing will just explode.”

      With perfect comedic timing there was an explosion from underneath the mixing bowl, shooting it off the ground and almost hitting Alex in the head. A small puff of smoke rose to the ceiling and dissipated.

      “See!” Stephen said. The ring was nothing more than twisted bits of metal now.

      “How can we fix that? She needs to make the room bigger but it needs to be strong, too.”

      “Give me a few minutes,” Stephen said. Alex sat back and watched the spell screen above Stephen’s head. It was weird to think the kid saw comic book pages while Alex saw code. Stephen was also making gestures in the air like using his fingers like a pair of scissors and motions that looked like he was tearing and stretching and then screwing up bits of paper. At one point it appeared he was using invisible sticky tape. Because they were no longer touching, the connection wasn't as strong.

      Eventually, Stephen shared with him the remade spell. Alex carefully copied it over, realizing that he would soon have to delete something otherwise he’d run out of space.

      The spell that Stephen given him was still mostly Alex's although there were some key changes in it that Alex had to read through a few times to get a hint of what they were doing. Comparing his original spell to the rewritten one side-by-side, he could almost see where he’d gone wrong although it still felt as though true understanding was just on the tip of his tongue, slightly out of reach.

      He could see the code in the original spell that he guessed was the cause of the lumberjack kicking until the room exploded, and therefore the ring. To Alex it looked like that part of it had stuck into a loop and each time it went around it weakened what was around it, but he couldn't be entirely sure.

      Although Stephen had helped him alter the healing flame spell and now had also helped him write a fireball spell, Alex still felt a slight nervousness. The kid could easily dump something in there that could kill him, and Alex wouldn’t know. He pushed those thoughts aside as he picked up a new ring and cast the spell. He either had to trust the kid or not, and he'd already made his decision.

      The spell compiled, pulling on the mana and then the window for the code expanded. It felt the same as before and Alex sat there holding the ring, suddenly realizing he hadn’t thought this far ahead. He’d been working on the other spells he knew he needed, like the one that drained a small amount of mana from the wearer to recharge the ring, but his initial idea had been simply to enchant a ring with a simple spell that once exhausted, could not be recharged. Alex quickly looked through his spells and then grabbed the shortest one of all, Know Thyself. He quickly copied the code over into the open window and then hit the execute button before throwing the ring down and covering it with the mixing bowl.

      Stephen shuffled back a few more feet while Alex sat there holding his hand on top of the bowl.

      “I think this might work,” Stephen said.

      “So long as it doesn't detonate my hand off,” Alex said.

      They sat there for a few minutes waiting until Alex eventually lifted the bowl off the ring and quickly cast Analyze on it. It showed a single spell and the charge to cast it. As Alex watched, the amount of mana in it was dropping like water dripping from a faucet.

      “You need the battery storage now,” Stephen said, looking at the ring.

      Alex put the ring on and then triggered it. The spell consumed what remained of the mana and cast Know Thyself on him. His spell screen opened up, showing his stats and information and only held for a moment before the spell exhausted. Alex then slipped the ring off and cast Analyze on it again and found it was just a plain ring again, just like the others.

      They were getting there.

      “That worked. I have an idea for the battery storage too. Can mages rewrite each other’s spells as easy as we are?” Alex said. His mind was starting to spin with just how easy it was. Juno and April hadn’t mentioned anything like this and it seemed too incredible to be true.

      Stephen grinned.

      “Sympatico magic.  I’ve heard of it but it’s rare. Some mages Lennon and McCartney it. Can imagine how much money there is to be made enchanting rings and selling them?”

      Sudden visions of setting up an enchanting factory with Stephen began to swim in Alex's mind. Him and the kid worked together so well that maybe there was a whole world of spells out there they could lock to a ring. Together they could make entirely new ones…

      Then Alex remembered the silver cloud and the drones.

      “You set up a shop or something. Magic defense rings go for a massive amount of money,” Stephen said, waving his hands around.

      “I know, I bought one.” Alex didn’t add that it had been near-useless for him. The spells on it were too complicated for him to learn anything useful. He wasn’t going to be making his own for a long time.

      Alex smiled back, half getting caught up in the excitement but he could also feel the leaden weight in his stomach. Long-term the kid had to go.

      “Let me show you the battery code,” Alex said.

      “Battery comic, you mean.”

      Stephen put his hand on Alex's shoulder and they continued on.
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      “I see what you mean by that whole pulling avocados out of his butt thing,” Ruby said, examining one of the enchanted rings.

      Juno choked on her food. Alex had to thump her on the back a few times before she could breathe properly.

      “Handkerchiefs. It was handkerchiefs out of his butt. I knew you weren't listening,” she said.

      “Hmm, yes, I see,” Ruby murmured, obviously not listening again.

      Dinner tonight was steak, a small side salad, and a few roasted vegetables. Everyone was digging in except for Ruby who was examining the enchanted rings Alex had brought upstairs.

      “I couldn’t have done without Stephen,” Alex said and cut off an enormous piece of steak. Sure, the city still didn’t smell great but when there was steak covered in salt, maybe he could come to live with it.

      “This is really good work. Well done,” Ruby said to Stephen, slipping the ring onto her finger. It was a healing flame ring. She activated it then touched her burning finger against her palm. As she was uninjured, nothing happened.

      “Have you considered making one of these where a damaging flame travels from the part you touch to the greatest injury? Like a fireball going down their nerves?” Ruby asked Alex.

      “Can a flame travel inside someone's body?” Alex asked.

      “Not usually, but then you are doing unusual things,” Ruby said.

      Alex shared a glance with Stephen who was grinning like a mad fool. Him and the kid had broken through multiple barriers in just a single day. Unusual didn’t begin to cover it. Together they’d constructed a battery spell to hold mana and then refined Alex’s spell to slowly drain mana from the wearer, to charge the ring over time.

      There had been a few explosions along the way but now it appeared the enchanted rings were stable.

      There were still limitations of course. The rings could only hold spells of a certain size and complexity. But that was just an iteration problem. Work it long enough and Alex knew him and the kid could improve the coding.

      “You say you can rewrite his code by changing the comics you see?” Ruby asked Stephen, tapping her fork on the ring.

      The teenager blushed, focused on his plate, and mumbled something.

      “Speak up now. If the two of you cracked this in a single day… this is life-changing work. I mean it.”

      “It’s no big thing. He writes the original code and then I work on the pictures to get it flowing. We pass it back and forth until it works is all.”

      Alex chewed his steak, enjoying the feeling that something was going right for once. Being able to enchant his own rings meant money, which was sorely needed but more than that it meant being able to equip his entire pack. The next time necromancers came calling, things would turn out very differently.

      “No, you should be really proud of yourself. This is incredible work,” Ruby insisted.

      “Leave the kid alone, he’s embarrassed,” Juno said.

      “The only one that should be embarrassed here is the drunken witch who burned my fence and doesn't remember it,” Ruby snapped.

      “How do we know it wasn’t you?” Juno protested.

      “If I’d thrown a fireball at that fence there would be no fence. Come on, stop being silly,” Ruby said.

      There was a moment of awkward silence before April cleared her throat. “So Nia and I are all packed and will be ready to go in the morning,” she said.

      Everyone continued eating and chatting about shallow topics. Alex could tell the girls didn't want to say what they were doing with Stephen there. Even though there was a feeling that they'd relaxed around him they still couldn’t forget that he was a mage from an enemy enclave that had attacked them. It wasn't long before dinner was done and Alex grabbed Stephen again, heading back downstairs.

      “They really don't like me, do they?” Stephen said as soon as they were in the basement.

      “Well you did fly a drone full of silver, and that reanimated old dead lady, my neighbor, tore my hand off,” Alex said. He held out the hand in question and flexed it. There was still the occasional glint of metal in the skin.

      It had been slowly fading. Alex hoped the same would happen to his eyes, but thus far there had been no change there.

      “How long did that take to regrow?” Stephen asked.

      “Most of a night and day. Spent the whole day with the skin splitting and cracking and then re-healing over and over. It was the most agonizing thing I’ve ever experienced.”

      “Is that what happened to your eyes?”

      “They didn’t get torn out, but yes, I got injured and then when they healed, they incorporated silver somehow. Look at how weird this is,” Alex said and then touched the tip of his finger to his eye. There was a hiss before he pulled his finger away and showed Stephen the burn mark.

      “That's so weird. It’s like your eyes have total resistance to the silver, or maybe they’re just ignoring the silver.”

      “I can't work it out either. I was wondering if I cut some of my skin off, splash it with silver and heal up, whether I'd suddenly be resistant to silver there, but then I wouldn’t be able to touch Nia again.”

      At the mention of his mate, Stephen went silent, much the same way Jacob did.

      “Let’s enchant some rings,” Alex said, changing the topic.

      Working together, they spent the next two hours enchanting shield rings and soon had a pile of thirty-five of them. Alex used up the sex magic, the natural mana and the kid appeared to use up every drop of magic he had.

      Eventually they stopped to rest.

      “Hey, I wanna show you something,” Alex said, another idea crossing his mind.

      When he'd accessed the Great Barrier spell, Alex had copied pages of numbers. The kid was visual, so maybe he could make some sense of them.

      Alex brought up his spell screen, touched Stephen on the shoulder and then brought up some of the copied numbers, allowing Stephen to access the numbers. A soon as he did, the kid broke into a smile.

      “Ah, this is easy. The first one is a mermaid, the second one is a nereid, the third one is a harpy, the fourth is a werewolf. This is a long list of supernaturals.”

      “Are they doing anything?”

      “Not really. There’s a protective circle around them… like if you're in the circle you can't be touched. But also I can see strings they have attached to the hands, feet and head. You know, like a puppet? So at the same time you can't be touched but maybe something is controlling a bit?”

      It had been bubbling away in the back of Alex’s mind that as the Great Barrier was a spell that worked on normals and supernaturals in different ways, there must be categories in it somewhere. For an old spell it seemed incredibly complex and as anyone who has ever worked in programming knows, the more complexity, the more holes.

      A list of supernaturals within the spell could mean he’d found what the spell checked to determine how the spell worked—a sort of ‘if normal = hide supernatural’ to put it in crude terms.

      Could it be that easy? The Great Barrier was cast hundreds to thousands of years ago, according to Juno. It worked incredibly well but just like old programs, maybe it was dumb in a lot of ways.

      Maybe Alex could fool it.

      “I'm going to try something. See what you think,” Alex said. He opened up the ring he had in his hands, strengthened it, added the draining mana spell, and then dropped the code Stephen had said was werewolf into the window.

      He quickly wrote a small bit of code around it, that he thought essentially meant go in a loop, a sort of ‘start program-if this is true, go back to the start’. The execute button on the spell lit up but Alex didn't hit it, waiting for Stephen to check the spell.

      “It’s pretty much what I said. This one’s a werewolf in a circle with the strings on them,” Stephen said. Alex compiled the spells and put the ring under the mixing bowl just in case.

      “What's the point of doing that, though?” Stephen said.

      “I think if a normal wears this ring, the Great Barrier will think they’re a werewolf and maybe they’ll be able to see supernaturals.”

      “Nothing gets past the Great Barrier. I once saw a witch fireball a mage in a crowded street and every supernatural in the area came running to kill her. The second it was over, all the normals just walked on by like it was nothing.”

      “Spells have holes in them. I think the Great Barrier can be screwed with.”

      Alex removed the ring from under the mixing bowl and slipped it on. He couldn't feel any change, which was what he was hoping. He cast Flame Finger and extinguished it. Everything seemed to be normal. Then he gave the ring to Stephen. Alex immediately cast Analyze and saw in the code the werewolf number was remaining stable.

      Hopefully that meant that magically the ring was saying that Stephen was a werewolf.

      “Can you still cast things?” Alex asked.

      Stephen cast Flame Finger and then extinguished it.

      “Do you have some normals you want to see all the supernatural crap that goes on around them?” The kid passed the ring back to Alex.

      Alex had been thinking more on the line of how to stop werewolves being murdered and the Great Barrier hiding it. But maybe a ring like this could be useful. Make two of them and he could give one to Puzo and Howey, tell them the truth.

      At the thought of it, Alex felt a chill cross over him. Someone had murdered Bailey. If he pulled Howey and Puzo into things they could end up dead.

      “Maybe the normals knowing there’s a bloodthirsty parallel world would be best long-term.”

      Although Alex could have spent more time enchanting his mind was staying to April and Nia who were leaving tomorrow for some undetermined amount of time.

      “Let's finish up for the day,” Alex said. He gathered the shield rings and went upstairs, Stephen trailing behind him. Nia, April, Juno and Ruby were in the kitchen, sitting around the table drinking coffee and gossiping.

      “Check it out, thirty-five shield rings,” Alex said, dumping them in the middle of the table. He sat down on the empty chair between Juno and Nia, touching both of his mates on their backs. Stephen stood at the kitchen counter, leaning against it, as though he was unsure if he had permission to sit.

      “Avocados out of the butt again,” Ruby said, lifting up some of the rings and letting them drop back into the pile. Juno facepalmed but then leaned over to Alex.

      “Speaking of butt stuff,” she whispered, her breath tickling his ear.

      Alex felt his temperature suddenly jolt up.

      “Well, we need to get an early start tomorrow, so it's time for bed,” he said. His three mates quickly made their own excuses and followed him down to the bedroom.

      “So, silence spell?” Alex said to Juno.

      “Why? Do you think someone is going to be making a lot of noise?” Juno said with a smirk. Then she cast the spell.

      As Alex sat down on the bed, his three mates began undressing.
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      The kid was gone come morning.

      He'd taken ten of the shield rings with him, plus Alex's newly minted healing flame, fire finger, and the other ring that changed the “code” of the person wearing it. Nia and Juno were all for hunting him down but Alex managed to hold them back.

      “I think you're trusting him too much. He did actually fly a drone over our home and detonate it,” Nia said.

      “He was ordered to fly a drone,” Alex said.

      “Maybe you need to stand next to Bish's grave and say that a few more times,” Nia said. She walked off to the bedroom, slamming the door as she went.

      Juno watched her go.

      “I get what you were doing but… things just aren't the same in the supernatural world. There is no law, no law enforcement. There's just power and what you can do with it. These so-called treaties that allow werewolves, witches, mages and vampires a seat at the table have always been garbage, constantly broken,” she said.

      April came into the kitchen holding a slip of paper which she gave to Alex. On it was an address in town.

      “I found this in his room. I think he left it for us,” April said.

      Alex immediately took it to the lounge where his laptop was sitting, slowly gathering dust. He sat down and turned it on. It was just another memory of all the things that he had lost. He used to live on the thing, staring at computer screens every single day, making the game with Howey and Puzo and now, with everything that had gone on, he hadn’t looked at it in what felt like a lifetime.

      Soon it was up and running. Alex looked up the address. It was one of the streets on the blurry edge between the industrial zone and residential in the street where there was still a factory or two, but then houses between them. The address was a gated factory with houses on both sides. Alex switched to street imagery, but there were no businesses listed at the address, nor any clues as to what was actually there. The last known business at that location had been a place that had made wooden boards for coffins. Alex thought that fitted into the Xavo pattern, except of course the business had closed down twenty years ago.

      Alex sat back, thinking about why Stephen had handed over that address. Presumably, it was a Xavo outpost. Did he expect Alex to attack? To go in there with sharpened claws and teeth, and his pack of werewolves, and tear every mage in the building apart?

      Alex suddenly remembered the dead teenagers out in the forest, the scattered drone controllers. They'd been left abandoned by their masters. Although Henry, a necromancer himself, had said the only way to stop the mages was if he made it painful, bloodily so, to continue, Alex was losing his taste for murder. What if we got to the outpost and it was just full of teenagers? What then? Weren’t they entitled to defend if he arrived to attack?

      Alex spent some time turning over these questions, the finer details of them starting to drive him mad. If it was wrong to kill an eighteen-year-old who had been directed to murder, then why not a nineteen-year-old? And then why not a twenty-year-old or twenty-one-year-old? Was there some magical line where suddenly the thirty-year-old mage could be executed without a qualm, but it was wrong to do the same to the eighteen-year-old? The division within him felt at extreme tension. The werewolf was all about the pack, territory, destroying enemies. Alex could feel the lure of it. There had been kind of a mad joy when he and Juno had attacked Corvus and although he didn't know if they had backed off yet, thus far he hadn't seen a pain mage darken his doorstep.

      Alex had talked with Howey about winning hearts and minds, how to succeed in asymmetrical warfare against powerful opponents, and the truth of it was that sometimes it required blood and death and gruesome outcomes. There came a point where you had to kill the ones who wanted to kill you because they wouldn’t stop otherwise.

      Alex chewed over all this as he slipped into a kind of computer hypnosis, going through his old patterns of checking his email. His email account was clogged up with hundreds of emails and plenty of spam, promising him hot single moms in his area and treatments for erectile disfunction. Alex was deleting them en masse when he came to an update sent out by Howey and Puzo about the game. It contained some new art from the game, descriptions of a new area, and also a small animated image of one of the enemies, a kind of murderbot.

      Alex’s soothing rhythm of deleting emails broke. Seeing the update from his friends, he felt a spike of pain so sharp he wondered for a moment if he was about to have a heart attack. The loss was immense. They'd had conversations about the new area and the murderbot but then Alex had left and his friends had continued on without him. Usually when these update emails went out, Alex had read them over and over. He’d seen the art a thousand times by then. This was the first time he has on the outside, rather than being on the inside.

      Alex abruptly stood up and closed the laptop. If he kept thinking about all that he had lost soon he would start listening to the wolf and he wasn't quite sure if he was ready to go down that path just yet.

      Alex wandered back to the kitchen where April and Juno were making breakfast. Ruby was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking coffee, and even in human form, Alex could smell the whiskey she’d tipped into it.

      “You know there are two werewolves I really think you'd like to meet,” Alex said to her.

      “Are they handsome with big muscles and big—”

      “Grandma!” Juno said, cutting Ruby off.

      “Their names are Esme and Lydia and they are awesome,” Alex said.

      “It might be a good idea to get them to come here or send for Jacob or maybe one of the other werewolves. You should be able to make more shield rings by the time they arrive. Then they can equip the whole pack in case there’s another attack,” April said.

      Alex hadn't really worked out the logistics of what they were going to do next. Somewhere in the back of his mind he was imagining leaving Baxter, returning to the village, and bringing all the rings with them but now he realized this was a good solution as well. The pack would be defended somewhat, and perhaps he could spend the rest of the time making rings for sale, build up a bit of cash to help buy food and other things they needed.

      The question of what they needed, of course, was a big one. Although food and the other essentials were required, Alex was thinking more along military lines. Cameras set up in the wood, sensors spread throughout his territory, a bank of television monitors in the main house. Maybe a bunch of semi-automatic rifles and if it really came to it, landmines just like Julius had.

      Of course, such things cost money. Money he definitely didn't have. There was also a slight concern as to what the rest of the pack would think of such things. From what he’d gathered, even werewolves living in the most civilized way possible still wanted to hold their territory by power and numbers. Even the Greenacre pack with Jasper as their leader hadn't set up cameras throughout the forest.

      Alex pushed the questions away for now. Thanks to Stephen he at least had a way to make money and he’d work on that first before the next hurdle.

      “I’m going to check on Nia,” he said, heading out the kitchen. She was in their bedroom in bed, under the covers, and had even covered her head with a pillow. Alex lay down beside the lump on the bed and put his arm over her, listening to the sound of her breathing. He could tell that she wasn't asleep.

      “Do you know you're the only one that I've gone wild for?” Alex said.

      “Well, good for me,” Nia said somewhat muffled under the pillow.

      “I don't know if it's just because you're a werewolf and so am I or because you were first. I haven’t brought it up because I didn’t want there to be any jealousy, but it was something I definitely noticed.”

      Nia made some noncommittal noise from under the pillow.

      Alex knew she was upset but he’d had girlfriends before, and this wasn't his first rodeo. When in doubt, just keep talking.

      “The kid’s left an address behind. Looks like a factory with houses on both sides over on the edge of the industrial district. If this is a Xavo outpost, we’re going to have to decide what to do,” he said.

      “Is murdering them all still on the list? Or are we just going to go for gently, gently, send them cupcakes and ask nicely?” Nia said.

