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      Alex kept his head down as he dragged himself to work, his dark glasses struggling to block out the bright early morning sun.

      “Oh c’mon body,” he muttered to himself and then sipped his jumbo coffee. His best guess was he had a low-level virus that he just couldn’t get rid of. His muscles were aching, his head was stuffed, hell, even his teeth were throbbing.

      It was either that or the hangover from his 25th birthday party tomorrow was so powerful it had projected itself back in time.

      Three weeks now of sneezing and aching and generally feeling crap. He’d kept dragging himself to work though – him, Howey and Puzo had dropped their meager life savings into building a game and there was no room for sick days.

      He stopped on a street corner, sipped his coffee and felt his brain throbbing in his head. The sleep-walking and sleep-talking had gotten far worse in the last month. Last night he’d woken up in the lounge trying to pull the curtains down. Then he’d woken up three more times, convinced someone was in the house. It had gotten bad enough that he’d had to move everything away from the side of his bed, lest he smash it in his sleep.

      “You gonna go or what?”

      Alex started at the sound of the girl’s voice. He was so tired he must have gone into half a trance waiting for the meager traffic to pass.

      “Uh, yeah, I’m-” he started to say and then he saw her.

      The redhead.

      He’d caught a glimpse of her a week ago while sitting in the Grease Trap (which was across the road), one of the city of Baxter’s local diners that fried everything and was generous with the servings. All he’d seen was a flash of vivid red hair, a pair of long legs and ripped denim shorts on a perfect bubble butt disappearing around a corner.

      If Pablo’s Heart Attack Special (two sausages, two eggs, three hash browns, mushrooms, tomato, biscuits and gravy plus a chicken fried steak) hadn’t just landed on the table he would have bolted out of there to follow her.

      Now here she was, watching him with a half smile, her green eyes glinting. Even through his darkened sunglasses her hair was glowing like it was on fire in the sunlight. Today she was rocking the Daisy Duke look – more ripped denim shorts, a tartan shirt that had been hitched up and knotted and enough cleavage to lose an arm in.

      Between the sleep deprivation, the low-level virus and just how goddamn hot she was, his brain went into lockdown. He told himself not to look down but that’s exactly he did, his gaze travelling down her body to her legs and back up again.

      She saw him do it too... but then he noticed she was looking him up and down as well.

      “What’s the matter, wolf got your tongue?” she asked, putting a hand on her hip.

      He was about to answer when there came a howl from the alleyway just behind the redhead. The appreciative look dropped away from her face.

      “Oh damn,” she swore before turning and bolting away.

      “Wait!” Alex yelled and followed after her before he realized what he was doing.

      There was another howl and it made him wince. Some kind of animal was in serious pain. The sound of it seemed to dig into his bones.

      He rushed into the alleyway behind the girl, briefly wondering if he should call animal control before seeing she was already halfway down it. Damn she was fast!

      The temperature dropped between the buildings and some of the cobblestones were slick but he kept speeding up, chasing the girl.

      She reached a crossways of another alley and then let out a yelp as a huge dark shape leapt out of gloom and tackled her.

      “Help!” Alex called out, although this early in the morning it was doubtful anyone would hear him. These alleyways were all over the city and once you went far enough down one it was like entering a separate world far from the sunny sidewalk.

      Whatever had attacked her looked like a dog crossed with a bulldozer. The howling had stopped and been replaced by its growls. Alex briefly wondered if the howl had been a trick, something to lure her in.

      He slid to a stop, taking in the scene before him. The girl was up and had grabbed a piece of metal from a pile stacked in the alleyway. It looked like a particularly solid piece of window siding that someone had dumped. Her shirt was ripped and there were long claw marks down her arm, gleaming red with dripping blood.

      The dog or wolf or whatever the hell it was wasn’t faring much better. It was limping and had blood pouring from a gash on its head.

      The monster dog shifted its gaze to Alex and let out a guttural growl.

      “We gotta kill it or it won’t stop!” the girl yelled.