      Alex abruptly decided to mix things up. He had forgotten one of the key things he should have remembered… physical touch. He poked the lump in the side and then grabbed Nia, hopping on top of her.

      “Yes, that's right, we can make cupcakes, such a good idea darling, it’s so clever,” he said, starting to tickle her.

      “No, get off, stop it,” Nia said but laughed in the middle of it.

      “I'm so sad that Nia passed away in her sleep from being sad. Or maybe it was being suffocated with the pillow,” Alex said, suddenly pressing down on the pillow that she had over her head. He and Nia wrestled for a minute, him teasing her until she was finally laughing. In the end she managed to throw the pillow off and Alex let himself be pinned.

      “You're a real pain in my perfectly formed and well-shaped butt, you know that?” Nia said, holding his wrists down. In the struggle she’d shifted to hybrid form. Alex was still in his human form. As a result, she was actually bigger than he was, and arguably stronger.

      “Speaking of butt stuff,” Alex murmured in memory what Juno had said last night.

      “Is that all you've got on your mind these days?” Nia said, leaning forward to nip at his neck. The bite stung and Alex shifted involuntarily, the bed creaking under the weight of two werewolves. He immediately flipped Nia over onto her back, his arms on either side of her, trapping her in a warm prison.

      “How can you blame me when you go sauntering around the house in…” Alex looked at what Nia was wearing—a pair of grey tracksuit pants that may have once held shape but no longer did and a T-shirt that had been so many times through the wash that It was hard to know what color it had been originally. “Such fine, sexy clothing as you have on right now.”

      Nia punched him in the chest.

      “Hey, shut up. We had to leave everything behind and this is all I could find right now. We're going to take some of the shield rings little deathboy didn’t steal and buy some clothes today.”

      Alex dipped his head and kissed Nia, quieting her protesting. Although he could smell the scent of food from the kitchen and knew that anyone could come bursting in at any moment, it was true what Nia had said. For some reason he just couldn't get his mates out of his mind recently. He was starting to feel like a teenager again, every moment distracted. Especially now when she was lying on her back with Alex between her legs, her beautiful red hair slightly mussed.

      “You can take the rings to sell. I’ll make some more. Also, why are you wearing so many clothes?”

      He reached down and pulled off the tracksuit pants that Nia was wearing, suddenly realizing that they hadn't vanished when she'd shifted. He glanced across at the side table and saw Nia's shifter charm sitting there.

      “Why aren’t you wearing your shifter charm?” he said, suddenly distracted despite the fact she was now half-naked and pressed against him.

      “I was going to tell you later, but it died early, so no more shifter charm for me,” Nia said.

      Alex was almost tempted to pick it up to analyze it, considering it still should have had some time left. But then Nia wriggled against him and all those thoughts vanished.

      “We need to have breakfast, so be quick,” Nia said.

      Although Alex would never have said that their light wrestling was any kind of foreplay, perhaps it had been because Nia was already wet, and he slid into her easily. The werewolf let out a moan before covering her mouth with her hand and then grabbing the pillow, turning her face into it. Then she reached up and grabbed around his back, urging him on. Alex didn't need any more invitations. He pushed her knees up a little higher and gripping her body, started rocking back and forth, plunging into her over and again. The red started bursting out of the air immediately, flying towards him, but his sex magic mana bar was already full. For the briefest of moments, Alex realized he should have used up some of it to enchant a bunch of rings and then recharge later. That thought quickly fled at the sound of Nia's muffled groans. Alex slowed for a moment before grabbing the shapeless T-shirt and pushing it up. It went halfway up Nia's arms and slightly over her head, covering her eyes like an impromptu blindfold. There was something about the look of it, Nia's fabulous body underneath him, her arms up, her eyes covered that drove Alex wild. He pulled the T-shirt off her and then pressed it over her eyes wrapping it around the head and holding it in his hand. Now she truly was blindfolded.

      Nia moaned, not bothering to cover her mouth now. She had her fingers clenched in Alex's fur and now he began pounding her fast as he could, the bed protesting all the while. Nia soon groaned, bit her lip, and then finally pulled the pillow over her face, letting out a scream into it. Alex tried to stay quiet, but it was hard. As he came, he growled. For a few moments he ended up holding himself over Nia, her somewhere beneath him, underneath the pillow and the T-shirt, then unexpectedly she shifted back to human while he was still inside her.

      He pulled away the pillow. There she was in human form red hair, green eyes, her cheeks lightly flushed. Alex was still inside her and he felt a clench of muscles as she looked up at him.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wolf,” Nia said, stroking the side of his face.

      “Breakfast!” Juno suddenly shouted from outside the door then went thudding away, laughing to herself.

      Alex and Nia started laughing. Alex finally laid down beside Nia on the bed.

      “Oh, Ruby probably heard everything,” Nia moaned.

      “Something tells me she's heard an alpha werewolf moan before,” Alex said.

      “You should say that the front of Juno,” Nia said with a grin. They got out of bed and Alex shifted back to human form, his clothes reappearing. Nia got changed out of the shapeless sleepwear and they stood at the end of the bed, Alex giving her a deep kiss, thoughts crossing over his mind of the hell with breakfast, make Nia his meal instead.

      “Come on, we need to go,” Nia said, pulling him towards the bedroom door. Alex went with her, trying to hide the smile on his face. Sure, there were still a lot of things screwed up, plenty of problems, but he’d managed to transform an unhappy mate into a happy and satisfied one and even though it was a small win he was going to take it.
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      “We’re borrowing the car from Ruby,” April protested.

      “Yeah, and where did she get it from?” Alex said.

      “Don't ask, don't tell,” Ruby said, munching on a bagel.

      It was still early morning, just after breakfast, and April and Nia were ready to go. They weren't taking Boris though, but a black car that had mysteriously appeared out the front of Juno's house overnight.

      “What if a blood golem comes over the hill. What do you do?” Alex asked.

      “Run away as fast as we can and get back here. It's going to be fine,” April said, giving Alex a kiss.

      “Yeah, like the nymph said, it'll be fine. So what if we fight a few bad guys to the death?” Nia said with a cheeky grin. She kissed Alex goodbye and then they were gone. Ruby took herself inside, leaving Alex and Juno out on the sidewalk. It was promising to be another warm day as Summer crept ever closer.

      “Now you’re all charged up, so to speak, you need to get to work enchanting rings. I need a bunch to sell, plus, while you're busy in the bedroom, I called the werewolves and they’re on their way,” Juno said.

      “Which ones?” Alex said.

      “I dunno. I spoke to Lydia and Esme. I think they're bringing Jacob. They didn't say who else. Everyone's fine there by the way. So far.”

      Alex allowed Juno to drag him inside and then he took himself downstairs while she went off to work with Ruby. Alex enchanted a few shield rings using his natural mana, getting five done in under twenty minutes. He threw the completed rings in a pile and just hoped that none of them would explode. The girls had sold some of the shield rings yesterday to fund new clothes and add to (or start rather) the pile of cash.

      Given the ones that they'd made yesterday were still fine, Alex was hoping these ones would be, too. After completing the five, Alex looked down at the various mana bars he had. Part of him knew he should just keep enchanting, slow and steady wins the race and all that. But, of course, the other side of him knew that they needed money and quick, and the fact was that although Juno could sell a lot of the shield rings, having a variety would earn them more money. There was also the little matter of the fact that the shield rings were only holding three charges at the moment. The issue, unfortunately, was that the battery spell within was restricted.

      Alex wished that Stephen had just stayed one more day, so he could work on the enchanting and get better results—maybe make some more money. At the thought of the kid he thought about the code change ring. Should he make another and then text it on a normal? Alex wasn’t quite so sure. Ethically he had no problem injuring himself but hurting some normal in experimentation didn’t feel right. Still, getting normals to see past the Great Barrier would be useful…

      Alex picked up one of the newly enchanted rings and opened the spell code on it almost without thinking. If he'd just bought this from someone, he wouldn't hesitate changing a three to thirty just as he'd been doing. So why was that a problem now? Alex suspected that he knew the answer: the other rings held more complicated spells. There was some kind of scale in there, adding more charges was somehow changing the battery spell that was inside it. He couldn't edit his own to change from a three to a thirty, not without making the ring a bomb. Alex closed the spells and dropped it back into the pile before picking up a fresh ring. Thanks to Stephen's help, he had enough to dump various spells onto the rings, and also, thanks to Stephen's help, he had a fireball spell.

      Ruby had asked why he couldn't send a flame through someone's body that would injure them and Alex didn't have an answer to that just yet, but he knew that he could make a fireball and then throw it as evidenced by the black mark on the back fence.

      But first he wanted to try out some of the other manas. He followed the usual procedure, except this time charged it with red. In comparison to natural mana, it seemed ridiculously powerful. The spell screen opened faster, and it seemed easy to drop in the code. It took a smaller slice of the overall bar. Exactly a minute later, Alex had a shield ring fully compiled and charged. This one he took to the other side of the room and set in a clear area, returning to his pile. He opened more code, this time dropping in his homebrew fireball spell. It was slightly harder, the spell within a few characters of filling the space. Along with the recharge and strengthening spells, it all just barely fit but the execute button lit up and Alex hit compile, watching the code shrink down in it and flicker into a mathematical expression before vanishing.

      Alex immediately took the ring to the other side of the room and set it in a clear area before returning to his pile. Over the next hour he used natural mana only, churning out shield rings, and soon he replaced the ones Stephen had taken and made a pile more. It wouldn't be long until he'd used up all the rings are Ruby had brought. Eventually he quit and considering the two new rings hadn't exploded, decided to make a few more.

      Alex glanced through the various manas he had at his disposal: natural, sex, pain, nature, and death. Alex focused on using up sex magic. Two of his mates were gone, but Juno was still around. Alex quickly counted up the rings he had remaining. Fifteen to go. Five he cast as fireball, five more he made healing flame, and the final five fire shield.

      Once they complied, Alex collected all of the rings, doing his best to keep them separate and went upstairs. Ruby and Juno were at the kitchen table again, and this time Alex got a closer look at what they were doing. Ruby had a cardboard box full of bits of crystal. Some of it looked like smoky quartz but other pieces had strange colors through them. There was a second box full of black crow feathers. Ruby and April were using red thread to tie the crystal and the feather together in a complicated pattern, murmuring as they went, their spell screens flickering above their heads. Once they were done, they would put the completed crystal and feather into a third box.

      “I'm all out of rings. Now I have a lot of shield rings in here plus a bunch of healing flame, fireball and flame shield. I think we can definitely get some money for these,” Alex said.

      Ruby put a completed crystal and feather into the box and then held out a hand.

      “Give me one of those fireball ones,” she said. Alex handed it over and the old lady slipped the ring on her finger before standing up and going outside.

      “You better hope that doesn't explode and take off her finger because she's gonna get really mad if that happens,” Juno murmured, picking up another feather and crystal.

      Alex moved to the window to watch Ruby use the ring to summon a fireball in her hand. He saw her looking at it and then at the black mark that was still the fence. Although Juno had gone out yesterday to collect supplies to paint over the mark and also fix up the kitchen, it hadn’t been done yet. As he watched, Ruby threw the fireball at the back fence, hitting a different spot, The flames burst out and the wood caught fire. Alex was about to run out there, but then a spell screen flickered above her head and a sudden small localized shower of rain started directly above the fire, quickly putting it out. Ruby then stalked over to investigate the fence. Even from where he was standing, Alex could see that the burn pattern was identical. He turned to Juno, putting his hand on her shoulder.

      “Okay, so funny story the other night when we were outside drunk, me and Stephen, I may have thrown a fireball at the fence,” Alex said, all in a rush.

      “What? And you were letting me take the fall for it?”

      “You seem better equipped to deal with your grandmother,” Alex said.

      Juno smacked him on the hand but then went back to what she was doing.

      “It's a good thing you’re cute,” she mumbled.

      Soon, Ruby came stalking back into the house, spinning the ring on her finger.

      “Very interesting burn pattern from these fireballs, very interesting indeed,” she said. She came back to the table and collected up the pile of rings. She took them over to the table and separated them into their individual spells before grabbing a notepad and writing down a few figures.

      “I want you to let me sell them,” Ruby said.

      “No commission,” Juno said automatically.

      “Five percent,” Ruby said.

      “One percent”

      “Ten percent,” Ruby countered.

      “You can't go up in percentage higher than your starting bid. Two percent and I don't put you in that super dodgy old folks’ home that I found down the road.”

      “Three percent and I don't tell Alex about the great custard incident,” Ruby said in a sly tone.

      Juno shot up from her chair and turned to point a finger at her grandmother. “You wouldn’t dare! That is such a low blow.”

      “What's the custard incident?” Alex said, stirring the pot.

      “I'll tell you if I don’t get my three percent,” Ruby said.

      “Fine, you get three percent, now shut it,” Juno said, turning back to her crystals.

      “I'm sure it's not that bad, come on tell me.”

      “Sorry, Wolf, deal is done. My lips are sealed… for now,” Ruby said turning back to her calculations.

      Alex wandered over to the table and picked up one of the completed crystal feather combinations. He could feel it tingling with power, so he cast Analyze on it, the small screen opening up, revealing a few pages of code.

      “What is this spell?” Alex said.

      “Sleep spell. These are activated by velocity which means you need to throw them. But once live if you touch them you get hit by a sleep spell that will knock you out for five to ten minutes depending on your resistance,” Ruby explained.

      Alex wasn't quite sure why he did it. The thought crossed his mind and before he knew it, he'd tossed the crystal towards Ruby.

      “Hey Ruby, catch,” he said.

      The old witch turned and caught the crystal. There was a flare of magic and she suddenly crumpled to the floor.

      “Oh, she's gonna be so mad when she wakes up,” Juno said.

      “I… it was just meant to be a joke,” Alex said, coming over to kneel beside Ruby.

      “You might want to make yourself scarce,” Juno said. She stood up and opened a kitchen drawer which was stuffed full of phones. She passed one to Alex.

      “Here, take this, I’ll call you later,” she said.

      Alex wasn't sure if Juno was joking but he wasn’t going to take the risk, so he took the phone, quickly grabbed his wallet and a few of the rings and left. Once he was out on the street Alex picked a random direction, vaguely heading towards the city and kept walking. It didn't take long before he was in the city proper, still wondering why he'd thrown the sleep crystal to Ruby. It felt like the impulse had come out of nowhere.

      Although Alex had left with no real plan, now that he was in the city, he started looking around for any kind of magical shop. Maybe he could sell a few rings, see what else he could buy to learn from.

      It wasn't long before he found one, but it wasn’t a pawn shop like Bailey’s had been, with the gloomy interior and broken things stuffed in the window. This one looked upmarket and had various pieces of furniture in the front window: chairs, a coffee table and an ornate bookcase.

      “Roma’s,” he murmured, looking up at the sign.

      Even from the sidewalk, he could sense the magic within.

      He cast Analyze on one of the chairs but whatever spells were on it were too high for him to understand. He just got question marks. Alex went inside.

      There was a woman behind the counter with glossy black hair who he guessed was near thirty. Although the shop itself looked quite upmarket with tastefully arranged pieces of furniture all over the place, the woman herself was wearing a large leather apron and was actually whittling something as she sat behind the cash register.

      “Come to get yourself some fancy furniture, have you?” she asked, barely looking up at Alex.

      “You must be Roma? I have some magic rings to sell,” Alex said.

      “That’s me. Give us a look then,” she said.

      Alex approached the counter and dropped a handful of rings on it. Roma glanced up and he saw her eyes widen in recognition.

      “Sorry, do you know me?” Alex asked.

      “I saw your face on a card recently. It comes from a small deck of cards you definitely don't want to be in,” Roma said.

      The only types of decks of cards with photographs on them that Alex had heard of were the ones used in war to hunt down terrorists. Alex guessed it had worked over in hot and sandy countries so it figured the mages or whoever it was would use it here.

      “Where can I get one of these cards?”

      “From somewhere you really don't want to go. How about we have a look at the rings and then you think about whether you want to be walking around the city unaccompanied? You do have a pack, right? Never travel alone and all that?”

      She went to pick up one of the rings that Alex had placed on the counter, but he stopped her, putting his hand on hers. The moment he did, she pulled her hand away and made a noise that for a moment sounded like a hiss. She dropped what she was working on, and stepped back from the counter, putting her hands on her head and smoothing her black hair down.

      “It's okay, it's okay,” she said. Alex realized she was talking to herself.

      “Sorry, I didn't mean to touch you without your permission, but if you've seen that card, you know who I am. Alex Lowe, the one and only werewolf mage and you know that people are hunting me. Tell me where I can get one of those cards,” he repeated.

      “There's a bar a couple of streets from here. There’ll be one there but you need to realize that if someone has one of those cards, it’s most likely because they enjoy hunting people. The bartender will have one. They work on a commission basis, taking a few percent cut. They’ll give you one or they might just try to collect the bounty themselves.”

      Roma finally finished smoothing her hair and returned to the counter. Alex stood there thinking while she picked up the first of the rings and he saw a spell screen flicker above her head. Hers was deep green and murky.

      As he watched she picked up one of the fireball rings and cast Analyze, before frowning again and looking back to him.

      “How have you done this then? Is this some kind of fake?” she asked.

      “It’s a fireball spell—three of them on the ring, and it charges from the wearer,” Alex said.

      “I can see it's a fireball spell. What I'm asking is how you managed to get three of them on to a ring and not a wand,” she said.

      “I just put it on there. What do you mean?” Alex asked. Even as he said it, he suddenly realized what she was saying. The only offensive spells he had seen had been on wands.

      Was it unusual to put an offensive spell on a ring? Juno and Ruby hadn't said anything about it but, then again, they'd been arguing about the percentage and then Alex had accidentally knocked Ruby out with a sleep spell.

      “You really are different aren’t you? The smallest fireball spell anyone ever saw still needs a wand to hold it, and here you are sticking it on a ring, a cheap ring too. I’ll give you two thousand dollars for this one.”

      Two thousand! Alex couldn't believe it.

      “Why are you willing to pay so much?” he asked.

      “I know an old mage I can sell this to for four thousand dollars. I’ll take the rest you have too but it might have to be on commission because I don’t have that kinda cash around the shop.”

      Alex’s mind was suddenly spinning. Two thousand for a fireball ring? He’d made five of them this morning. He only had two with him now, but all five meant he could make ten thousand dollars?

      “I made five of those rings today. Would you actually buy all five for ten thousand dollars?” he asked.

      “Are you serious?” Roma asked. She seemed to have forgotten her earlier shock when she had jumped away from Alex after he touched the back of her hand. In fact, she'd picked up the wooden object she had been carving and was now pointing it at him like some kind of weapon.

      “Yeah, I am. I need money, so do you want to buy them? In fact, if you have any empty rings around right now, I can make some and you can buy them off me,” Alex said.

      “Go sit in that red chair over there, it’s a relaxation one and then I’ll be right back,” Roma said. She rushed past Alex without another word and out the front door, leaving him alone in the store.

      Alex gathered up the rings off the counter and put them back in his pocket before starting to wander around. He occasionally cast Analyze on the various bits of furniture but all it brought up were question marks. He charged up Analyze to see if he could crack open some of the question marks and read the spells inside but they were resistant and Alex didn't want to use up all of his mana just to find out the spell had something to do with making you more relaxed and comfortable.

      He soon found himself over by the red chair. It was made of leather and dark mahogany. Figuring that Roma hadn't tried to trick him, Alex sat down in the chair and immediately felt a soothing wave of relaxation come over him. Idly he opened up his spell, screen, casting Know Thyself. He saw there were no less than twelve spells working on him at that very moment. As he sat back in the chair he felt his muscles relaxing, a gentle heat flowing through them. He wondered which spell was doing that and then a second question appeared. Would he suddenly develop resistance to it? Would his body recognize a relaxation spell and resist it on basic principle?

      Alex was wary of falling asleep or into some kind of magical stupor, but it seemed the chair was pretty much a magical version of a massage chair. His body relaxed, and he felt himself calm and warm as he sat there. With the physical relaxation came mental relaxation as well. He realized he’d been working himself up to finding out wherever this bar was, going in, and getting a hold of the card that had his name and face on it. He also realized he hadn’t asked Roma how she'd seen one of these cards. Had she has been hanging out in the bar or did she know someone? It wasn't long before Roma returned and stopped in front in front of the chair.

      “I have five empty rings here. I’ll give you a thousand for each one you can enchant now,” she said.

      “Sounds good,” Alex said and then yawned before pulling himself out the chair. He followed her over to the counter where she put down the five rings that she'd apparently just purchased. Now that he was moving, the relaxation slowly faded and Alex realized he might have been duped. After all why say yes immediately to a thousand dollars a ring when she’d just offered him two thousand for one?

      “Wait, I want fifteen hundred dollars per ring,” Alex said.

      Roma shook her head. “I normally wouldn't say this, but I only have five thousand cash on hand, so if I give you fifteen hundred a ring, I can only buy three. How about this? You make me five, I'll give you five thousand and then when you come back, we’ll make a better deal.”

      Alex looked at the five rings that Roma had purchased. They seemed higher quality than the ones Ruby had bought, and he wondered if that made a difference at all. He was tempted to say yes, partially for the lure of five thousand, which would solve a lot of problems in one stroke but also he was hesitant as he had no idea really what such a ring would be worth. It dawned on him that if he was the sole manufacturer of a fireball ring, perhaps it was worth far more than Roma wanted to pay him. Maybe that was why Ruby had been arguing so hard for a percentage.

      Alex stood there for a moment, the idea of money churning around in his head before he remembered the whole hearts and minds thing. Hearts and minds meant making connections, forming relationships, building trust. Why not start here?

      “Okay, I'll do it. A thousand a ring,” Alex said.

      “What do you need? I have another room, out back,” Roma said.

      “Yeah, let’s go out back in case someone comes in,” Alex said. Roma gathered up the rings and then waved at Alex to follow her.

      Much like Bailey’s she had a door behind the counter. Alex followed her out there, down a short corridor that opened into what appeared to be part woodworking shop and living space. Along two walls were various lathes, benches, saws, hammers and partially completed projects. The other two corners of the room were her kitchen and bedroom. There was also a sofa and television. The bed was a four-poster and draped with fine fabrics. There are also houseplants over that side, spilling out of their pots. Standing over in the corner beside the refrigerator was the marble statue of a grinning man, completely naked.

      “Nice statue,” Alex said.

      “Thanks, I made him myself,” Roma said, heading to one of the workbenches.

      It was only as he'd followed Roma to the backroom that he realized behind her gigantic leather apron she was actually wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Seeing the way she walked, he mentally downgraded her age. She couldn’t be thirty. As he was doing this, he suddenly wondered what the hell he was thinking. He had three mates and that was definitely enough. So what was he doing checking out this random woodworking shopkeeper?

      But the sway of those hips…

      Roma dropped the rings on one of the tables and then turned around. She must've caught some expression on Alex's face because she suddenly looked him up and down, clearly appraising him. It only lasted for a moment though, before she clapped her hands to her hair, smoothing it down again, and practically bolted to the other side of the room near the small kitchen.

      “I’ll make you a coffee while you work,” she shouted out. Alex wasn't quite sure what was going on. The best he could see, putting two and two together, was that she didn't like to be touched and perhaps looking at her like he wanted to touch was a no go, too.

      Alex turned towards the rings, ignoring the bed, and also the wolf inside him. It was saying ridiculous things like go over to where she was, kiss her, take her to the bed, and make her yours. It took a few moments for him to get his mind back on what he was doing, but he took deep breaths, and then, one by one, enchanted the rings, using the remainder of the sex magic to power them up. It was far faster this time, incredibly so. By the time Roma returned with a cup of coffee, he was done and shaking his head in disbelief at the speed of it.

      “Here you go,” Roma said, putting the coffee on the bench and taking two giant steps backward, holding her own in front of her like a shield.

      “I'm all done. Thanks,” Alex said. Despite the fact she didn't seem dangerous, he cast Purify on the cup of coffee anyway, but nothing happened. He took a sip of the coffee, which was rich and delicious.

      “You know there are some poisons purify doesn't work on, right? Like, I feed you a drink that has one kind of thing in it and give you a biscuit that’s got something else in it and they combine in your stomach and make the poison and then you die,” Roma said. Alex noticed she was munching on a biscuit and saw that she had placed one on the table too.

      “I know this might be forward, but are you a witch?” Alex asked.

      Roma shook her head. “I'm just a woodworker and now you’re done talking are you going to enchant those rings?”

      “I already did. They’re all done. Five rings, so five thousand dollars,” Alex said with a grin.

      “No way,” Roma said. The lure of the rings and the surprise must've made her forget herself as she walked past Alex and picked them up, casting Analyze on each one. Then she put one on her finger and summoned up a fireball. Alex wasn't quite sure if she was going to throw it or not and was a little surprised when she walked over to the kitchen sink and dropped it in before turning on the faucet, letting it fizzle out.

      “Go out the front. I’ll be there in a moment,” Roma said, a strange look on her face. Alex took his coffee with him and left the biscuit behind. He felt like he'd tempted fate enough today and if he was going to a bar later, he might need all the luck he could get. It wasn't long before Roma came back out to the main room with a handful of cash. She set it on the counter and then stepped back, making a space between them again.

      “It's all there. If you come back tomorrow, I'll have more to make another deal,” she said. Alex took the money and quickly shuffled through it, counting out five thousand.

      “How much is that relaxation chair over there by the way?” he asked.

      “Nine thousand dollars.”

      “Nine thousand! Incredible. Although, it was relaxing,” Alex said, shaking his head.

      “Yeah, five thousand dollars isn't going to be able to get you anything in here,” Roma said. Alex put the money in his wallet and then put it back in his bag. He finished his coffee, so he put the cup on the counter, noticing that Roma had taken a step back as he moved forward to do so. He took a step away from the counter and saw she moved closer, as though she was trying to keep a permanent fixed distance between them.

      “So, tell me where this bar is,” he said
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      The bar was dark and dodgy. As Roma had said, it was only a few streets away. Alex was half expecting it to be full of supernatural creatures—orcs and elves sitting at tables like The Lord of the Rings but it was mostly full of normal-looking people. He did see a few mages wearing robes sitting at the back. As he walked in, he was thinking it was going to be like an old western where the piano player would stop, and everyone would gasp and look at the door. But those in the bar just ignored him.

      Alex slipped one of the hundreds into his pocket, not wanting to show his cash and went up to the bartender. He was a short, pudgy guy somewhere in his fifties with a bald head that was gleaming in what little light there was.

      Although it was early in the day, most of the tables in the place were occupied. Everyone appeared to be nursing their drinks, so the bar area was currently empty. The bartender was doing a crossword and didn't look up when Alex sat.

      “A beer and I'd also like the card with my face on it,” Alex said, cutting straight to the chase. The bartender glanced up at him and then back down at his crossword. As he moved, Alex caught the slightest blur, like he had when watching Bailey, who’d  been using some kind of illusion to cover his true features. Sure enough, a moment later, the bartender made a grunting noise sounding like an old frog clearing his throat.

      “I need a four-letter word for suicidal,” the old man said.

      “I'm not really good at crosswords,” Alex said and placed a hundred on the bar.

      “I'm thinking Alex, yes, that's it. I need another four-letter word for are you bloody serious?” The man shoved the hundred back towards Alex and then pointed the door. “Get out of here before someone takes your head off,” he said.

      Alex quickly glanced around the bar. It didn’t look like anyone was bothering to even look at him. He turned back to the bartender.

      “What’s your name?”

      “It's Zig and you want to get out of here while you can still walk,” he said.

      “Nice to meet you Zig, my name is Alex Lowe.”

      Zig glanced down the bar towards the back of the room, where the mages were sitting. They seemed absorbed in their drinks from what Alex could see.

      “I know who you are, and I want you to leave,” Zig said in a quiet voice.

      “How about instead of that you give me my beer, and you give me my card,” Alex said. He let a little bit of a growl into his voice.

      Zig looked down the bar again, back at Alex, and snatched the hundred, quickly filling a glass of beer, and then returning with his change.

      “The card costs two thousand because I can't exactly claim a commission on it from you killing yourself, can I?” Zig said.

      Alex choked on his beer but managed to recover.

      “Two thousand dollars for a card! Are you out of your mind? Why does it cost that much?”

      “Yeah, I heard you’re new. Because, there’s a contract on it, magically enforced. I give the card out, the person does the job. They collect the money and are obligated to pay me my fee, otherwise their balls will drop off, or their dick evaporates, or a number of other horrible things happen to them. Normally I give the cards out cheap, sometimes free. But if you want your card, it's gonna cost two thousand dollars,” Zig said.

      Alex still had almost five thousand but there was no way he was about to hand two thousand of it over. Acting on instinct, Alex reached over the bar and grabbed Zig's wrist, feeling reptilian skin. Zig jerked back, pulling his arm free, taking a step to the door that was hidden in shadow behind him.

      “None of that,” Zig warned.

      “Do you know Bailey?” Alex asked, sipping his beer.

      “I did. I also know how he met you, and now he's dead.”

      “That's true, I think Corvus did it, which is why I went to the Corvus outpost and killed every mage there except one,” Alex said.

      “I heard wind of that too,” Zig said. Although he was still near his escape door, he seemed to have relaxed, crossing his arms, and leaning back against the wall.

      “Good. Then you might also have heard that I killed Jasper, head of the Greenacre pack, and took his territory. You might have also heard that I destroyed a blood golem and have killed countless weredogs sent against me. Finally, you may have also heard that one of the spells I created was flame shield where whoosh, I burst into flames all over my body, perfect for hugging someone who doesn't want to help me,” Alex said. He kept the growl out of his voice this time, speaking in a level tone and occasionally sipping his beer. At the mention of the flames, Zig stepped closer to his exit, his hand resting on the doorknob.

      “I’ll give you the card for a thousand dollars, then you get out.”

      “How about you give it to me for five hundred and you tell me anything else you heard about me?” Alex said.

      Zig looked back down at the mages again and Alex followed his gaze. They were still talking amongst themselves, but once or twice they glanced down to Alex was.

      “Better talk fast Zig,” Alex said.

      “Okay, fine. Gimme the money,” Zig said. Alex quickly reached into his bag and, trying to conceal it as best he could, counted out five hundred, which he slipped across the bar to Zig. He was sure now, of course, that Zig was the same kind of frog species that Bailey had been. The way the illusion slightly blurred as he moved gave it away. Zig inched forward and grabbed the cash before leaping back to his exit, his hand on the doorknob.

      “Okay, so all I heard is that Corvus, Xavo, and Ignis are now after you, plus everyone else dragged out of the woodwork by the bounty,” Zig said.

      “Where is this card?”

      Zig turned away from Alex, rummaging in a box that was on the shelf behind him. He was obviously extremely nervous because he kept looking back at Alex, as though expecting him to leap over the counter at any moment. Eventually he pulled out a playing card which he dropped on the counter.

      “Put it away, look at later,” Zig urged. Alex was tempted to defy him, to keep playing this bravado role, but out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a few more glances in his direction so he slipped the card into his bag.

      “Any information about why these three enclaves are after me?” Alex asked.

      “The Corvus thing. Mutual protection agreements, you know. You take on one, you take on all of them,” Zig said.

      “What, like NATO?”

      “Yes, exactly, like NATO, except with magic spells and crazy powers and enough mages to wipe you off the face of the realm,” Zig said.

      Although Alex was in human form, his senses were turned up to maximum. From the corner of his eye could see three mages openly staring at him now, talking to each other, and a woman at another table was looking hard too, fiddling with something in her lap. Alex had finished his beer by now and although with his heightened werewolf metabolism, it required a lot of alcohol to get drunk, just the one beer had taken the edge off, making him feel a bit looser, a bit more reckless.

      After all, he had gone for a walk and suddenly made five thousand and learned there was a bounty out on him. Plus, he had the name of another enclave that was after him, which meant another target; more mages he could take on; an outpost he could find. If they wanted to pull this mutual protection garbage he’d just go to the next enclave outpost, rip some arms off, and then see how the next group felt.

      “Please leave my bar,” Zig urged in a whisper. He was pressed up so closely against the door that he’d almost faded into it.

      Alex turned to face the three mages who had come from the back of the room. All three were wearing dark red robes. At first glance, they appeared to be related, all blond-haired and blue-eyed, about the same age as Alex. He swiveled on his stool towards them and shifted into his hybrid form, the charm taking his clothes, the bag, and the money too. The stool creaked under his weight.

      “What do you Aryan race halfwits want?” Alex said. He had his claws out and tapped one on the bar.

      From behind the bar, Zig had opened the door, and out of the corner of Alex's eye he saw the behind it was desert, somewhere remote and hot.

      “No fighting in the bar, you know the rules,” Zig said.

      “You're Alex Lowe,” the mage in front said.

      “That's right. Alex Lowe—werewolf mage,” Alex said and then summoned a fireball into his hand. The three mages took a step back, and everyone else in the bar went quiet. “No wand. It's just me,” Alex said. He wasn't confident enough to juggle a fireball from one hand to the other as Juno did. As far as he could tell, if he moved the fireball to his other hand, he’d end up severely burning himself

      The door to the bar opened, a stream of light bursting in, then he heard a familiar voice.

      “Alex so good to see you. How are you? How is everyone?” Monroe said, walking over to where Alex was sitting. Monroe was in his police uniform, and he was breathing heavily, as though he’d come running. Alex glanced across at Zig and saw the small button recessed into the cabinet next to the box that Zig had been messing with.

      “I'm good, Officer Monroe, how are you?” Alex said. He wasn't quite sure how long he could hold the fireball with his homebrew spell, so he canceled it, or at least tried to. When Juno did it, the fireball just evaporated in her hand but clearly Alex's spell didn't allow for that. With a shock, he realized that the fireball had only ever been thrown twice: at the back fence and Roma had dropped one in the sink covering it with water. Alex looked behind the bar and was relieved to see an enormous tub full of ice cubes and lemon wedges. Pretending it had been his plan all along, he reached over and dropped the fireball into the ice where it immediately melted its way down, sending up a cloud of lemon-scented steam into the room.

      “Can I help you three gentlemen with something?” Monroe asked the three mages.

      “No, thank you,” the first one said. Then they split up. Two went back to the table at the rear of the bar and the other walked out the front door, leaving Monroe and Alex alone at the bar. Zig had finally closed his escape door but was still standing close to it, ready to leap at any moment.

      “Can you get him out of here now?” Zig asked Monroe.

      “How about we have a beer first?” Monroe said. Zig let out a frustrated sigh, but then quickly filled two glasses, setting them on the bar.

      “I got it,” Monroe said, putting some money on the bar.

      Zig performed his snatch and grab maneuver again before dumping a handful of change back in front of Monroe. Alex and Monroe both took a gulp of their beers and Monroe held his up to Alex.

      “Cheers to your good health,” he said.

      “Cheers,” Alex said, clinking his glass against Monroe's. In his hybrid form. Alex was significantly larger than Monroe and also felt like he was hunching over the bar, but there was no way he was shifting back now, not with the two mages still in the room plus whoever else was there. The woman who had been fiddling with something in her lap was now just sitting, watching the pair of them with her hands below the table.

      “I heard you had some trouble with the dead and some silver,” Monroe said, lowering his voice.

      “Xavo. Six dead soldiers with silver bullets. Then ten teenagers, apprentices I guess, flying drones, dumping silver dust on my home.” Alex said. He tried to keep the tone out of his voice but now he was in hybrid form, the anger was so much closer to the surface. He had to concentrate on not flexing his hands and squeezing the glass lest it shatter.

      “Silver drones are something Tradinium got into and now it’s spread out. New technology, new methods. If I were you are be getting some guns, learning to shoot moving targets out of the air,” Monroe said.

      Alex gulped down his beer then tapped on the bar for Zig to get him another one. Zig took the payment from the pile of change Monroe had left on the bar.

      “They killed one of my pack, Bish, and another one, Gem, she was in a coma last I saw her. You’re police. What can you do about it?”

      Monroe sipped his beer and then let out a burp to the back of his hand. Now Alex was in hybrid form he could see more clearly in the dim bar. He saw Monroe had something sticky on his pants that looked like strawberry jam, probably from one of his grandchildren.

      “I can do exactly nothing. The Great Barrier is everywhere and if a supernatural is involved in a crime, cameras stop working, backup tapes are lost, there are mysterious fires. The moment there is the chance of exposure, something goes wrong.”

      “These mages marched six dead soldiers out of the forest. One of them pulled the trigger on a gun and shot Bish in the head. There would be ballistics. You’d be able to find who bought the gun, track them down maybe. We still have the gun.”

      Alex had gulped down half his third beer by now and was starting to enjoy the relaxed sensation running through him. Despite that, he was getting frustrated.

      “I agree, but I'm not sure you’re understanding what you're asking. The Great Barrier is everywhere. You deliver a dead body of a supernatural with a silver bullet in its head and a hundred things will happen. Somehow the coroner’s report will be lost. The person who does the dissection will see but not see. They’ll get sick. Somehow, things will suddenly get busy, There’ll be some unexplained emergency causing them to look away. They'll sign off on a death certificate with some nonsense and go on to the next job. I've seen normals step over a dead mermaid on the bench and when I asked one of them what they saw, they said it was a dead seal. What I saw was a half-naked woman spread out on the sand with a knife in her heart. What I felt was the Great Barrier pulling on me, urging me to cover it up, to hide it from the normals. What I saw as well were the other supernaturals in the area, pulled by the same force, and you know what we did? We pushed her back into the sea, letting the tide take her away just so the Great Barrier would stop hurting us,” Monroe said. He finished his beer and signaled for another. Alex gulped the last of his beer and then tapped on the bar again but Monroe waved Zig away.

      “That’s probably enough for now, especially when there are mages and an assassin over there waiting for you to screw up so they can kill you and cut your head off.”

      Alex couldn't help but look again at the mages staring daggers at him and the woman still with her hands in her lap.

      “Let them try. I’ll rip their faces off,” Alex said in a low tone.

      “Yeah, maybe. Except that mage who went out the front has gone to get his friends and eventually sheer weight of numbers will get you and then what will happen to your pack? What will your mates do then?”

      Alex grumbled to himself. He understood the logic of it. The wolf inside him was yelling at him to stand up and hurl fireballs into the back of the bar right into the mages then dive at the woman and stab her through the heart before she even had a chance to move.

      “It’s time for us to go now before those Ignis lads get back here,” Monroe said.

      “Those mages are Ignis? Haven’t you heard they’re out to kill me?”

      “That's what I hear, and this bar is not the time nor the place.”

      Monroe stood and began heading for the door. For a moment Alex thought he would just sit there, let the cop walk out and let the chips fall where they may. Then he saw the frightened look on Zig's face, or on Zig’s illusion at least.

      Sure he might win this fight but he would probably destroy the bar in the process. So, he stood up and headed for the door, walking backward, keeping an eye on the mages and the so-called assassin. It was only when he went outside that he shifted back to human form. Not fast enough though, the Great Barrier suddenly jolting him with a great lurch through his muscles and stinging pain in his neck. Alex stumbled for a moment, but Monroe helped right him quickly, pushing him out to the street and leading him down the road.

      “Car’s down this way. Come on,” Monroe said, setting off at a trot. Alex followed along until they reached the patrol car.

      “I just had the back cleaned but sorry you're sitting there,” Monroe said. Alex got in the backseat while Monroe got in the front, a wire mesh separating them.

      They took off with a lurch, a horn blaring at them as Monroe pulled into traffic. Alex had to grab onto the seat as Monroe went around a corner at high speed, changing lanes, and turning corners without warning.

      Now Alex was in human form his clothes were back and so was his bag. Despite getting jolted around, he managed to get it open and pull out the card that Zig had given him. It looked like a baseball card. On one side was an image of Alex's face in human form. It looked to be his driver’s license photo, taken off a database. Underneath it had his name, height, weight and general description. On the other side was an image of him in werewolf form, roaring, with blood streaked down his jaws.

      Alex had no idea how they'd gotten it. The image appeared to be taken from a high angle, someone up on a rooftop maybe? Alex saw there was an orange glow behind him. Was that a fire? Had someone been watching the Corvus outpost and managed to take a photograph of him?

      How did the Great Barrier work then? A supernatural could take a photograph and that was fine, but if they lost it, the camera suddenly malfunctioned or disintegrated thanks to the Great Barrier?

      Printed in large black letters the card said there was a one-hundred-thousand-dollar bounty for Alex dead.