      Alex could see the monster dog was getting ready to leap at him. He’d run with his jumbo coffee in hand so he did the only thing he could – tossed it straight at its head while diving for the pile of metal.

      He saw the coffee hit but the monster dog just shook it off, even though it had surely been burned. It was enough to slow it down and within a moment he had a piece of metal too, holding it up like a baseball bat.

      “Shift!” the girl yelled at him as the monster dog leapt.

      Things seemed to slow for a moment. She hadn’t yelled move or get out of the way. She’d yelled shift.

      Whatever she meant didn’t matter now. Alex tried to swing but the dog on was him with frightening speed. He crashed against the wall as the thing crunched his arm, the bones snapping like dried sticks. The agony was blinding, a red roar of pain. He punched the dog with his other hand but then it leapt at him, latching on to his shoulder and neck. The red roar became a terrifying howl. A jet of blood sprayed into the air and he dimly understood it was his, coming from his jugular.

      There was a flash of black, like someone had switched the lights off and suddenly he found himself in the middle of the alleyway on his back, like he’d teleported there. The girl was above him, her lips red with blood and green eyes wild.

      “I told you to shift dammit! What, your parents never showed you?”

      The pain in his neck and arm was a faint dull roar, like the waves breaking on a distant beach.

      My parents died when I was small child he thought but did not say. It seemed his mouth was having trouble with words now.

      The warm fog was inviting now, sinking into his arms and legs, like he was drifting off to sleep.

      Then, the redhead.

      She kissed him. It was vicious and desperate. He tasted the blood on her lips and then winced as she bit his bottom lip.

      The pain was sharp and sudden and pulled him back from the warm embrace that he knew in the back of his mind was death.

      “What’s... your name?” he gasped.

      He saw her wipe the blood on her lip with a finger and then suck it off, like she was tasting it.

      “It’s Nia, and as I told you... shift.”

      Nia was suddenly a wolf who was a girl too. She had furry ears sticking up from her hair, a muzzle instead of a nose. Her clothes had vanished.

      Something inside Alex pulled, a tightening without end and for a moment he thought – her blood! – before she was a wolf, copper red in the dark alleyway.

      His blood and body followed her and the last thing he was aware of was a howl before a wild and complete darkness overtook him.
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      The first thing Alex saw when he opened his eyes was a nodding monkey. It was a toy, one of those ones with a small solar cell in it. The plastic monkey was sitting in a sunbeam on a polished wooden floor gently nodding while it also rocked rhythmically side to side.

      He’d partied hard enough in college to see what was happening to him, even with his head pounding. There must have been drinking – a lot of excessive drinking and he’d been sleeping it off on some random floor. He closed his eyes and tried to remember how he’d ended up like this but there was nothing. Last he’d remembered was walking to work feeling crap. Work work work... oh yeah, it was his birthday soon wasn’t it? Had he gone out and gotten absolutely hammered?

      Alex cracked an eyelid, expecting his vision to blur but the spike of pain from the light was mercifully brief. Now came the big move that would tell the tale of how bad it was: trying to get up.

      He took a breath and gingerly moved his arm, expecting a rush of nausea that never came. Okay, good so far. Breathe, move, breathe, move. He took it slow, pushing up on to his hands and knees.

      It was then he saw the bed and any small joy that his hangover wasn’t quite as bad as he thought vanished when he saw the blood.

      The white sheets were splattered with it. Most of it was dry but there were still a few wet patches. Worse than that was the shape under the sheet – a body.

      “Oh crap,” Alex whispered as he got to his feet. This was bad. Incredibly bad.

      Firstly, he was naked and covered in streaks of blood too. Not only that but there were faint scratches down both his arms and what looked like a healing bite mark on his thigh.

      The blood droplets weren’t just confined to the bed. They were across the floor, up the windowsill, dotted on the pale blue wall.