      “A hundred-thousand-dollar bounty. I must be doing something right,” Alex said as they heaved around another corner.

      Monroe finally slowed and Alex saw they'd made it over to the far side of the city, practically out at the dying industrial zone again.

      “A hundred thousand dollars can bring you a lot of problems,” Monroe said. He was still checking his rearview mirror and turning seemingly at random, but it appeared whomever he'd been trying to evade was gone.

      “You know, there’s a Xavo address over here. How about you dropping me off out the front and I’ll go in and murder everyone. You can wait in the car,” Alex said, putting the card back in his bag.

      “That’s not a good idea. Xavo isn’t Corvus. That place you and Juno tore apart? I think it was a honey trap. They wanted you to tear it apart. They wanted you to kill those mages. I know you think you're strong but that many mages against just one werewolf and one witch? Just the law of averages says you should have taken a few more bullets,” Monroe said.

      Although the alcohol was still working on Alex, he understood Monroe had touched on something he had thought himself. Some of the attacks had been… weak? Or perhaps half-hearted. Even the little old lady had ripped his hand off. It had been her against him and his three mates. If someone had sprinkled some silver dust in that alleyway they could have taken him and Nia straight out.

      But it was too many layers, too many twists. Alex was ceasing to care whether he been set up in one way or the other, or whether the attacks were intended to set him against a particular enclave or were a series of false flags designed to start a war. All he knew was that there was a dead werewolf buried at his home and another who may never wake up. There was silver contaminating everything and even years later werewolves would suddenly be getting injured when a speck of it was pushed to the surface once more.

      “How about you take me to where Ignis is then?” Alex said, his mood growing darker.

      “No one knows where Ignis is. They have a lot more money which means they have wards on practically everything… good ones too. If you’re hoping to catch an Ignis mage you have to wait around the city and hope to see one driving by.”

      “What the hell is up with that, by the way? I saw one doing laps, casting the same spell over and over.”

      “That's what they do. But you should know that if you saw one Ignis mage in a car, there would be five others watching that you didn't see. They never travel alone, like those three in the bar.”

      Alex saw they were vaguely heading back to the city now, passing quite close to the factory where he'd fought mages a few times. Alex leaned against the door and looked out the window, idly glancing at the various for-sale signs that they passed. This part of the industrial area was well and truly dead and felt absolutely deserted.

      “You wanna be thankful Zig buzzed me otherwise—” Monroe didn't get to finish the sentence. Alex's head hit the window, smashing it as something exploded under the car, flipping it into the air. Alex instinctively changed to hybrid form as the car spun and then crashed to the ground, miraculously landing on four wheels. Apart from the broken glass, the blood running down the side of his face, and the ringing in his ears, Alex was reasonably okay. He blinked a few times, stars shooting in his vision and then realized they weren’t stars but magic coming from Monroe in the front seat. He had blood down the side of his neck and bits of glass in the side of his face. He was waving his hand, a stream of golden dust drifting out, sinking into the car. Maybe it was the alcohol, but Alex couldn't really sense what he was doing.

      “What the hell was that?” Alex groaned.

      “A goddamn assassin,” Monroe swore. Alex looked behind them but there was no one to be seen, the area deserted.

      “She’s hiding. You won't see her until her claw is in your heart,” Monroe said. He tried to start the engine, but it just coughed and died.

      “Let me out, and I’ll kill her,” Alex said, looking around and sniffing. All he could smell was fuel and car and the faint scent of pizza Monroe must've eaten in the front seat at some point.

      “No, she's deadly and far stronger than me right now and probably you too,” Monroe said. He tried the engine again and this time it started before suddenly dying.

      “Where the hell is she?” Alex said. He kept whipping around, hoping he’d see something, sniffing at the air, but it was no sign of any attacker.

      “She is a fae just like me, and right now she's almost at full strength,” Monroe said.

      Alex whipped his head around just in time for something to blur past his face and embed itself in the seat. It was a dart, the tip of which was covered in a green liquid.

      “She’s throwing poisoned darts!” Alex said, and tried to push on the door, but it was locked. The only way he was going to get out was if he ripped it off its hinges.

      “Yeah, they do that,” Monroe said, more golden dust falling from his hands. Abruptly, Alex felt a jolt and the entire back of the car rising. He realized it was the two rear tires re-inflating and then the front of the car went up. Monroe turned the ignition, the car started, and then he squealed out of there.

      Alex thought the initial drive was crazy, but this was insanity. Monroe hurtled towards the city like a bat out of hell, screaming around corners and bends, narrowly missing oncoming cars. It was only when they got close to Juno's that Alex realized where they were.

      “Call your mate. Get them to have the door open,” Monroe said. But Alex had shifted and his charm had taken his bag. He ducked down, shifted to human form, and grabbed his phone out—the burner. It had only one number programmed into it. He dialed it and Juno answered.

      “Juno's house of snooze. How can we snooze you?” she said in a chirpy tone. Alex heard Ruby say something snarky behind her.

      “Open the door. It’s Monroe and me. We’re coming right now, and we're being chased,” Alex blurted out.

      “On it,” Juno said. The phone went dead, and Alex shoved it back in the bag then shifted to hybrid again. Barely a minute later, they screeched to a stop in front of the house. Monroe leaped out and then pulled the door open.

      Alex stumbled out and the sudden stabbing pain of the Great Barrier forced him to shift to human form. The pain of it drove him to his knees.

      Monroe grabbed his arm and hauled him up the step to where Juno was waiting. Ruby was standing behind her, hands out crackling with electricity that was zapping from one fingertip to the other.

      Together, they crashed through the front door, and Juno slammed it shut. The feeling of the Great Barrier pulling on him evaporated, and Alex managed to stand up straight, taking deep breaths of air.

      “Hello Erasmus,” Ruby said, letting electricity die away from her fingertips.

      “Ruby. Always good to see you,” Monroe said. A piece of glass fell out of his hair and landed on the floor. Alex turned to him.

      “Your first name is Erasmus?” he said.
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      By the time Monroe left, Alex was shaking his head at what he learned about the weird world of the fae and also how wards on houses worked. After cleaning themselves up, and Juno casting a healing spell on the pair of them, Monroe had explained that over the course of about a month, following the cycles of the moon rather than the calendar, female fae grew stronger while the males grew weaker in equal measure.

      Finally, on their peak day of strength, the males would be at their weakest before it reversed, and over the next month the males would head for their peak of speed and physical power while the magic of the females grew weaker. They were currently about three days away from the female peak.

      Monroe had recognized the woman as soon as he'd seen her, so that explained his driving when they'd fled the bar. He'd been hoping to evade her but it had obviously been unsuccessful, and she’d cast a spell that exploded under the car, hoping to flip it over and crush the pair of them. Luckily it had landed upright. Monroe had a similar spell on his car to the one on Boris that meant if he poured magic into it, he could repair the damage so they could make their escape.

      This led to the next point about the house wards. Alex learned that there was a kind of look away on them, similar to the Great Barrier, that extended out from the house to the sidewalk surrounding it. With Monroe's police car parked within it, the attacking fairy wouldn't be able to see it, nor him, Alex, or the house. They would look, but look away. It still wasn't a perfect system of course. Although the spells were subtle, convincing you to look away, some supernaturals were able to overcome them or notice that they'd been sent off track. The fairy had likely found herself a few streets away before realizing what had happened but would then be able to pinpoint a vague location at least. Ruby had explained that with enough magic users approaching a concealed target, you could use the moment they lost focus to triangulate a hidden property to some degree. Again, it all depended on the strength of the wards and how they worked.

      Alex had shown the card to Juno and Ruby, which set off a lot of swearing and stomping around the house by Juno. Ruby just looked at the card then back at Alex. “Hundred thousand… might take up the offer myself,” she'd said.

      “Everyone stay safe now,” Monroe said, taking that as his cue to leave.

      Ruby followed him out and they chatted for a few minutes while Alex sat on the sofa, working on unclenching his muscles. He really could do with sitting in Roma’s chair.

      Or relaxing by taking her to bed…

      “Dude,” Alex said aloud at himself and rubbed his eyes.

      Monroe left and Alex had completely forgotten how’d he left the house that morning until Ruby poked him with an electrified finger, a jolt going up one arm, across his shoulders and down his body to his feet. He jumped away from her at the sting of it.

      “Hey!” he protested.

      “That's what you get for throwing a sleep crystal at me,” she said. She didn't seem too distressed about it overall, so Alex merely rubbed his arm and let it go.

      A thought crossed his mind.

      “Hey, is Monroe on the list for the house wards? How did he find this place otherwise?”

      He swore he saw a guilty look cross Ruby’s face but it was gone so quick he couldn’t be sure.

      “Keep your mind on your own business, wolf.”

      The alcohol Alex had drunk had well and truly worn off now, but then Ruby made him coffee and topped it up with a whiskey that was strong enough to nearly blow the top of his head off. Alex sat sipping it as he recounted going to Roma’s and selling the rings, making more rings and selling them for five thousand and then going to the bar. He left out how he felt about Roma, the desire to grab her, to drag her into bed and made sure not to comment on her physical features.

      Not her deep black hair or red lips, or the fact that she was just wearing shorts and a T-shirt underneath a large leather apron.

      Alex nearly slapped himself as his mind went off-track once more.

      Juno didn't know Roma, but Ruby said she thought she might have heard of a supernatural who sold magical furniture.

      Talking about what happened at the bar set Juno off again. She poked Alex in the arm a few times, swearing to all the goddesses and also Joe Pesci that Alex wouldn’t be allowed to go anywhere on his own ever again if she had anything to do with it.

      Alex made placating noises and eventually pulled Juno into his lap when she started sipping his whiskey-dosed coffee and calming down. Ruby, who had only asked a few questions while Alex talked, eventually finished her coffee and set the cup down on the table.

      “I was going to suggest that we follow up on the address Stephen left, and if it's owned by Xavo and there are mages there, we go in to do something horrible and public to them. But now, with this bounty, I think we need to move up the timetable on the heist,” she said.

      “Can we wait until April and Nia are back?” Juno asked.

      “If they come back soon, sure, but otherwise we just need to go. Alex, you have enough shield rings for your pack now, which is good, but who cares? At a hundred large for your head and Ignis, Xavo, and Corvus after you, you need a chunk of money so you can defend yourself. You need to hire some mercenaries of your own,” Ruby said.

      “You want me to hire mercenaries? Do werewolves usually do that?” Alex asked.

      “Sometimes. They hire witches usually. It's not cheap,” Ruby said.

      “Who are you thinking?” Juno asked, finishing off the last of Alex's coffee.

      “The Black Wings,” Ruby said.

      “The Black Wings! Where do you think we're getting that kind of money?” Juno said.

      “Hence the reason for the heist and moving it up.”

      “Can someone tell me what this heist is, exactly?” Alex said.

      “Yes, grandmother, could you please tell Alex this absolutely ridiculous idea for a heist that you had,” Juno said, as sweet as sugar.

      Ruby ignored her sarcasm.

      “There’s a certain vampire I've become aware of, and I believe at his mansion he has managed to collect a fantastic amount of gold. There are likely gems and other expensive things there too, but additionally there will be guards, locks, safes and security systems. Fortunately, this vampire is somewhat of a social butterfly and in a few days will be having a ball. I have already been given an invitation and will be stretching my plus one to include a werewolf, and a witch who should know better than to make fun of her grandmother,” Ruby said.

      Juno gave a dismissive snort, hopped off Alex's lap and fell flat on her face, her shoelaces tied together.

      Alex couldn't help but laugh but then quickly stifled it when Juno rolled over and glared at him.

      “I swear I'm gonna find the worst old folk’s home in the whole country,” Juno said trying to get her shoelaces untied. Ruby continued to ignore her.

      “If your two mates get back in time then we can all go. We’ll take the sleep crystals, put them in strategic locations, attend the ball, and then during it we’ll rob him blind,” Ruby said

      Alex took a moment to digest just what she was saying.

      “Isn’t that dangerous doing this with so many people there? Wouldn’t it be better to go when there were fewer people and presumably fewer guards?”

      “I thought that at first, but the good thing about a ball and a lot of wandering guests with various supernatural powers is that the guards will be constantly distracted, especially with what I plan to do to them.”

      “I don’t know… I mean am I suddenly robbing people just for money? Why pick a vampire then? Why not become a full criminal and rob someone's house if I’m going to do that? Or a bank? The Great Barrier will just wipe all the security feeds, right?” Alex said.

      “If it helps you, please be assured that this vampire is just as bad as any other vampire. Vicious and cruel, his finger in all the pies, a hideous monster, a leech on this realm, amassing his ill-gotten fortune that we will relieve him of. Besides, this is my favor you promised me. I want it. I want you to help me rob him,” Ruby said.

      Alex felt a strange pressure in the air as she spoke. It almost felt like the Great Barrier, as though there was something waiting near him, ready to snap down on his body if he said no. Juno had finally got her shoelaces undone and stood up. Her face had gone serious as her grandmother had spoken.

      Alex sat back in his chair, realizing that it appeared he had no choice. Although he just managed to collect around four and a half thousand, it was becoming quickly obvious he’d need a lot more, especially if he wanted to stay alive.

      “I’ll do it. So, how much gold is there? How much of it do we get to keep, and what is this vampire's name?” Alex said.

      “I think it's well into the millions, you can have fifteen percent, and one of the names he uses is Prince,” Ruby said.

      “Fifteen percent! That's highway robbery” Juno exploded.

      Alex took himself to the kitchen and made himself another coffee as the two of them started arguing about the percentage that Alex and his pack would be able to keep, Juno waving her arms around and Ruby doing the same. He didn't top this coffee up with whiskey, but instead took it back to the lounge and sat down the sofa, putting his feet up. The chair wasn't quite as comfortable as the one at Roma’s but it was good enough. As Alex sipped his coffee, his mind strayed back to her. He saw the image of her walking ahead of him, following that cute little butt, swaying from side to side into the back room that was half woodshop and half apartment. He saw the bed with the silks draped from the ceiling. Alex blocked out the two witches arguing and sipped his coffee, letting his imagination run free.
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      Three days passed quickly, and Alex spent most of them down in the basement, enchanting rings. He fell into a pattern. Get up, eat breakfast, go to the basement, and enchant rings, until he exhausted his natural mana and the sex magic. Then he'd return upstairs, and once Juno got back from selling the rings, he’d drag her to the bedroom to recharge, rinse and repeat. Juno’s silence spell was coming in handy although it would have been obvious to anyone what they were doing.

      In just three days they had close to thirty thousand. The rings, according to Juno, selling like hotcakes. Although Alex dreamed of suddenly becoming a multimillionaire, something that seemed that would solve a lot of problems all at once, by the third day sales were starting to slow as Juno exhausted all the places to sell them. There were only so many the market could take.

      She’d even visited Roma’s and came back to make some pointed comments about how pretty she was.

      Alex wisely kept his mouth shut.

      On the morning of the fourth day, Alex awoke alone in bed to the sound of excited talking in the lounge room. He quickly got dressed and rushed down there to find Nia and April had returned. They and Juno were talking a mile a minute. As soon as he saw them, they both jumped on Alex. If Ruby hadn't been in the kitchen cooking and Alex hadn't been so hungry, he would have just dragged them straight to the bedroom then and there.

      After getting reacquainted, they quickly went back to talking about the amount of money they'd made from enchanting and selling the rings. Although they were all excited about it, soon the conversation turned to the black liquid that had come out of Jasper.

      “Well, the bad news is, I couldn't discover how it works at all,” April said.

      “Why’s that?” Alex said.

      “It's otherworldly,” April said.

      “As in not from this planet?”

      “As in not from this realm. Not from this plane of existence. There was stuff in it that liquid that doesn't exist here at all. I couldn’t even identify what it was,” April said.

      “So, the conspiracy rumors about black liquid coming out of dead leaders, like maybe it’s being used to control them now has a new level? It’s more other realms stuff?” Juno said.

      April shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. I'm damn good at what I do, and I analyzed it as much as I could in every single way and it's not from here. There’s a kind of signature on everything, and the signature on that stuff is totally different.”

      “Those other realms nutters are gonna go crazy if this gets out,” Juno said with a sigh.

      “Can someone catch me up please?” Alex said.

      “There are some scholars,” Nia began.

      “Crazy people,” Juno said.

      “Scholars, and possibly crazy people, who think there are other realms of existence. You know, parallel dimensions and all that. But it's always the same. Someone finds a rock or a gem or something they claim is from this mysterious other realm, except of course no one is allowed to study it or it vanishes or whatever. There are powerful magic users around and if there are other realms, they would have found their way to them by now,” Nia said.

      “So, that black liquid is proof in an ongoing magical argument?” Alex said.

      “Not really. Even the sample I had was degrading, and although there’s some back home in the village, I think it’s going to be useless before too long,” April said

      The three girls went back to talking about the money, especially what they could buy with it while Alex chewed over what April had told him. If the black liquid exerted some kind of control, that meant someone was influencing or controlling Jasper. That the liquid possibly came from some other realm of existence didn't really matter. After all, from what Alex had seen, werewolves had been screwed over the centuries, marginalized, and shoved off their land, and given a token seat at the table that ultimately meant nothing. What did it matter if there was some other force trying to screw them over? Just get in line, buddy.

      “Breakfast,” Ruby called from the kitchen. Breakfast today was a bacon and egg and mixed vegetable scramble. To Alex, it tasted a bit like a pizza as Ruby had added olives,  chopped tomato, and even dropped in dollops of pizza sauce into it as it was cooking. It looked like a horrible, churned-up mess on the plate but tasted amazing.

      April repeated her findings to Ruby, but she didn't have anything new to add. Ruby had heard the rumors too.

      As they were finishing breakfast, Juno took a call, then grabbed Alex by the arm and dragged him downstairs, to where the house wards were, telling him that Jacob, Esme, Lydia, and Jeremiah were in town.

      “This is how you add someone to the wards so they can find the house,” Juno said. Beside the house ward batteries was blank wall. As Alex watched, Juno pressed a hand against it. He felt a minor ripple of magic in the air.

      “Please add Jacob and Esme,” Juno said. Then she removed her hand and told Alex to do the same. He pressed his hand against the wall, then to his surprise saw a spell screen open.

      “Please add Lydia and Jeremiah,” he said aloud as their names appeared on it, first in red and then they changed to green. Then he took his hand away and the spell screen disappeared.

      “And that's it,” Juno said.

      Alex thought back to when Nia had brought him to see Juno.

      “Did you have to add me to this that first time I came here?”

      She shook her head. “Some people have a type of open permission, so if they willingly bring someone here they’re included as well. Nia is on that list, so she brought you and it was all fine.”

      They went back upstairs, and it wasn't long before there was a rap on the door.

      “Nice place,” Jacob said as Alex let them in. The teenager immediately gravitated over to the pile of truly awful movies that Juno had collected. That'd also been part of the last three days, Juno forcing Alex to watch yet another in the horrifically bad Airbud series. Thankfully, Ruby had taken pity on him and served him coffees that were ninety-five percent whiskey.

      “Esme, Lydia, Jeremiah, welcome, come in,” Alex said.

      Jeremiah just nodded, while Esme and Lydia walked through the place like they owned it, going straight to the kitchen where they met Ruby. Within minutes they were suddenly getting along like a house on fire. Nia, Juno, and April soon joined them in the kitchen, leaving Alex, Jacob, and Jeremiah in the lounge room, listening to the noise.

      “While they're doing that, let’s get the hell out here,” Alex said. He braved the kitchen briefly to get a handful of cash and Boris’s keys, slipping in and out before anyone noticed what he was doing. Soon, he was driving away from the house with Jeremiah in the passenger seat and Jacob in the back.

      “Good trip?” Alex asked.

      “It was okay,” Jeremiah said. Alex hadn't had much to do with him, but already understood that Jeremiah barely spoke.

      “Jacob, any troubles along the way?” Alex said.

      “Just that bad smell as you get closer to the city,” Jacob said. He had the window open and although he was in human form, he was still sniffing at the air. Now they'd been back long enough, Alex had desensitized to it.

      Soon they were at the Grease Trap, Alex telling them to order whatever they wanted, and then buying half the menu himself. The food came quickly, and Jacob was like a kid in a candy store, eating a bit of everything, stuffing his mouth full of bacon followed by a pancake and gulping down juice and coffee. Jeremiah ate at a steady pace like an unrelenting machine, polishing off three plate plates of bacon and eggs with all the sides. Alex did much the same. Although he was focusing on his food he did notice there was a table of teenage girls nearby who were openly gawking at Jacob but, as usual, the young werewolf was completely oblivious.

      Eventually they finished, Jacob crudely letting out a loud burp, causing the girls to break out into laughter. It was the kind of noise designed to get him to look at them. Alex and Jeremiah shared a glance, and for the first time the big man broke a smile at the young werewolf's obliviousness.

      “So, what's been going on back home,” Alex finally asked.

      “Things are still running as they usually do,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex didn't want to start pumping Jacob for information, not in front of Jeremiah who, although he wasn't in charge of the pack in Alex's absence, was definitely one of the senior figures. Another idea came to him, something his stepmother used to do and only admitted to him years later. Whenever she wanted to talk with him, she would take him for a drive.

      There was something about focusing on the road and what was around them that got teenagers talking. Alex figured it would work on Jeremiah so he paid the bill and they got back into Boris, heading off in a random direction.

      “No more signs of mages or anything like that?” Alex asked, once they were underway.

      “We’re patrolling the territory as best we can. There have been a few footprints of other werewolves, but no mages,” Jeremiah said, looking out the window.

      “I have a lot of shield rings now, and also fireball and healing rings, that you can all take back. Enough for every member of the pack and some spare, so the next time someone tries something they’re getting a big surprise.”

      “A fireball ring! Awesome!” Jacob said, bouncing around the back seat. Alex suddenly remembered the kid gulping down cups of coffee along with his meal. How many had he had exactly?

      “That's good,” Jeremiah said.

      “I have some more money too, so I think we can start up food shipments. I also have some plans to buy security cameras and set them up in the territory,” Alex said.

      Out of the corner of his eye he saw Jeremiah frown.

      “Werewolves don't usually use security cameras,” Jeremiah finally said.

      “I get that it's defend the territory with the pack you have, but when people are walking out of the forest with guns, why shouldn't we use any technology we can? I mean, what's the difference between the shifter charm, the fireball ring, and a trail cam?” Alex said. For a moment he thought he might have pushed it too far, and that Jeremiah would shut down but then the big werewolf just sighed.

      “You’re right, there’s not really a difference. It's just that magic is uncomfortable for werewolves. Those that hurt us use it all the time. So, if we buy shifter rings and other things, ultimately, we’re funding mages. No one wants to buy weapons from their enemies. That spreads out to other technology too. You tell the pack that you want to buy security cameras and they’ll accept it. You tell you want to get together in a bloodthirsty pack and go on a rampage they’ll love you,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex nodded but didn't say anything, turning in random directions, not really paying attention to where they were going, until he suddenly recognized the street. They'd headed out to the industrial area of the rundown factories and abandoned homes. It was out here that the fairy had attacked him and Monroe.

      Alex realized with a shock that he’d completely forgotten about her after three days of enchanting and dragging Juno to their bedroom and being forced to watch Air Bud sequels. He’d just wandered out of the house to get breakfast like there wasn’t a bounty on his head.

      He also realized it wasn't far to the Xavo address that Stephen had left behind. Alex turned down a street, slowly approaching the familiar abandoned factory. It was still abandoned, of course, and there in the entranceway, the concrete was smooth like glass, the result of Alex interfering in a spell that somehow trapped mages and their car inside it, incinerating them to nothing.

      “What is all this out here?” Jacob asked. He had his head out the window like the family dog on a road trip.

      “Abandoned factories, abandoned homes, it’s all empty and worthless,” Alex said. They passed the factory and the decaying homes around it and then Alex turned, finally heading in a vague direction towards the city.

      “Why don’t you buy some of it and set up an outpost of your own?” Jeremiah said out of nowhere. Alex had to check to see whether the werewolf was joking, but he was staring out the front, his face completely smooth.

      “Don’t werewolves hate the city?” Alex asked.

      “Initially, yes, all the pollution and how disgusting it smells. But after a few days, no. You can't get bacon and eggs like that. There’s a lot to be said for civilization. Besides, if those mages are going to keep coming to try to kill us, shouldn't we set up part of the pack out here, to at least to keep an eye on them and then as a staging ground?”

      “Wow, living in a rundown, abandoned old home. Sounds awesome. I'm so glad I joined this pack,” Jacob said with as much sarcasm as only a teenager could muster.

      Alex had to laugh, although he knew Jacob was being at least eighty percent truthful. He slowed a little as he looked at the various factories and abandoned homes around them. There were for-sale signs everywhere. Some of them had been up so long that they'd had rotted away or been vandalized. It would be possible to buy out here for next to nothing.

      As Alex’s mind started churning over, he started to see all kinds of advantages. There wasn't really anyone living out here except for a few squatters, which meant if he built a high enough fence the Great Barrier would largely leave them alone. There was rarely any traffic in the area either which meant if there was ever an attack, he would hopefully hear and see it coming.

      One of the main advantages he could see was that plenty of the factories had fences around them and had been built to keep people out. Even now as they drove, they passed a high brick fence that had a dominating factory behind it. It had been a steelworks at some point in the past. It had enormous spiked iron gates locked with a rusted chain. Alex had sudden visions of enchanting for days on end, getting a chunk of money, and buying up properties, moving some of the werewolves into them. Although staying at Juno's was amazing, there was no way that house could hold any more than it already did.

      “You know, it's not such a bad idea,” Alex murmured.

      “It wasn't distance that kept the Greenacre pack safe,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex hadn’t really talked much about Jasper and the suspected corruption. Even the costs of keeping a small pack well-fed were quite high, and from what Alex understood, although werewolves would go to the city to work and send money back, most of the Greenacre pack stayed out in the wilderness. So, Jasper had to be getting the money from somewhere and corruption was an easy answer.

      “If I split the pack doesn’t that mean another pack will just come and take the land out there?” Alex said.

      “Yes, that is what will happen. But I'm not sure that's a good place for our pack right now,” Jeremiah said.

      “Why not? It has fresh air, places for us to live, and it is ours and there are boars and all kinds of things to hunt,” Jacob blurted out from the backseat.

      Jeremiah didn't even turn around. “Our alpha is under attack which means we're under attack. At the moment, that's a large territory we can't defend and it’s a great distance away from resources. If you want to live in a place that made it easy for mages to kill us without a single witness, that's where you’d pick,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex was surprised at what he was hearing. At first, he assumed Jeremiah was just a strong and silent type but he’d seen there was a greater depth, more than he had known.

      Still, the idea of abandoning the territory entirely? Alex knew the pack would do what he wanted, but really, what was the endgame here? Abandon the territory, bring them all to Baxter and put them in falling down homes, so they could be on a permanent war footing?

      Although Alex knew he could enchant more rings and bring in more money, the big question would be what would the werewolves do all day? Try to get jobs driving taxis and serving coffee?

      Looking around at the urban blight, Alex wasn't entirely sure he liked the idea much either. The wolf inside him certainly didn't. Although it would put up with it, he wanted trees, open spaces, and prey to hunt.

      “So, you think I should move the pack here, buy some land, then go hunting mages?” Alex said.

      “They shot Bish in the head. I mean no disrespect to your mate's father, but I feel Julius has been a fool for far too long. We cannot have civilized werewolves while we still live in the wilderness. We cannot compete or defend ourselves against the mages or the vampires when they can use every trick they know to take our land away from us. I joined the Greenacre pack because it was the most modern view on absolute change. There is land here, and there are jobs, and if we are in their face and part of society, we cannot be forgotten and dismissed so easily. Aside from the witches, most supernaturals don't even think of us. We’re just wild things that live out there somewhere, squatting in the mud. We need to do something to change that,” Jeremiah said.

      “Okay, but if I have to live over here, can we least get one of those gigantic televisions that are like twelve feet across with super surround sound?” Jacob said.

      “What, you want to play videogames with Yvonne?” Alex said.

      “Yvonne? Why would she want to play videogames with me?” Jacob said.

      Alex and Jeremiah just chuckled to themselves as a very confused Jacob watched them as they drove back home.
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      “Hate to see you leave, but, baby, love watching you go,” April called out as Alex walked away from Boris. He turned back to look at his three grinning mates. They were all dressed in identical red dresses that showed off cleavage and leg. Nia was wearing the stolen necklace with the green emerald while Juno and April were wearing simple gold, the jewelry taken from Ruby’s jewelry box. Just looking back at them, he felt the urge to grab the three of them and take them somewhere private but they'd been given their instructions and Ruby had warned them to follow them to the T.

      “Come on, let's go,” he said. He enjoyed a moment as his three mates came slinking towards him, then turned away, so the blood flow wouldn't go south, and looked at the enormous mansion in front of them.

      This was Prince’s mansion, the vampire. It was evening, just past twilight, and they were over in the rich part of Baxter where there were enormous estates with manicured gardens and silver-tipped spiked fences.

      Alex had noticed them as they had driven in with Ruby behind the wheel.

      Thinking of Ruby, Alex took a quick look around, but she was nowhere to be seen. The moment she’d parked the car, she grabbed the box of sleep crystals from the trunk and vanished off into the darkness. Ruby was wearing an evening gown too and high heels, and Alex had no idea how she was able to move so fast in them. As he looked around he caught the sight of patrolling guards, each one of them giant men with no necks. Alex let out a breath and tried to relax.

      “See you soon,” Jeremiah said. He was waiting in Boris, their getaway driver. Jacob had been left at home with Esme and Lydia and hadn’t been happy about it until promised he could order as many pizzas as he wanted.

      Nia took him Alex one arm and April by the other. Juno slinked ahead of them, heading towards the mansion.

      Alex tried to keep his eyes off her hips swaying from side to side, but it was difficult. The thoughts in his mind were one-track.

      The closer they got to the mansion, the larger he realized it was. It had to be three or four stories at least. At the front there were large marble pillars like something from the Pantheon. There were giant double, mahogany wooden doors ornately carved and guarded by two female supermodels, wearing killer suits. As they got closer, Alex realized they were twins, although one had black hair and the other was blonde. Juno pulled the invitation out of nowhere.

      “Venetia, Histria,” she said.

      The blonde supermodel, Venetia apparently, glanced at the invitation, then gave Juno a scathing look.

      “Firstly, this is plus one and you have three,” she said.

      Histria took the invitation from her. “Secondly, this has your grandmother's name on it, not yours.”

      “That is true, but do you think the daughter of Hera goes anywhere without her entourage?” Juno said.

      A worried glance passed between Venetia and Histria that seemed loaded with meaning. Alex suddenly felt like he was underage, trying to sneak into a club.

      “Well, no…” Histria mumbled.

      “Excellent! Everyone with me,” Juno proclaimed, and she marched forward pulling them along in her wake. For a moment it looked like the models might say something but then they let them go.

      They emerged into a frankly ridiculous entrance area that screamed wealth. Two enormous dark wooden staircases led to the second floor. The railings were gold. Glittering chandeliers hung above them. Even the patterned wallpaper shimmered. To each side were large archways, blocked off by unsmiling guards and red velvet ropes. The stairways had ropes across them but no guards. There was art on every surface—paintings with ornate frames, marble busts and other sculptures.

      “Vampires always have money,” April murmured in Alex's ear. Juno confidently walked ahead, leading them toward a second pair of large engraved doors. There were two doormen in suits greeting people as they went through. They at least seem much happier than the two supermodels outside. They passed through the second doors without challenge and into the ballroom which seemed larger than a football field. There were multiple chandeliers hanging everywhere. The ceiling itself glimmered with sparkles like distant stars. Marble pillars were set throughout the room, and there were long swatches of colored fabrics hanging from them, partitioning sections off. Gentle orchestral music played from an unseen source. There were people moving through the hall and most of the men were in suits, like Alex, while the women were glittering in gold and gems.

      “I hear that's diamonds embedded in the roof,” Juno said, pointing up.

      “I say cheap lights, but no one has ever got close enough to find out,” April said, waving over a waiter. She grabbed four glasses of champagne in tall flutes and passed them around. Alex forced himself to sip it rather than gulping it down.

      “Using my name to get into places still, I see.”

      Alex turned and gave a double blink at what was surely another Juno. The woman approaching them had blonde hair and was wearing a blood-red gown with a gold necklace that looked heavy enough to seriously clobber someone.

      “What other benefits are there to being your daughter otherwise?” Juno replied archly.

      Alex glanced at April, who seemed unperturbed. This is Hera, Juno’s mother? She looked the same damn age!

      “Excellent bone structure? A razor-sharp wit… although darling I fear your father may have blunted yours.”

      “Yes, he was rather worn down for some reason. I wonder why?” Juno said.

      They were watching each other the way cats do when they’re preparing to fight.

      Juno’s mother looked away from her daughter and smiled at Alex.

      “Nice to meet you, I’m Jadis.”

      “That’s a bad joke and you have to stop it. Her name is Hera,” Juno said, deadpan.

      She got a pinch for her trouble.

      “Ow! What was that for?” Juno protested, rubbing her arm.

      “One, for ruining my joke and two, for burning my back fence.”

      “You haven’t even been home! How do you know about that?”

      Hera cupped her hands around her mouth, forming a loudspeaker. “Hello, I’m a powerful witch. Have we met?”

      “I wish we hadn’t met,” Juno muttered.

      “April, Nia, good to see you both. I see you’ve fallen in with the same suddenly famous werewolf.”

      They all shared kisses, Alex’s brain still not quite working at the sight of Juno’s mother appearing to be her twin. Eventually something clunked into gear.

      “What have you heard?” he said.

      Hera flittered her fingers, imitating something flying away.

      “This and that. I’ll tell you everything if you do me a favor,” she said.

      “No deal! No favors!” Juno said, leaping in front of Alex.

      “Your loss. He’s adorable darling but please do try not to get bitten harder than is good for you.”

      Juno kissed Hera on the cheek and the snap of the emotional whiplash from fighting to calm and happy was palpable. Alex wasn’t sure what to think. Was their fight all just an act? Maybe this was how witches showed affection?

      “Mutton dressed as lamb,” Juno called out to Hera as she walked away.

      “Lamb who wishes she looked as good as this,” Hera called back.

      “That’s your mother? She looks so young,” Alex said the moment she was out of earshot.

      “She’s a witch, she can look whatever way she wants. You have to be careful around the magic ones, they’re not always as they appear,” Juno said.

      “Shall we look around?” April said, waving in the general direction of the crowd.

      They walked deeper into the ballroom. Alex wasn’t sure exactly what diamonds were worth but there was a fortune of them on display tonight. They passed a fabric partition and Alex couldn’t help but notice a tall woman with dyed blue hair who must have been seven feet at least, towering over her companions. She had a green gem the size of a baseball around her neck.

      “That’s Portia. Was a serious contender for next head witch until her accident,” Juno said.

      “What happened to her?” Alex asked.

      “Spell gone wrong. She used to be the same size as everyone else. Now she’s slowly growing and so far there’s nothing anyone can do about it. Eventually her heart will give out,” Juno said.

      She was all so matter-of-fact about it, like they were discussing a tree or something, rather than a person.

      Alex turned to look around, and almost crashed into a man who had loomed up beside him.

      “My mistress would like to speak with you. She is waiting for a dance,” he said. He pointed to the far side of the dance floor where there was a woman waiting in an exquisite green gown. She had to be in her mid-forties, but still had the body of a cheerleader. Her hair was so black, it was almost blue, and between her red lips and pale skin, she looked slightly like a demented Snow White.

      Alex turned to Juno, but she was nodding and waving him on.

      “Go, go,” she whispered.

      Although tonight was mostly about Ruby’s heist, Alex also had hearts and minds and getting noticed on his agenda. There were mages, vampires, witches and other supernaturals at the ball. Sure, some of them might try to collect the bounty but it was a risk he was willing to take. He had to stop being a rumor and become real to these supernaturals.

      Alex handed back his now-empty champagne glass to Juno and followed the man around the edge of the dance floor and over to the woman.

      “Alex Lowe, may I introduce Isabella Antoinette,” he said and then melted away into the crowd.

      Isabella was even more stunning up close up than from afar. She was only slightly shorter than Alex and had to be wearing a fortune in jewels. The green dress she was wearing had left her shoulders uncovered and Alex saw she had a swirling tattoo down one arm, deep red like a flame. He couldn't be sure but he thought it moved when he looked at it.

      “Nice to meet you,” Alex said, falling back on his default.

      “Come and dance with me, so people may see you dancing with me,” Isabella said.

      He couldn't quite place her accent but she certainly wasn't from around here. Alex took her offered hand and led her out onto the dance floor. Although he hadn't enjoyed it at the time, Jane, his stepmother, had made him take dance lessons so he wasn’t an uncoordinated wreck out on the dance floor like most other teenagers his age. In later years, Alex was very grateful she’d done this. As it turned out, girls liked a guy who could dance.

      Although it had been a little while since he’d last danced, Alex smoothly took her hand and put the other on her back, just above her waist, and together they began moving to the music. Now they were close together, he could smell her perfume. It was something exotic and when he first breathed in, he smelt leaves and fruit, but then a moment later it was sand.

      “The perfume changes every minute to another scent designed to elicit nostalgia,” Isabella said.

      “I can smell sand, like the beach,” Alex said.

      “Did you spend a lot of time at the beach as a child?” Isabella asked.

      “Only a few holidays with my stepmother. We didn't have that much money, but I remember she took me once when I was about ten and it was amazing,” Alex said.

      “I remember the beaches of my homeland, some of them the same as here, golden or white sand. The ones closest to my home were black volcanic sand and when the waves came in, the water would disappear through it. I haven't seen my home in many years, not since a mad dictator took it over, and we had to flee,” she said.

      They moved and spun, Alex not quite sure what to say. His first impulse was to say he knew how she felt, considering his entire life had been torn apart after discovering he was a werewolf and then a mage.

      “Do you think you'll ever be able to return?” Alex asked.

      “Only if a great number of things go right, and only if there is an army waiting because the dictator will still need to killed,” Isabella said.

      Alex saw more than one pairs of eyes on them, various men and women in the crowd, doing their best to look and then not be caught looking. Nia was waiting over near the bar, sipping on a cocktail, but April and Juno were nowhere to be seen. Alex even took a quick look as they spun again, hoping to spot April's pink hair but she was nowhere in the ballroom.

      Ruby had given them times to do things, but it wasn't time yet, so he wondered where they'd gone.

      “Someone you're looking for? Am I not enough for you?” Isabella said and gently pinched him on the arm through his suit. Alex focused back on her. Even though she was just some random woman he’d met at a party, no girl liked to be ignored.

      “Just trying to see one of my mates. I'm not sure where she’s gone,” Alex said.

      “Ah, yes, the werewolf who did not know he was a werewolf. A most curious story, and you can cast spells too, something no werewolf has ever done. Is this true?” Isabella asked.

      If there hadn't been here to rob Prince, Alex would have summoned the healing flame to his finger, but that wasn't part of the plan, so he merely nodded.

      “That's right. Almost twenty-five years under some mysterious spell that kept me hidden and also stopped me going insane because I'd never shifted. After it broke, a weredog almost killed me. It would have if it hadn't been for my mate, Nia, the redhead by the bar,” Alex said.

      Isabella glanced over and gave a gentle smile.

      “She is a beautiful one indeed. Is it true you've been making your own spells, enchanting your own rings?” she asked.

      Alex had a moment again where he wondered how much he should say, then he just decided to tell her. After all, they were getting attacked anyway, and the more rumors about him spread, particularly that he had weapons, perhaps insane mages would have second thoughts.

      “The ring on my left hand is a fireball spell—three charges—I wrote it myself and enchanted it. It only took a few minutes all in to make the enchantment. I've been able to make thirty to fifty rings a day and still come back for more the next. Does that answer your question?” he said.

      “That's very impressive. Do you think the mages want to kill you because of that?”

      “I suppose so. How did you know I was enchanting rings?”

      “I am quite high in the witches’ coven, not the top, but close to it and it does not escape our attention when a witch whose mate is a werewolf mage begins selling rings that no one has ever seen before.”

      Alex briefly wondered if Juno knew who Isabella was, but guessed she had, considering the way she had urged him to go over to her.

      “I understand that witches are partial to werewolves. What would it take to get you and yours to help me and mine to stop those attacking us?”