      It was a girl’s room from the furnishings. A giant queen size bed, matching oak bedside tables, scattered underwear and other clothes. There was a desk in the corner with a pile of textbooks on it, plus a closed laptop. A small wicker chair sat in the corner with a colorful knitted blanket piled up on it. The window showed he was on the second floor. Outside there were gardens gone half wild and then forest.

      It would be comfortable and cozy... except for the blood. There were even a few dots of it on the back of the door.

      Alex took a step towards the bed, intent on lifting the sheet before he froze in place. This was a crime scene now, right? Like, don’t touch anything. Don’t get your fingerprints on anything. His memory was an impenetrable blackness but surely in that dark he hadn’t murdered anyone. Maybe he’d gotten drunk, maybe been drugged, been set up...

      Why couldn’t he remember? He knew some of the date-rape drugs wiped out memory but knowing that and actually experiencing it was a whole different story.

      He looked around the room again. No clothes for him. Just girls’ clothes... some of it shredded and dumped on the floor.

      “Fuck me,” he groaned and then nearly leapt a foot in the air when a voice beneath the sheet piped up – “Yes please!”

      The redhead.

      A chunk of memory landed. He’d met her on the street on his way to work. He’d been standing on the corner and then... what?

      She sat up with the blood-dotted sheet around her torso but then let it go, stretching her arms up into the air.

      Nia a voice inside him growled in approval as he took her in. Her slim waist, her perfect breasts, her wild red hair and green eyes.

      Staring at her he felt the urge to leap on to the bed, to grab her in his arms, to possess her.

      But she’s already mine he thought and then wondered where that idea came from.

      “Wolf got your tongue again? That’s a shame, I was hoping you could put it to good use,” Nia said, placing her hands on the bed and giving him a look that went straight south, dragging a lot of blood with it.

      “I see you like that idea,” she said with a smirk and raised eyebrows.

      Alex clapped his hands over himself. He was getting hard and the push to just jump her was becoming a chant.

      But what the hell? He didn’t know her... couldn’t remember sleeping together, although from the look of things they clearly had. He felt a pang of regret there – what a shame to take such a shapely girl to bed and not remember it!

      And there was the matter of the blood... like, was she into some freaky stuff and he’d just gone along with it?

      Nia kicked the sheet aside and then laid back on the bed, her red hair splaying out on the pillow. Alex couldn’t help but to look down her body, the perfect curve of her hips, her thighs...

      “Come to bed Alex and I’ll make you feel better,” Nia whispered.

      She moved her legs and the rasp of skin on skin almost made him dive straight on to the bed. He dropped his hands to his sides – there was no point trying to hide things now. He was as hard as diamond and two hands weren’t enough.

      Wait a second... he looked down his body, not entirely recognizing it. Sure, he’d tried to stay fit after leaving college but there was only so much infrequent gym trips could do in the face of sitting in a chair programming for hours a day. Plus him, Howey and Puzo practically lived on junk food. It required almost no preparation and the less time they wasted cooking, the more time they could work.

      So the time since college had been spent slowly getting chubby around the waistline, and pale too.

      Now he had abs. It was like the fat had vanished overnight. His thighs were muscular and yeah, he’d heard when you lost weight your junk looked bigger in comparison but this much?

      “I’m having some memory issues,” Alex finally said, noticing that even his forearms seemed to be layered in muscle now.

      “You really don’t remember? I knew that was a side effect of going a little wild but I guess I never really believed it,” Nia said.

      “Going wild?”

      “Well, not wild Wild with the capital W. Transformation wild. You don’t remember the alleyway? Fighting the weredog?”

      “Fighting the-”

      Then it came back. The cold cobblestones. The monster dog. Throwing the coffee. The attack.

      The kiss.

      Alex groaned and grabbed his head as the memory slammed into him like a cement block.

      The kiss... but then the black. The nothing, until the floor and the toy monkey.

      “You turned into a wolf girl!”

      He practically shouted it and even pointed a finger at Nia.