      The song they were dancing to had transitioned to another. It was faster, and they sped up their beat, Alex spinning Isabella and then pulling her back against him. He wasn't rough about it, but it wasn't a gentle spin either as he pulled her body against his.

      “We do like werewolves, but it is important that their bite is far worse than their bark.” Then she stopped abruptly and touched Alex on the face before kissing him briefly on the lips. Her perfume had changed again and now smelled like a garden. Alex caught the scent of jasmine, the vines that had grown outside the house he’d grown up in with Jane.

      “And so far, darling, your bites have been nibbles. So, if you would like our help, make sure you use those sharp teeth,” Isabella said before stalking away.

      Alex stood still for a moment, still tasting her on his lips before he realized that everyone was staring. The music was still playing though, so got himself together, and walked off the dance floor over to where Nia was at the bar. She silently passed him a cocktail that was as black as ink. He gulped a mouthful. It was a coffee martini.

      “Is kissing one of the senior witches part of Ruby’s plan? Because I don’t remember that,” Nia said, completely deadpan.

      “She kissed me,” Alex said, then immediately shook his head at how feeble the denial sounded. The truth was that as he been dancing with her, moving her body with his hands, ideas had been crossing his mind. That feeling of being a sex-crazed teenager was back again and now it was every night and every day he was with his mates and apparently it still wasn't enough.

      “You looked for a moment that you wanted to take her to bed,” Nia said. She finished her drink and waved to the bartender for another.

      Alex gulped the rest of his down but didn’t ask for another, wanting to stay on the alert. But as the alcohol plumed down to his stomach he decided just to tell the truth.

      “I don’t know what's happening to me. I think I’m going sex-crazed. Maybe it's from generating all the sex magic and then using it. You know, like Juno said, the magic you use changes you, so if you’re into death you start focusing on death all the time. At first it was pain that was a problem since my hand got ripped off and regrown, but now hardly any time goes by, and is just sex, sex, sex, on my mind all the time,” he said in a low tone to Nia. Even as he spoke about it, he touched her waist and moved closer. Nia had taken her drink but hadn't taken a sip. Her eyes were wide open and alarmed.

      “Have you,” she started to say and then lowered her voice to a whisper, stepping closer to Alex so her lips were by his ear, “Have you had any kind of blackout during sex at all? Like lost time?” she whispered.

      Goosebumps crawled up his neck at the feeling of her breath on his ear. Alex had to pull away from her, feeling a sudden rush of heat, and started focusing on the lights hung up behind the bar rather than looking at her, her cleavage, and the way the dress fell on her body.

      “Yeah, I did, not too long ago,” Alex said.

      Nia gulped her drink down like she was taking a shot and then put the glass on the bar before letting out a gasp at the strong alcohol.

      “I keep forgetting you didn’t grow up a werewolf,” she said, taking a few deep breaths. She looked around the immediate area, which was quite crowded.

      “Finish your drink or bring it with you. I need to talk to you in private,” she said.

      Alex gulped down the rest of his martini. He allowed himself to be pulled by Nia away from the bar and through the hall. As they passed some of the fabric partitions hanging from the ceiling, he saw that part of the hall had been set up as an art gallery.

      There were exquisite statues and paintings and people wandering around, looking at them as waiters circulated carrying trays with food and glasses of champagne. There was a cluster of statues of naked young men all grinning, except for one with his hands out as though begging. Not far away was a tall man with sleek black hair in a suit that must have cost more than what most people make a year. Alex nearly stumbled when he saw Roma standing beside him. The last time he’d seen her had been behind the counter wearing a leather apron.

      Tonight she was wearing a sleek black gown that fit her curves in all the right places. Alex felt the urge to howl at the moon in pure appreciation for it.

      He saw the man put his arm around Roma and saw her flinch at the touch.

      “That’s Prince, the vampire,” Nia muttered, tugging on Alex’s arm.

      Mad thoughts swirled. What is that goddamn vampire doing touching his mate! Roma was his!

      For a moment their eyes met. He saw Roma notice him and then Nia pulled him away. He wasn't quite sure how she knew where she was going, but after a moment she’d found a door out of the hall and had pulled him into a small corridor. That led to stairs going up and down. Without hesitating, Nia pulled him down the stairs, around the corner, and along a corridor. The floor was covered in a rich, red carpet that muffled their footsteps.

      “Should we be down here?” Alex asked. He was still trying to find his equilibrium. Roma his mate? What nonsense was that?

      “It's fine,” Nia said. They passed a door and from inside Alex heard a girl giggling and the sound of a man. He guessed they weren’t the first guests to leave the party to find somewhere private. Nia went to the next door down the corridor, but it was locked. The third along, however, was open, so she pulled him inside and closed the door.

      Alex got the briefest glimpse of the room—a rich solid desk with an enormous leather chair, a world globe, bookcases, some paintings and a statue of a nude girl in fine marble—before Nia flung herself at him, her hand scrabbling for his belt. Her mouth tasted like fruit from the cocktail. Alex wasn't quite sure what was going on, but in the state he was in, he went with it. Nia soon had his pants undone, her hand wrapped around his cock, kissing him everywhere and then suddenly kneeling, enveloping him. Alex tried to stifle a moan as he half fell back against the door, hoping he wasn’t being too loud. He tried to keep his eyes open, but the pleasure was too intense, although the view was quite worth it; Nia in her spectacular red dress, on her knees with the gold necklace with a green emerald around her neck. She moved back and forth but it was only for a few minutes and Alex realized that while she was on her knees, she was trying to take her underwear off with one hand and having a hard time of it. He finally saw what she was doing, so he pulled her up, losing connection, Nia letting out a disappointed sigh.

      Nearby there was an exquisite sofa in dark leather. Alex pushed Nia towards it and tried not to fall over because his pants were around his ankles. She got the hint and moved over to it, bending over the arm and lifting her dress. Alex managed to kick off his shoes and get his pants off, and although he knew that no girl wanted to see a naked man in socks, he just couldn't wait. He pulled up Nia's dress and grabbed her underwear. They were already half down so he completed the job and pulled them to the floor. As he did, he then kneeled down behind Nia, quickly giving her a kiss on one butt cheek before plunging his tongue in between them.

      Now it was Nia's turn to moan as Alex began to lick. She bent further over the sofa arm, holding onto it and spreading her legs. Alex kept licking, feeling like a wild animal. Eventually he couldn’t hold himself back and he stood up, plunging into her. Nia had painted her nails bright red and now Alex saw they set off well against the dark leather of the sofa as she held on tight. She was slightly off-balance, having to hold on with all her might, her breathing in gasps. Alex felt that same madness again, that crazed sexual desire, that made him want to drag Nia somewhere and spend the whole day in bed with her. It felt a little like the rage that came, the wild, that threw him into the blackness but not quite.

      Alex faintly heard a low giggle and the sound of the man's voice from the room two doors down the corridor, and instead of ignoring it, he felt a flush of anger. How dare another man be anywhere near his mate? Alex pushed it away, and visions of marching down there, kicking the door open, and ripping the man's head off.

      Nia had begun moaning, and as Alex jolted back and forth, tiny flecks of red pulled themselves out of the air. There was a sudden burst as Nia came and the jolt of it pulled Alex over the edge. He was pulling her hips back and forth, harder and faster, not slowing this time, and Nia's low groan turned into a moan and she lost herself entirely. For a moment Alex could hardly see for the red hitting him. He knew it was being wasted, the sex magic bar was already filled to the top from earlier in the day. After a few moments he slowed and then stopped, stepping back, taking deep breaths to slow his heart rate. Nia tried to stand but was shaky but finally managed to get herself up. By then, Alex had found his boxer shorts, had put them on, and was working on his pants.

      “I really needed that,” Nia said and then laughed.

      “What was that about?” Alex asked, “Not that I'm complaining by the way,” he quickly added.

      “We have to finish up our business in Baxter really soon. It's called the thrall or sometimes the curse. It’s a sexual madness that comes over an alpha werewolf and affects his mates too. When it does, they lose all consciousness of what they're doing. They just want to mate with their mates and that's all, and they'll kill anyone who gets close. So, it’s definitely not something that can happen in civilization.”

      “How long does that last?” Alex said.

      “A week or two. It’s one of those unknown things. Sometimes it can be twice a year, other times it won't happen for years. It happens most though to alphas with new packs and no children,” Nia said. Alex was just about to ask another question when Nia moved, ostensibly to pick up the high heel she'd kicked off when there was a sudden flash of green from the emerald around her neck.

      “Did you see that?” Nia said.

      “Yeah, what's happening?” Alex said. The emerald now had a slight glow to it. Nia took a step towards her high heel which had been thrown across the room and the glow intensified.

      “I can feel it. It’s pulling,” Nia said.

      “We still have time, we can follow it,” Alex said, checking the watch Ruby had given him. Nia picked up her high heels but didn't put them on. Alex had dressed, tucking in his shirt, getting himself back to some kind of respectability. He followed Nia towards the back of the room and it was only when they got there they realized that what looked like a bookcase was actually a hidden door. It swung open at a touch, entering a small alcove that led to a much larger room beyond.

      They'd purchased another shifter charm which Nia was wearing, and without warning, she shifted. her heels disappearing as well as her dress. The necklace remained, however, which was something Alex found odd. Nia sniffed the air.

      “There’s no one out there,” she whispered to him.

      Alex followed Nia out into the larger room. It was cooler down there, with flat marble floors and that feeling you get when you’re in a library or museum that you should be quiet.

      “Wow, look at that,” Nia murmured, pointing at a nearby bronze statue. It was a Centaur, ridiculously huge, reared up on his back legs, holding a bow and arrow, and with a furious look on his face. The detail on it was exquisite. They walked over and Alex saw there was a small plaque at the bottom.

      “Excavated in 1462 but dated to 8000 BCE. I didn't know they were making statues like this back then,” Alex said. As they moved into the room, they saw there were more artifacts spread around. Tapestries hung in glass cases along with stone tablets. Pedestals were scattered through the room with single items such as arrowheads and long fangs.

      “How are we going for time?” Nia asked.

      “We need to leave soon,” Alex said.

      Ruby's plan was simple. Make an appearance at the party while she goes off to scout the grounds and check where all the guards were. Then they were to go outside and meet at the back corner of the mansion where they would scatter the sleep crystals to form a rough perimeter. While the three girls kept watch outside, armed with sleep crystals, Ruby and Alex would break in through the back window which Ruby said led to a treasure room where they would be able to find gold and jewels. She also said she had arranged a distraction but had declined to give any further details despite Juno prodding her.

      They kept moving through the museum, Nia following the pull. Despite what they’d just done, Alex was having trouble keeping his eyes off his mate.

      “So, what was with that anyway? You tell me it's the thrall and then suddenly drag me upstairs to screw my brains out?” Alex asked.

      Nia shook her head with a smile.

      “I don't know what came over me. It could be the idea of the thrall. For werewolves, it's intoxicating just to think that it might happen. I just suddenly had to; I couldn't stop myself,” she said. Then she gave Alex a quick kiss, which after a moment deepened before she pulled herself away before both of them started to pant.

      “Let's just keep going,” Nia said, fanning herself.

      Alex nodded, although he was already looking around to find something Nia could hold on to if she bent over. They kept moving and soon came upon a fragment of tapestry, torn from a much larger piece. On it was a werewolf standing on a pile of dead, golden sparks leaking from its sharp claws.

      “Is this werewolf mythology? Like Ito the Trickster? Or is this something that actually happened?”

      Nia studied the tapestry and then shook her head.

      “I never heard a story of a single werewolf killing a bunch of mages. You know, apart from you.”

      “How do you know they’re mages?”

      “See that symbol there? That’s an old sigil of a destroyed mage enclave. What were they called... oh yeah, Lucret maybe? Something like that. Look at that mage under his foot—that’s Tradinium’s sigil on his robes, or an old form of it.”

      “So this werewolf mage fought and killed a lot of human mages from various enclaves? But you’ve never heard a story like that?”

      Nia moved closer to the glass, absentmindedly pressing herself against Alex as she did. He breathed in, her scent of warm life a welcome change to the cold marble and dusty relics.

      “Our history is an oral one. Things don’t get written down much. This tapestry wasn’t made by a werewolf. I think those edge markings mean witches sewed this.”

      Alex examined the spidery black scratchings running across the top of the tapestry. The witch, or witches, who’d made it had used exquisitely fine thread to create what looked a little like Norse runes. Even though they were ancient, they still glimmered in the light.

      “Is that a message or just their names?” Alex asked.

      Nia shrugged. “Sorta both. I kinda skipped rune class but I definitely know that word there. It’s means something like time or lifetime or maybe even eternity. I think this was made by the Tempus witches, which means this tapestry might not be telling an old story.”

      Alex frowned in confusion.

      “But everything here is old. Broken vases, parchment fragments. That looks like a cave painting over there chipped out of the cave wall and stolen. Why wouldn’t that be an old story?”

      “Tempus means time but that’s not really what those witches were. They were... disconnected from time? Outside of it maybe? For all we know that werewolf is a thousand years ago, a thousand years from now or next week. They made all kinds of weird stuff before they vanished. I swear I saw a photo once of an ancient parchment that had an illustration of a guy eating a hamburger, right in front of the golden arches.”

      “The witches saw the future and picked a guy gulping down a quarter pounder in front of McDonald’s?”

      “Looked like it to me. I mean, check out that dead mage right near the bottom there. That sure looks like he’s wearing sneakers to me and tell me that thing on the ground isn’t a cellphone, like one of those old flip-style ones.”

      Alex looked at the mage and saw his feet were encased in a sleek pair of white and black shoes. And yeah, in the right light it did look like an old cellphone sitting on the ground.

      “Is that what the glow’s telling us to find?” Alex asked.

      “No, it's still pulling,” Nia said. They kept moving, heading towards the back of the room. Soon they came upon the final glass case, and within it was another torn piece of tapestry. Unlike the rest of the room, which was lit in subtle indirect lighting, this piece was in near darkness, the lights above it out. As Nia moved closer, the green glow from the necklace lit up the area and then began to lighten, slowly turning yellow, the emerald itself changing color.

      Alex stopped when he saw the tapestry. It was much like the previous one with the strange rune stitched around the edges. This one had another werewolf on it, standing atop a pile of corpses, and howling up at the great light in the sky. This werewolf also had silver eyes.

      “Do any of the stories about Ito say he had silver eyes?” Alex finally managed to say.

      “No, silver is never in any werewolf stories except as something bad,” Nia said. The light from the necklace was now a warm yellow glow and lit up the remainder of the tapestry. On it was a jeweled semi-circle, fragments of diamond, ruby and emerald sewn into the fabric itself.

      “A doorway,” Nia whispered.

      There was a single claw emerging from it. Even though it was rendered in stitching, there was something deeply wrong with it. It was unnatural; not of this world.

      Nia shivered and then the gem around her neck brightened to intense white light, forcing them both to close their eyes. It came and went in a burst, like an explosion, and when Alex opened his eyes again all he could see were white glimmers flickering. Then three things happened quite quickly.

      The black stitching, the witch runes, ripped free from the tapestry.

      It burst into flames.

      The fire alarm began shrieking.

      For a moment the runes hung in the air. Alex, his vision still half-blinded by the white light saw them as dark letters cut out, a deep negative. Then they flew toward him, passing through the glass and hitting him in the face.

      He went down on one knee as a sharp pain burst in his skull. Something was being forced into his mind and he could not resist it.

      The agony came and went, leaving Alex gasping on the ground. Nia managed to get him to his feet and he saw the flames behind the glass were unnaturally hot, streaked with blue, as they climbed the wall like a living thing set free from a cage.

      “We need to get out of here,” Nia said, hauling Alex by the arm. They ran through the museum, back the way they came, and out the door. Every time the alarm blared, Nia cringed, her hearing far more sensitive in hybrid form.

      As soon as they made it back to the room with the desk and bookshelves, Nia shifted back to human, her dress and shoes reappearing. It was then that Alex noticed that the emerald on the necklace around her neck was now black and dead.

      They kept moving, heading out to the corridor and running into a man and a woman, both disheveled, coming out of the other room, him still doing his pants up and trying to tuck in his shirt. Following the couple, they ran upstairs, hearing shouting from above. Before they could get into the main room, though, there was a sound of an explosion that shook the entire mansion, ringing it like a bell. Cracks shot across the roof.

      “What the hell was that?” the man asked, looking to Alex as though he was in charge.

      “I think the party is over,” Alex said and barreled his way through the door into the main hall. It was pandemonium out there with people rushing for the exits, shoving past each other, many screaming and shouting. Alex heard a woman bellow that there were werewolves attacking, and another man said it was mages. There was another dull thud from outside the mansion that shook the chandeliers high above that were swinging and threatening to fall. Alex looked around but he couldn't see April or Juno.

      “Is this Ruby's distraction?” he asked Nia, thinking that if it was, the old witch was totally insane.

      “She's a bit crazy, but not this crazy. I think we need to go out a window,” Nia said, pointing at the huge crowd that was blocking the door. Together they ran through the hall away from the main doors.

      At the rear of the hall, the no-neck guards were shouting into their earpieces, milling in chaos. Skipping past them, Nia and Alex ran through one of the rear doors and found themselves in a corridor that ended with a high window. Nia ran forward without pausing, picked up a chair that was sitting in the corridor, and flung it at the window, smashing a hole. The pair of them shifted to hybrid form in unison, leaping up onto the ledge and outside. There was a long drop out there, the grass sloping away, but it was no more than a story high and both of them landed easily.

      Alex wasn't sure if this was the distraction Ruby had planned, but he knew the old witch would use it to her advantage if she could and so, together, they ran, heading to the agreed meeting spot at the rear back corner of the mansion.

      “Over here!” Ruby shouted out from the darkness. She seemed to appear from nowhere, shifting out of the dark beside the mansion, clearly using a spell to keep herself concealed. She still had the box of crystals, which was now half empty.

      “Hey Juno!” Ruby called. Alex turned and saw April and Juno coming running from the other direction, their shoes gone and hiking their dresses up. Most worryingly, Juno had a splatter of blood across her face although Alex could see it wasn’t hers.

      “There is a werewolf pack attacking out the front and some mages too,” Juno said, skidding to a stop.

      “Let’s just do what we came for. This way,” Ruby said in a commanding tone.

      “Where did you go?” Alex asked the two of them as they followed Ruby.

      “Where did you go? We just went to explore for a bit. When we came back the two of you were gone,” Juno retorted.

      April spotted the necklace Nia was wearing.

      “What happened there? Did it activate?” she said

      “Yeah, and ended up starting a fire downstairs. Amongst other things,” Alex said.

      “We’re here. You three stand guard. Alex, lift me up,” Ruby said. She carefully placed the box of crystals on the ground . Nia, April, and Juno each took the crystals within, fanning out in case someone approached.

      “What other things happened?” April asked.

      Alex put his hands together, and Ruby stepped into them, Alex easily lifting the little old lady up off the ground. He saw a brief flicker of a spell screen above her head and then she touched the window. Alex saw it flare red for a moment. It appeared there had been some other barrier in front of it, invisible, which quickly cracked and broke into pieces.

      “There was a tapestry down there with this black writing on it that came off and hit me in the head,” Alex said.

      “Now is not the time,” Ruby said quickly casting another spell. Alex realized, in all the pandemonium, he hadn’t done the most basic and easy thing, so he quickly brought the spell screen up and cast Know Thyself. At first glance, everything looked normal, stats and spells, but as he flicked over to a new page, he saw it was full of the scratchy runes. He also saw it had wiped out some of the code he had taken from the Great Barrier spell, overwriting it. It looked like he'd lost some of the pages of numbers. He still had the image of the werewolves and the light.

      The black scratchy runes were in a separate place of their own now, and although there was an execute button at the bottom, it was grayed out.

      “I think it gave me part of a spell,” Alex said. With Ruby standing in his cupped palms, he couldn’t bring his hands up to manipulate it, and he was too hyped up from what was happening to do it mentally.

      When he had first seen spell code it had been gibberish: symbols and numbers, sometimes images that had slowly changed to readable code. The runes were completely unreadable to him. As a glanced over them, he felt like they were sharp somehow, as though he was looking at a collection of knives and if he reached in the wrong way it would cut him badly.

      “Come on, let's go,” Ruby said. She had the window open now and scrabbled through it.

      “And go!” Juno said, throwing a sleep crystal. Alex saw one of the no-neck guards come around the back of the mansion. Juno hit him right in the face with a sleep crystal, and he dropped unceremoniously to the ground. It was then that Alex noticed there were a few other sleep crystals scattered around the place, probably from Ruby earlier on, setting them up like a minefield.

      Alex didn't really want to go inside again, not with the fire alarm blaring and hurting his ears, but he couldn’t leave Ruby in there alone. He hauled himself up the windowsill and inside, landing softly on thick carpet. The room he entered looked the same as the one he and Nia had been in: bookcases, ornate furniture, that feeling of immense wealth, and knowing that the sofa alone cost more money than he’d ever made in his entire life put together.

      “Over here,” Ruby said, waving him on. Alex wasn't quite sure why he did it. Perhaps it was the image of Prince, putting his arm on Roma, and her grimacing and bearing it. As he walked over, he scratched a single claw across the top of the sofa, tearing through the fine leather in a juvenile act.

      “Stop it. We don't need them blaming werewolves more,” Ruby said crossly. She held out her hand to Alex and it was only after a moment he realized what she wanted; to share some of his magic. He put his large clawed hand in hers, then Ruby turned towards a bookcase—or so it appeared—and began casting a spell. It pulled on Alex's magic so sharply it was like having a tooth ripped out of his head. His natural mana almost went to zero immediately, so he started drawing on the others. First the sex magic, which drained, and then the pain.

      Ruby grunted as the pain mana flowed from him to her. He could see her spell screen above her head. Whatever she was doing seemed like twenty spells at once, compiling, connecting, compressing over on top of themselves. After a moment, the bookcase rippled as though the image was water and a stone had been thrown into it. Then it vanished entirely, revealing a large, solid, vault door. Ruby’s spell completed, and her palm burst into flame then narrowed, going from golden to red to blue and on the edge of ultraviolet. She pressed her palm against the vault door and then traced a circle. Alex had to look away from the glare, noticing that Ruby had pulled on bedazzled goggles at some point. After a moment it was done and Ruby pulled Alex forward.

      “Kick it for all your worth,” she said. Alex let go of her hand and kicked the circle as hard as he could. Pain shot up his leg, but the door gave way with an enormous clang as it fell inwards into the vault. The hole Ruby had cut was still molten, but the old witch just skipped through it, landing the other side. Automatic lights inside the vault flickered on. Alex had to briefly shift back to human form to get through the door, otherwise it would have burned him. Even as it was, he charred part of his suit getting through.

      “This is what we came for,” Ruby said.

      In the vault there was a stack of gold bars, something Alex had never seen outside of a movie, sat in the middle of the room. Nearby were plinths, similar to the ones he'd seen in the private museum, and sitting on them were necklaces and other gems.

      “Take two bars of gold. I’m gonna get the gems. Nothing else,” Ruby said. He didn't argue. The screaming of the fire alarm was still going and although he could feel magic all around him, he could tell something big was happening outside. There was the occasional surge in it, signs of a distant battle being fought.

      Alex had to shift to hybrid form to move the gold properly. The bars were enormously heavy. He took one in each clawed hand then turned back towards the door. Ruby had grabbed some of the jewels and gems off the plinths, stuffing them into the pockets in her bag, before waving him back to the exit. She was gone in a flash through the door, which was still hot. For a moment Alex looked at the pile of gold. He didn't know how much gold was worth of course, but there was no doubt that there were millions of dollars of it here. It seemed foolish to leave more of it behind. Perhaps they could come back.

      “I said two bars, let's go right now,” Ruby called from outside. Alex reluctantly followed her, his arms straining with the weight of the gold. He burned himself getting through the door. Thankfully, his natural mana was recovering and began to heal him immediately. Ruby was at the window and out in a flash and Alex followed her. He looked outside to make sure no one was in the drop zone.

      “Watch out below,” he said, then pushed the two of gold bars out. They landed with a solid thud, one of them embedding into the grass. As Alex climbed out, he spotted a few more of the no-neck guards who were sleeping on the grass. They must've come around the rear of the mansion doing sweeps and were hit with sleep crystals.

      “Shift back to human, take your jacket off, wrap the gold in it, and then don't touch it and shift back to hybrid. It’s too heavy for the shifter charm to take, so you’ll have to carry it,” Ruby said to Alex. He did as she instructed, seeing that the suit was definitely ruined from being charred. Soon he was back in hybrid form, the gold bundled up in his suit jacket.

      “This way,” Ruby said. She led them on a path through the impromptu minefield she’d created, back around the side of the mansion, heading to the car park. It was only when they got around the corner that the full extent of what was happening became apparent. There were werewolves, at least twenty, attacking like mad things. Witches and mages alike stood side-by-side, casting great and terrible spells, fighting them off. As they ran towards the battle, an enormous fireball hit a werewolf, burning his arms and legs off in an instant. The werewolf didn't die, however. He was on the ground, a head on a limbless body, thrashing around, blinded and blackened, snapping his jaws.

      Ruby ran straight towards this chaos, Alex struggling to keep up while carrying the gold. People were screaming everywhere, still flooding out the mansion. A dark shape suddenly shot across the battlefield, tearing a werewolf's head off. For a moment, Alex saw it was Prince, his suit bloody and his face feral with long fangs protruding from his mouth. His fingers had grown claws much like the werewolves. He moved like smoke, vanishing from the headless werewolf, and suddenly appearing back up on the roof of the mansion again before leaping down once more.

      It was no wonder the magic was stirred up as there were spells detonating everywhere. Vines were growing out of the ground, ice shards and fireballs flying. Alex spotted three golems made out of dirt tearing a werewolf to pieces. One of the werewolves spotted them, and bounded towards them. It was a female werewolf in hybrid form, her claws and jaws dripping with blood. Her eyes were red and bloodshot. Alex saw she was frothing at the mouth.

      Juno threw a ball of ice at the werewolf but swore immediately. Her magic must've dropped because although the ball hit the werewolf, it barely slowed her, merely frosting across her shoulder. April's vines shot up from the ground but weren’t fast enough to grab her. Alex saw a flicker of Ruby’s spell screen and then she flung her hand upwards. The werewolf who was bolting towards them, insane and vicious, was suddenly flung up and over them. She nearly went as high as the mansion before crashing to the ground far behind them.

      “Keep moving,” Ruby called. Alex risked looking behind him and saw the werewolf had got to her feet and was shaking her head. She was injured but not out.

      They ran into the battleground proper. There were bits of dismembered werewolf and body parts everywhere. One of the werewolves had taken down a mage and was slashing away at his throat, although the mage was long dead. Something great and terrible flew over their heads, a spell that Alex only felt. He turned and saw Isabella standing calmly on the mansion steps, moving her arms around as though she was a conductor. She’d cast the spell. Alex turned to see it land where five werewolves had been facing off against a group of witches. There was a crack, like a stick breaking, and then they simply fell apart as though they were toys, their arms, legs, and head disconnecting from their bodies in an enormous spray of blood. The witches ended up drenched but then cheered as their adversaries died.

      In the chaos, Alex saw a familiar face—the fae assassin. For a moment the roar of battle vanished and all he was acutely aware of was how exposed he was. He had his spell screen up but his hands full, carrying the gold.

      She had gold dust pooling in one hand and a wickedly sharp dagger with a green blade in the other.

      Then there was a snap and something impossibly fast streaked by Alex and then away.

      The fae’s head was gone, cut from her body, which toppled to the ground.

      The noise came roaring back and over the screaming and the distant fire alarm, Ruby whistled. Jeremiah got the signal, Boris bouncing over the grass towards them. He pulled the wheel, sliding sideways and coming to a stop, the doors flinging open. They all dived in, Alex barely inside before the door slammed shut and Jeremiah punched it. He ran down a crazed werewolf without a second thought, the crunch of it leaving a bloody spot on the windshield and fracturing a line across at. There were other people getting into cars, trying to escape, and somehow Jeremiah dodged around them, murmuring as he went.

      Ruby was still casting spells, waving her hands as she did. For a moment, there was a sickening lurch and he felt as though he was being squeezed on all sides. Then suddenly they were past a burning car and out on the other side into the darkness. They hit another werewolf at the gate who was screaming in rage. This one's arm went through the broken windshield and then was torn off, landing in the back seat.

      “Gross!” April yelled, pushing herself away from it.

      “Don't throw it out!” Ruby commanded. Alex shoved it down to the floor, unwrapped the gold bars and dropped his suit jacket on top of it. The arm was still twitching, its claws flexing.

      Alex looked out the back window. The werewolves who were attacking were almost all dead. There was an orange glow lighting up the mansion. The fire that had been started below had obviously taken hold. As they roared away, he heard fire sirens. Alex could only wonder what the Great Barrier would do with the firefighters seeing the torn-up werewolf bodies?

      “Well, not a bad evening all up,” Ruby said, her spell screen finally disappearing, the old witch relaxing with a sigh.

      “The canapés were quite good,” Juno said turning to Alex. “Did you get one of those prawns on a stick with bacon wrapped around it?” she said.

      “Witches,” Alex groaned, sitting back and closing his eyes. He brought up his spell screen and the scratchy runes, then immediately dismissed it. Now that they were away from the madness, it felt more dangerous, as though it were a pile of razor blades and even looking at it was shoving his hand in.

      April shuffled across to him and touched his arm, putting her head on his shoulder. Alex reached across to pat her hand. After seeing what had happened with the amulet, there were questions she needed to answer. Who had told her to retrieve it? But it could wait for now. They were all alive and lucky to be so.
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      “Prince!”

      The vampire practically swore his own name and then kicked at the jewels around his feet. Although he was fuming, he took a moment to admire his golem, formed as it was out of rare precious gems, flecks of gold, and assorted rare coins. Isabella's apartment was a work of art itself, and this half of it was dedicated to a summoning room which in some places was ankle-deep in gems and gold.

      “Eric.”

      “Henry.”

      “Isabella.”

      The others had formed quickly out of the jewels and gems but when Isabella appeared she drew every flake of gold in the room towards her, even pulling some of it out of the other golems, forcing their bodies to reconstitute themselves with what was left. The flakes spiraled together, forming a golem that moved with liquid ease and glimmered like a living statue. Even through his anger, Prince had to admit: damn she had some style.

      “Tradinium had nothing to do with it,” Isabella said.

      “It wasn't Xavo although and I doubt they could have pulled off anything like that anyway,” Henry said.

      Eric coughed, his glittering golem holding its hand to his side.

      “I do not believe it is Corvus, however, I suspect Titus may still be involved,” he said. He summoned a chair out of the glittering gems and sat down.

      “What happened to you?” Prince asked, his ire momentarily forgotten.

      “A slight disagreement with some werewolves,” Eric said.

      “Well, I've met the boy and—” Isabella said.

      “I'm sorry. Are we just going to ignore that half my mansion burned down, and I lost most of my private collection?” Prince said. Isabella had summoned a chair for him, but he was standing, finding it hard not to pace.

      “It doesn't matter,” Isabella said.

      “It doesn't matter? Perhaps I should burn down this place. Scatter your wealth to the winds and then you can tell me it doesn't matter.”

      Isabella reached down and picked up a handful of gold coins and gems. She lifted them up and then let them pour down through her fingers onto the ground.

      “None of this matters. All of this is just a means to an end, and that end is approaching fast. You know you can't take any of this back with you. You haven't forgotten that, have you?”

      “It was still worth a fantastic amount. I could have sold it and used the funds for war so, yes, it does matter,” Prince said. He saw Eric and Henry roll their eyes at each other. “Just because I choose not to live in squalor here doesn't mean I’ve forgotten what we’re doing,” he snarled and kicked at the assorted coins near his feet, but finally sat down.

      “Can we return to the boy now?” Isabella asked.

      Prince waved his hand irritably.

      “He is soft, unprepared. I think he hasn't fully chosen,” she said.

      “We need to kill one of his wives, I said that,” Prince said. He took a breath and shifted in his chair. The vampire miles away attempting to calm himself. He knew he was being petulant, but he almost felt too far dug in to stop now.

      “I know where Titus left the drained werewolf bodies,” Henry said.

      “I’m not sure that's enough. We lead him there, show him some dead bodies? It doesn't suddenly transform him into the weapon we need,” Isabella said.

      “I was sure it wasn't Tradinium. The last time I spoke with Knox he was ranting and raving. Thankfully, his fury is focused on Titus right now,” Eric said and then let out a cough. The golem was still holding a hand to its side.

      “He's complacent or scared. I don't think he’s ranting because he’s about to send a force of mages to Baxter. I think his ranting because he's afraid,” Isabella said.

      Henry stood up and paced around for a moment before sweeping an arm and casting a spell. Gems and gold spun up the ground and stuck to the wall, forming an enormous clock face and calendar.

      “There is only limited time left so I suggest we act. If Alex dies then he dies and perhaps we walk the other path,” he said.

      “Even with all our wealth, how are you going to kill almost a billion werewolves?” Prince said. “And there is no guarantee it would work.”

      “I don't like it either. But none of us are getting any younger. We can't wait another two decades and hope that some other werewolf mage will make it to adulthood. Or that this time we’ll get reinforcements rather than more enemies.”

      Henry sat down. The other three were surprised by their friend. The necromancer, with his affinity for death, was also the one who held life most sacred. Prince glanced at the wall calendar. There was so little time. The pressure of it encroaching on them all.

      “I do have another idea, but I'm not sure Isabella is going to like it,” Prince said finally.

      “Pray tell, because I still have some mages to question and torture to death,” she said.

      “We take the witch and force the covens to get involved,” Prince said.

      Isabella shot out of her seat, small sparks crackling from between her fingertips.

      “I said no before, and I still mean it,” Isabella said.

      “And I have sent countless vampires to their death, Eric has killed mages and werewolves, and Henry has sacrificed necromancers for the cause.”

      “The witches have paid enough,” Isabella said. The lightning from between her fingers faded away.

      Prince stood up and reached down into the jewels and picked up a ruby the size of a tennis ball.

      “You said it yourself, what do we care about things here, the gold and jewels and ancient tapestries burned to ash? Perhaps you have grown too attached,” he said and he very deliberately let the ruby fall to the ground.

      “We need them for the war,” Isabella said in a level tone.

      “There won't be a war if Alex doesn't destroy the Great Barrier!” Prince roared, pointing at the calendar.

      The two of them stood in silence for a moment before Henry finally cleared his throat.

      “Perhaps a vote?” he said.

      “There’s no need. I can already tell what you two want, so I concede. Pull the witches in,” Isabella said. She waved an arm at them, and the gold flakes broke apart, collapsing into a pile

      “I'll do it,” Prince said. The other two nodded and their golem's disintegrated, the gems, jewels and coins falling to the ground. The vampire stood for a moment, looking around at the scattered wealth. Perhaps he should have stuck to gold, precious metals, and gems, things that could largely survive a fire, but he'd always suspected that a deep knowledge of history would be invaluable. His security cameras had caught something odd before the fire had broken out, and the Great Barrier had lashed to destroy any evidence. For a single frame it appeared as though black runes had ripped free of the tapestry, flying towards Alex. Prince had no idea what that meant, nor why the necklace that Alex's mate had been wearing had glowed. He didn’t like the feeling of uncertainty, none of them did, which is why their search for the attackers had been conducted with rather less diplomacy and far more blood and pain.

      He glanced at the wall. When Henry's golem had disintegrated, the clock and calendar had fallen too. They were running out of time. They could no longer afford the soft touch, the gentle pressure to achieve their aims. As Prince remembered the fire that had consumed half his collection and severely damaged his mansion, an idea crossed his mind and he grinned, his golden teeth shimmering in the lights overhead. Finally, he canceled the spell and the golem fell, breaking into pieces, a handful of diamonds scattering across the rich carpet.
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      The day was warm and sunny and the air was clean. Alex could feel April on his back, gently squeezing with her strong legs and occasionally scratching the back of his neck, but despite all that, his mood felt as dark as night. Things had moved quickly in the morning and not in the direction he wanted. When they'd gotten up, they discovered that Ruby was gone, along with Boris and the gold and gems. She left a note saying that she was going to sell them and would be back soon. That wasn't what was bothering Alex. Juno had assured him that a witch always kept her word. No, it was the thrall. Nia had told Esme and Lydia about it and suddenly all of Alex's plans—to be enchanting ridiculous numbers of rings, gathering a pile of money, and scouting out the Xavo address that Stephen had left behind—were completely upended. The two old werewolves had declared that Alex needed to leave Baxter immediately because the thrall indeed was coming and would be here soon.

      Although Nia was aware of what the thrall was, it appeared she did not have the entire story. The short of it was, they need to leave Baxter immediately otherwise it was highly likely that Alex and his mates would slip into it, and then Alex would kill anyone else who came near them. Such an attack would likely trigger the Great Barrier and supernaturals would be forced against their will to murder Alex. He tried to argue but Lydia and Esme were adamant, so here they were marching out into the wilderness on the way back to the village. The only good part of it all was that they were carrying a variety of shield rings and healing flame rings.

      Alex was walking slightly ahead of his pack, sometimes bringing up his spell screen, more often than not dismissing it. The spiky black runes he ignored now. He hadn't told anyone more about them and now with the thrall coming, thought it wasn't the time. His work with Ruby, short as it was, had opened up new insights into his spell writing, but he was still making slow progress. It was the difference between learning music theory and learning how to play a song.

      Alex, huffed to himself in frustration as he opened the spell screen then closed it again. He knew the source of his frustration—the feeling that he was being pushed. He hadn't intended to go to Baxter when he had but had gone to sleep and woken up somewhere else. It was a problem that seemed absurd. Did he have to start manacling himself, tying himself down with mage cuffs so he couldn't escape and go roaming?

      Then once he was there, he'd agreed to a favor and suddenly was robbing the vampire. Now the thrall. Again outside of his control and off he went back to the village. It felt like every move he made was reactive. Even the Corvus outpost had only been because Juno had lost her mind and gone on the attack.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” April whispered in Alex's ear, lying down flat on his back.

      The warmth of her, the scent of her. The feeling of her breath on his ear was almost enough to drive him wild. Alex made a kind of chuffing noise as it was still difficult to speak in this form, his jaws feeling the wrong shape.

      “Or two hundred fifty thousand dollars for your thoughts?” April said, tickling his ear with her fingers.

      It was the one otherwise bright spot in the darkness Alex felt was surrounding him. According to Ruby they'd stolen just over a million dollars of gold and gems and Juno had negotiated twenty-five percent of it for them which meant just over a quarter million. Although Alex had gone back and forth about the morality of theft, he couldn't deny that the result had solved a lot of problems in one fell swoop. They had enough money to fund trail cams and weapons and food shipments should they decide to stay at the village. Hell, they had enough money to buy up land over in the industrial district and set up a base for werewolves when they were in the city. With the money they could go around to various magical shops and buy all kinds of things so Alex could extract the spells and get to work.

      “Come on, aren’t you a little excited?” April whispered, then moved her hips on Alex's back. For a moment that wildness loomed, the one that felt as though it would pull him under, and Alex had to take a breath and shake his head to push it away. If it had its way he'd grab April, throw her down right here in the grass, and screw her brains out. But thinking of that quickly led to the question that Alex had been holding. Where had April gotten the amulet from? It had glowed and led them to a tapestry which was why Alex now had spiky runes stuck in his mind that felt dangerous to even look at. This perhaps was part of the darkness, that worry that he didn't really know his mates, that he had rushed headlong into something without understanding what it truly was. After all, Juno had extracted a favor from him before he'd understood what it really was. Nia had apparently known what it was and hadn't bothered to explain either and then, not really that much later, April had extracted a favor too.

      Alex took another deep breath to calm the thoughts of sex on his mind and then very carefully sounded out the words. “You need to tell me where you got that amulet from,” he said.

      He felt April tense on his back, but he wasn't going to accept no for an answer this time.

      “I can't tell you,” she said.

      “You must. I want to know,” Alex repeated. April had sat up and she stayed there for almost a minute as Alex kept walking before finally lying back down on his back and bringing her mouth close to his ear.

      “Make a little space from the others,” she whispered. Alex glanced back at the rest of his pack. They weren’t that far behind him. He sped up a little, increasing the distance.