      “Easy as pie,” she said and then transformed in front of him. Between one blink and the next she now had wolf ears sticking up from her red hair. She had copper fur covering her curvy body. She was still completely naked, of course so he couldn’t help but be drawn to gaze at her as she rolled on her side to show a fluffy tail sticking up from that perfect bubble butt.

      “You’ll be able to do it too if you practice,” she said.

      Another blink of the eye and she was smooth skin, no ears and tail. Alex gently swayed on the spot – he could feel her transformation. It was tugging at him, like her doing it meant he could follow along.

      Nia rolled on to her back again and this time parted her legs.

      “Now, Alpha, please come here,” she said.

      The word rolled over him and some distant part noted he should rightly be freaking the hell out over it and others (like weredog) but it also felt... true. Correct. The world was as it should be and before it had been wrong.

      He took a step, hearing the wooden floor creak beneath his tread. The bed protested too as he put his weight on it. Hadn’t he lost fat? Now he seemed like he was far heavier than before.

      “Good boy,” Nia whispered as he began to stroke her feet. They, like him and the rest of her were dotted in tiny blood droplets. As he planted a kiss on the sole of her foot he tasted the blood and realized it was his, and hers.

      That thing in the alleyway was a weredog... so was she a were...wolf?

      He kissed his way up Nia’s calf, past her knee and to her inner thigh. She giggled at first and then sighed as he climbed higher up her body. There was something familiar about the curves of her body, the taste of her skin, the scent of her.

      He kissed a semi-circle, going up past her bellybutton and down again, coming closer, brushing against her as she sighed.

      “Please,” she said, reaching down to tug his hair.

      He gave her a long slow lick, her sigh abruptly cut off as he swirled his tongue. Alex grabbed her cute little butt with both hands, tilting her hips and moving fast and slow, changing tempo as Nia gasped beneath him.

      The taste of her was delicious and the sounds she was making were driving him wild.

      Soon he built up a rhythm and her groans and sighs were replaced with short breaths. She was getting close now, her legs starting to twitch, Nia tipping over the edge.

      She cried out, one hand pulling his hair, the other flung over her mouth to muffle the sound. He kept going, pushing her further but then she had both hands on top of his head and was squirming away.

      “No, no, it’s too sensitive,” she gasped.

      “No matter,” he growled.

      He gripped her wrists and in one smooth move rose up her body and into her. She instinctively tipped her hips back as he pushed her wrists down on to the bed.

      “Oh goddess,” Nia moaned.

      Her cheeks had flushed and he realized she had a small scattering of freckles across them he hadn’t noticed before. Between the sounds, her green eyes and the liquid heat, the urge to bite her, to dominate, to possess her utterly was overwhelming.

      Nia was still riding aftershocks as he plunged into her again and again and soon she was gasping, pleading, moaning beneath him. At some point he pushed her knees up, letting go of her wrists and gripping the back of her neck with his hands. She was curled up beneath him, his body utterly under his control.

      Time slipped away in the haze of it. Normally the world would narrow, his entire focus the girl on his bed but strangely, Alex felt his senses expand. He could hear small animals in the forest, distant birds chirping and bees drowsing along. There seemed suddenly an invisible pool of warmth around him, moving like the tides. A cold spot drifted past his feet and then Nia opened her eyes beneath him.

      “Is that magic?” she asked in a shocked tone.

      She could feel it too – the connection of their bodies pulling her into it.

      Nia went to speak again but soon lost all ability to do little more than moan. Alex could feel the warmth around him, pushing against his body. Although it was separate from him, it felt like it was running down through his muscles, as luxurious as a hot bath. When he moved, he felt it move too.

      Alex increased his pace, feeling familiar tingles down in his lower back. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the toy monkey, nodding and rocking like crazy, small golden sparks moving over it.

      It’s magic he thought and then there was nothing more but the pure rush of Nia beneath him, the flood of heat through his body and Nia shaking in return.

      It was never good form to fall asleep immediately but Alex couldn’t resist it, nor could Nia. Her saw her eyes closing and felt his doing the same. He saw for a moment that various things in the room had been floating off the ground, held aloft by golden sparks before sleep overtook him.