      “I can't tell you where I got the amulet because I don't remember. I must've agreed to it—a memory alteration. I remember leaving, intending to seek aid, walking through the forest and that’s it. All I have is walking through the forest and then finally I returned. It would be difficult to do that to me involuntarily, so I must conclude that I agreed to have it done,” April said.

      Alex continued walking, thinking over what April had just said. Why would someone who offered help then be determined to be anonymous? The only answer he had was that he and his pack seemed constantly under attack and they wanted no part of it. Actually, there was a second answer—if the amulet wasn't aid at all but a trap, something that had led to Alex having the spiky runes in his head, then perhaps the one who had sent them didn't want them returning to exact their vengeance.

      “If you went on foot, surely they can't be that far,” Alex finally said.

      “I thought of that. Even with haste spells, there’s only so far I could have gone on my own, but I have no idea which direction I went, so it could be anywhere in thousands and thousands of square miles. I don't know why I would have agreed, but the past me that did surely had a good reason. Are you going to tell me now why the amulet is black and useless?” April said.

      Alex just kept walking. Although Nia had told April and Juno that the amulet had glowed, leading them to the tapestry, Nia hadn't apparently seen the black runes come free and hit Alex. That a silver-eyed werewolf had been pictured on the tapestry had been discussed, but like many of the mysteries that surrounded them, had been pushed aside and put into the basket of—as Juno described it—the handkerchiefs out-of-the-butt stuff.

      April scratched his ear and squeezed his back with her legs, and he became acutely aware again of only the thin layer of fabric between her and him.

      “Alex, stop, please!” Nia said.

      What? Alex was growling. April wasn’t on his back, but in front of him with Nia, both of them trying to hold him back. He was snapping at Jacob and Jeremiah, feeling like he wanted to leap forward and kill them.

      “We need to run. The thrall is almost here,” Esme said. She was in hybrid form, her fur grey, but her claws still sharp. She was holding a heavy tree branch that had a spot of blood on it, and Alex realized then that his head was throbbing. She must've bashed him one in the face.

      “You two run ahead, tell everyone to leave the village, be out of sight,” Lydia instructed Jacob and Jeremiah. The two of them glanced at Alex and he nodded, afraid to speak lest roar would erupt from his throat. His heart was pounding, and he was having a difficult time focusing on the here and now. The two of them shot off into the forest.

      “Alex, you take me. April, on Nia,” Juno said. Alex turned and realized he'd been so focused on Jeremiah and Jacob that hadn't even seen where Juno was. She’d been standing in his blind spot, two long fire whips hanging from both hands, waiting to attack if she needed to. Juno canceled the spell and then she climbed on Alex's back. She pulled at the scruff of his neck.

      “Now run,” she commanded. Alex took off, the little witch squeezing her legs as tight as she could to hold on. Nia streaked along behind him with April on her back and behind them followed Esme and Lydia doing their best to keep up. As they ran, Alex tried to put his thoughts in order, but in the gap there was nothing. He been talking with April and then suddenly being held back from killing Jacob and Jeremiah. His mood, which had already been dark, grew far worse now. He could understand why the thrall was called the curse. He could have easily killed Jacob or Jeremiah.

      They weren't far from the village now, and although he couldn’t run at full speed with Juno on his back the pace they cut through the wilderness was breathtaking. Soon the village appeared. He could smell it, meals that had been cooked, the scent of his pack. And with it, the scent of other males. Alex began growling involuntarily as he walked into the village proper. He only stopped when Lydia suddenly transformed in front of him into hybrid form and smacked him directly in the face.

      “Cut that out, and just sit here for a moment,” she said, waving a long, pointed claw at him. Alex sat down, more in surprise than anything else, and heard Juno laughing, sitting on his back. Lydia and Esme vanished into the house and then quickly returned carrying three small vials.

      “Do you want to have babies?” Esme asked as soon as she came back.

      Juno jumped off Alex's back and seemed as shocked as Nia and April were.

      “Babies?” Juno squeaked.

      “Yes, babies. What do you think the thrall is? You need to decide right now. Drink the vials: no babies. Don't drink them: three babies at least,” Esme said.

      Alex felt a surge wash over him like he was out the ocean and the waves were climbing higher and would soon swamp him. Out here in the wilderness, in his wolf form, he was close to his bestial nature and he truly only wanted two things: his mates, and to grow his pack. A small part of him knew that if he was in the city, surrounded by civilization, having come from a hot shower, sitting in a café tapping away on his phone, that perhaps he could make more of a rational decision but that world seemed alien now, so remote.

      “I didn't know… I mean… I thought… I mean, not all thralls result in pregnancy, right?” Nia said.

      “The only time they don't is when the women involved have drunk this. You need to decide right now,” Esme said.

      “Hurry up,” Lydia added.

      As they spoke, Alex looked over his three mates. In his current state they were three morsels waiting to be consumed, but with a great force of will he pushed those thoughts aside. The wolf part of him wanted desperately to expand his pack, but there was another part that was cold, hard, and calculating. A pregnant Nia, Juno, and April might be able to help for some time in battling the forces arrayed against them, but there would come a moment when they would be unable to, and if something happened to one of them and the unborn babies, Alex knew he would never be able to forgive himself and he also likely would lose his mind and descend into a wildness from which he may never return.

      “Later, children are later,” he carefully said. The three girls immediately snatched the three vials and gulped them down.

      “That way. Ten miles. Cave amongst the deep red rock. You can't miss it,” Esme said, waving her arm.

      The three girls seemed almost shocked at what they'd done, perhaps a bit regretful that they'd swallowed down the liquid.

      “Go now!” Lydia roared. Juno leaped back onto Alex and April onto Nia and then together they took off running out of the village. The ten miles passed in a flash, Alex realizing there must've been a gap because one moment it seemed he was leaving the village, and the next, he was standing in front of a cave.

      Juno got off his back and he transformed into hybrid form, walking in to discover the cave been furnished somewhat, similar to the caves on Julius's land. It was strange but it was almost like a home. The entranceway was dirt and dust but inside there were wooden floorboards and beds. The werewolves had apparently installed some civilization. There was a water tank that appeared to be filled from an unknown source. There was space for a campfire, and a large chest of packaged meals and tins of food. There were even small lamps and batteries. Alex watched Nia turn on one of the lamps and set it in the corner of the room. It cast a golden light across his three mates and the bed.

      “I’m losing track of things,” Juno murmured, rubbing her eyes. In deference to the warm day, the little witch wasn't wearing much, just a thin dress and she pulled it up and over her body, tossing it to the ground. Nia walked over behind her and unclasped her bra, slipping it off and adding it to the pile. April came from the other direction, standing in front of Juno and then kneeling down, slipping her underwear off and allowing her to step out of them, then she gently placed a kiss right between Juno's legs before turning to Alex, her pupils wide.

      “Join us, alpha?” she said. Alex moved across to his mates so fast they jumped in surprise, but then quickly recovered. He grabbed Juno and carried her to the bed. He began kissing down her body, taking a nipple in his mouth then coming down to rest between her legs. April and Nia joined him stroking their hands down Juno's body, occasionally touching Alex. As Alex began licking Juno, she began moaning, her voice echoing through the cave. All he could smell was the scent of his three mates and all he wanted to do was stay here in this bed forever. Alex licked, putting his hands under Juno's butt, and pushing up. He saw that April and Nia had returned to acting in concert as they'd done before, each taking one of Juno's nipples in their mouths.

      The little witch was moaning, screwing her face up, sometimes covering her mouth, trying to hold the sounds in. There was a sudden burst of red in the air as Juno came, then Alex couldn't hold himself back. He was up and plunged into her in an instant. Juno moaned and grabbed onto his arms as Alex began jolting back and forth, the bed bouncing beneath them. They were in close quarters with his other two mates by his side, and even as he was deep in Juno, focused on her, he wanted to grab April, to grab Nia, and be doing the same thing simultaneously. At some point, April positioned herself over Juno's mouth, facing towards Alex and desperately kissing him as Juno began licking away. Green added to the red sparks flying in the room, and it wasn't long before there was another burst of red, some tiny part of Alex wondering if the thrall made it easier to orgasm, and if it did, that it was a very useful kind of magic.

      Alex came and it was almost a surprise. He hadn't felt the buildup, just the rush of it. There had been something about April's moans and gaps that had suddenly pulled him along. He did feel Juno, pulling at him, wrapping her legs around his body, trying to get him deeper, to take his seed. Then, she suddenly rolled away, April tipping off her and falling on the bed. For a moment April and Nia shoved at each other before Nia suddenly gave April a deep kiss and pulled her hair.

      “Next time I'm going next,” Nia said. Soon they replicated the position again. Alex between April's legs licking away, Nia over her face. Juno lay beside them, still gasping for air, seeming somewhat stupefied, her cheeks pink in the golden light. Alex, for his part, felt that red wildness surging. He didn't want to give into it because he wanted to experience all of this, to feel every sensation. Soon he couldn't hold himself back again, and he plunged into April, the nymph letting out a loud moan somewhat muffled by Nia sitting over her mouth. This time it was more frenetic, the bed protesting as Alex pounded into her. Green and red shot around the room. Alex sometimes closed his eyes as the sparks hit him in the face. It wasn't long before April screamed, and Alex felt that rush again, gripping onto his mate. He stayed inside her, holding still, but it was only for a moment before he felt the urge to move again. Somehow April slipped away and then Nia was on her back, Alex looming over her. She grabbed at his arms.

      “Now, now, now,” the werewolf chanted. Her pupils were dilated, her eyes deep and black. Alex slipped into her, feeling the connection of their bodies and their blood. There was some kind of deep harmony there, a rightness to what was happening. Nia moaned and Alex finally let the red wash over him.
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      Alex came to his senses sitting just outside the cave entrance, scratching in the dirt with a stick. He didn't quite know how much time had passed. He’d been delighted to discover, however, that the thrall, the red wave that had swamped over him hadn't been like the other times where he couldn't remember. He’d experienced it all, remembered it all, although he recognized he'd been under the control of something else. Putting it all together, he guessed that it had been maybe a week, and although he had memory of some meals and washing himself, mostly what he could recall were his three mates and the bed.

      Alex moved and immediately regretted it as pain shot down his arm and across his back. He had healing cuts down both arms and a vague memory of Nia slashing away at him. Other memories crowded in of Juno and April. It seemed they had every kind of sex you could have: loving, soft, and gentle, sometimes angry, furious, and violent.

      Alex remembered April tied to the bed and blindfolded, Juno between her legs while April opened her mouth as Alex came closer. The thought of it caused this faint echo of the surge in Alex's body but he knew it wasn't the thrall. It was gone.

      Alex dropped the stick down to the dirt and managed to stand up, feeling like he had run several marathons and then been severely beaten afterward. He opened his spell screen and saw, unsurprisingly, the sex magic was filled to the top. So was nature and also pain. Natural was about half-full, his body using the magic to heal his wounds. The only one almost empty was death. There was a small fragment of it, however. Alex wasn't quite sure, but he had a memory of hunting a boar as well. Perhaps he’d drawn some death from it after he'd killed it before dragging it back to the cave so they could roast it over an open fire. Alex immediately cast healing flame and touched it to his arm, wincing as it jolted through him, first to his back, then down his arms, quickly patching up his wounds.

      His stomach growled as the healing started. Looking down, Alex wasn't sure, but it seemed he’d lost a bit of weight, perhaps due to not eating properly and using far too many calories. After a few moments of healing, he experimentally moved his body and although there was a dull ache of the deep healing still to occur, he felt a lot better.

      The day was quite warm and it was near midday. Alex stretched a few more times before going back into the cave.

      Juno was sitting stark naked in a chair, holding a book in her hand, a lamp behind her illuminating it but she was staring into space, navel-gazing. April and Nia were on the bed in a tangle of sheets. Nia's red hair was tangled and wild, and April's was sticking up in all directions.

      “Hey,” Juno said, blinking sleepily at Alex. She had scratches down her arms, too. Alex took a breath and smelled blood, A few droplets of it had been splattered on the sheets.

      “You need a healing spell?” he asked Juno. She went to put the book on the arm of the chair, but missed her target and it fell to the ground, but she didn't seem to really notice.

      “I got it,” she said and summoned up her own healing spell, touching the wound on her arm. At the sound of them talking, Nia and April had stirred, both sitting up on the bed, completely naked.

      “What the hell was that?” Nia finally said. Juno wandered over to her and touched the healing spell to her back and then did the same to April.

      April's clothes had been shredded as had Alex's. Nia gave her clothes to April because she could be in hybrid form and when they ran back it would be as a wolf. They didn't talk much as they ate some of the packaged food. Although Alex was hungry, he could tell he was well and truly sick of eating something out of a can and craved fresh food.

      The cave itself was in shambles. In their sex-mad state, they hadn't bothered to really do much cleaning. By silent agreement, they decided they would come back, as they were eager to get back to the village to have proper hot showers, and clean clothes. Finally, they emerged from the cave. As soon as they were outside, Nia grabbed Alex’s arm.

      “Alex, smoke!” she shouted, pointing in the direction of the village. Alex looked to Juno and April, but Juno just waved her arms at him.

      “Run, run, we’ll catch up,” the witch urged. He felt a moment of indecision, but Nia was already taking off, having transformed into a wolf and the pull of it dragged at him, so he let it take him, sprinting away from his two mates and soon catching up to Nia.

      He smelled the smoke well before he saw the fire. He also heard the screams and the occasional gunshot. Despite the fact they were sprinting through the forest and in wolf form, Nia managed to get Alex's attention.

      “Don't. Go. Wild,” she said, carefully sounding out the words.

      Alex huffed in agreement although he wasn't sure if he was able to keep that promise.

      The smoke spiraling up above the village was now thick and black, and seemed to be coming from everywhere. Soon, Alex and Nia burst from the trees, and Alex felt a pain in his chest at the devastation before him. Everything was on fire.

      There were mages, at least fifty of them, over on one side of the village, hurling fireballs and fighting werewolves. There was another group closer to Alex and Nia, maybe twenty or so, flanking the werewolves, throwing fireballs, and erupting great gouts of flame. Alex took a moment to take in the scene. His pack was down there, fighting viciously, most them over near the smaller group, slashing at them with claws and ripping off heads. Alex saw a number of dead weredogs that had very obviously been the first wave of the attack. He was about to sprint down the hill when Nia suddenly shifted to hybrid form and dug her claws into his shoulder to stop him, forcing him to shift as well.

      “It's too many. We need to retreat and save who we can,” Nia said. Alex turned his head back to the village and the fighting, but then Nia grabbed him.

      “Listen to me Alex. Save who you can, go to the cave, and escape,” she repeated.

      Perhaps it was only because it had been the tail end of the thrall that her words got through. The wild rage that someone would attack his pack was somewhat muted.

      “Okay,” Alex finally said and shifted to his wolf form before bounding down the hill. He crashed into three mages from behind, crushing them to the ground, tearing one's head off. The twenty mages on this side were now down to ten, but those ten were exacting their price, fireballs going everywhere, flames bursting out from their hands.

      Alex shifted to hybrid form and saw that his pack had seen him. Despite the fighting, a few of them let out howls, joyful sounds, over the flames that were crackling in the smoke that lay heavy on the air.

      “Retreat! Alex roared and pointed at the forest.

      Alex had felt the pull of other werewolves many times, the power of it that had sometimes shifted him involuntarily. Now, as he roared, a furious alpha, the sound of his voice carried command in it. As one, the werewolves around him sprinted towards the forest. A few helped grab the injured and carried them, but they left their dead behind.

      Alex sprinted through the village until he came to the fifty or so mages and the remainder of his pack. He roared the command to retreat again and they did, taking the injured and running.

      Alex realized that Nia was beside him, and suddenly he was on the ground as she pulled him down as at least six fireballs shot past where he'd been standing. They hit a cabin that had already been alight and disintegrated it. There was a crack and an enormous explosion as a gas tank on the other side of the village exploded. Alex felt the pressure of it. It was almost painful.

      There were flames everywhere now and as Alex got to his feet, he saw they'd been utterly defeated. With Nia close behind him, he ran, desperately dodging attacks, and searching for any werewolves who are still alive, but he found none. Soon he emerged on the far side of the village and had no choice but to follow the rest of his pack up into the forest.

      The fire mages were too powerful. The flames themselves fed their magic. Alex could see that now and faintly sense the pull of it. He'd cast a single fireball at a mage, but it been utterly useless. The mage laughed as he swatted it away with one hand. Although a few had guns, most were casting spells and using wands.

      As Alex and Nia ran away from the village, Alex felt pain bloom in his back and he cursed himself for letting his shield spell expire. His shield ring had been long exhausted, and in the gap between one spell and the next, he’d been shot. The burning pain told him it was silver, and without thinking of what he was doing, he cast Purify on himself, charging it with the very pain it was producing. The bullet burst out of his back, taking a chunk of flesh with it, but Alex was long past caring. That cold and hard part of him, the one that had decided against babies, was taking over. He'd been split between two sides—the village and the wildness distant from Baxter—and then the civilization. Now, some unknown number of his pack were dead and the village destroyed. It seemed the fire mages had made his decision for him.

      It wasn't long before they caught up with his pack and his heart broke to see the size of it after a quick count. There are only fifteen werewolves left. Alex shifted to hybrid form and immediately crashed into Jeremiah, who surprisingly gave him an enormous hug. He and Jacob had survived, although not without injuries.

      “Where are the children?” Alex asked, having a tough time keeping the quaver out of his voice.

      “Esme and Lydia took them but they're not back yet,” Jeremiah said. Alex looked past him seeing various werewolves were using the healing flame rings but then Jeremiah moved in front of him again, blocking his view. He had Alex by the shoulders, holding on to him so tightly his claws were almost cutting into his skin.

      “You must stay, you cannot go wild. Come with me,” he said.

      He pulled Alex for a step or two then let him go, rushing into the cave. Alex followed, the fear that had been churning in his stomach threatening to overwhelm him. As soon as he got inside, he saw April on the bed, soaked in blood. There was a werewolf nearby. He was using the final charge of the healing flame ring, pressing it against her stomach. The flame came and went but seemed to do little for the enormous gashes and wounds.

      Alex rushed forward, shoving past Jeremiah, and cast healing flame, charging it with everything he could. The fire that leaped out from his finger was a good two feet long and he shoved it against April's body. April screamed as the wounds on her torso finally knitted together. Her leg had been slashed so deeply, Alex could see the bone. A mix of red and grey light flashed through the wound. Pain and sex magic charged through the spell stitching the flesh up. After a moment it was done. The worst of April's wounds healed, and she collapsed back on the bed, gasping. Then she grabbed Alex's wrist.

      “Couldn't stop them. They took Juno,” she said before she passed out.

      Alex let out a roar. The rage leaped up and then he suddenly found himself on the ground, Jeremiah above him, punching him in the face.

      “You. Need. To. Stay.” Jeremiah grunted, each punch punctuated with a word. Alex finally managed to get his hands up to block the next blow. Jeremiah let him go and helped haul him up off the ground. They were still in the cave, near the ruins of a chair that it appeared Jeremiah had smashed Alex through.

      Alex stepped back from Jeremiah, his heart pounding, and spat some blood and a few teeth onto the floor.

      “There’s a trail. We can choose to follow it, or you can stay here and help heal your pack,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex saw all the healing flame rings had been exhausted. April was still unconscious. He walked outside and he saw with shock the six children gathered near the cave entrance. On the ground in front of them, Esme was cradling Lydia. She had an enormous wound on her chest, her fur bloody and matted. The blood that was seeping out was slow now, and Lydia was hardly breathing. Alex knew he could leave and follow the trail. Perhaps he would find those who had taken Juno but Lydia, and perhaps others, would die. Some part of him also knew it could be a trap to lure him away from his pack, and the smaller more rational part of him said that if they'd taken Juno, rather than killing her, that they meant to keep as a hostage. All these thoughts came and went in an instant and then he made his decision. He cast healing flame, charging it up with his mana and rushed over to Lydia, pressing it against her body.

      The pack came first.
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      Thanks for reading my book! Indie eBook authors live and die by reviews so if you liked it please leave a review.

      Sign up to the mailing list for updates on future titles.

      More crazy harem, mages and werewolf stuff coming!

      Cheers,

      Harry

      www.galacticroyale.com
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