      The last thing he heard was the thumps of them falling to the wooden floor and Nia’s contented sigh in his ear.
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      Nia woke up first and smiled at Alex sleeping beside her.

      It had been an extremely wild three days. It was a shame he couldn’t remember it but apparently it would come back to him soon enough... and she was more than happy to help him reenact their time in bed.

      She gently ran her fingers over his shoulder, noting the growing muscle. It was still incredible to her that he’d never shifted until she’d pulled him with her. Since she had, he was undergoing a transformation that usually happened much earlier in a werewolf’s life.

      There were a thousand questions about the how and why of his life and now with things floating around the room and golden sparks a thousand more about magic. She’d felt it while they were connected. Magic users could share their connection if they so chose and she’d done so with her friend Juno, a witch, from time to time.

      There were plenty of magic users around – witches and warlocks and sorcerers and garden variety hedge mages – and plenty of werewolves and other were-creatures but a magic using werewolf? She’d only heard of such things in stories. If a werewolf ever used magic it was usually a wand, a ring, an artifact of some kind supplied by a magic user (or stolen from one). Werewolves usually preferred teeth and claws to spells.

      “Where have you been my dearest?” Nia whispered to Alex. The path to finding him seemed absurd now – so many decisions that had led her to discover the weredog tracking someone. Then her stalking the city convinced there was a hidden werewolf she had to find first. Weredogs were brutal vicious things sent with a single purpose – to rip a werewolf to pieces. That she’d finally found Alex shortly before the weredog had was incredible itself.

      Now after seeing his magic she wondered if that had played a role? Had he been unconsciously shielding himself? Or had someone else and it had been wearing off? Plenty of nights she had felt herself getting closer but had always seemed to miss the target she was tracking.

      But then she’d found him, just as the weredog had. The fight had been vicious but she’d managed to kill it however it had almost killed Alex. She’d known he was a werewolf but it made no sense that he hadn’t shifted... until she realized that he didn’t know what he was.

      She had pulled an old trick that parents did on their young – a nip of blood and transform and the children were pulled along, the blood calling to blood. When it was children it was easy – they were young and couldn’t run far in that mindless wild state the first transformation took them into.

      Adults were far more difficult to control and Alex had certainly proven that, transforming into a black wolf and bolting out of the alleyway with lightning speed.

      She’d had to hide his belongings on a rooftop (after snooping in his wallet), along with the dead weredog before she could chase after him. Thank the goddess it was still early in the morning with few people around and Alex’s wolf instincts were already working – he’d avoided being seen as he’d run. No sighting meant no pull on the Great Barrier. Didn’t need other supernaturals getting involved right now.

      For the first two days she hadn’t spotted him at all – just his tracks and what was left of his kills. At one point he’d taken down a black bear that had crossed his path, tearing it to pieces.

      She’d finally caught up to him on the third day and then the pursuit had reversed, him chasing her, beguiled by her scent.

      He’d chased her cross-country as she lured him closer to a safe-house she knew that was owned by a friend. Alex had chased, getting closer, running after her in his hybrid form, standing a good seven feet tall with sharpened claws. In just the three days he’d already grown taller and was still adding on weight.

      She shivered a little at the memory of it all... him smashing through the door downstairs, unable to stop to work a doorknob. Him leaping up the stairs, cornering her in the room.

      He was an Alpha and he’d chased her until she’d turned and caught him.

      Their mating had been wild and violent, slashing at each other with sharpened claws, biting and growling.

      She had submitted to him but she was a proud werewolf and that meant a fight, during which he’d overpowered her. He’d bitten the back of her neck as she’d knelt on the bed, presenting herself to him.

      Nia took a deep breath and tried to move her thoughts along but this singular moment could not be pushed away.

      Alex was an Alpha and she’d mated with him. He’d claimed her and it was absolute. She was his now, until his death, or hers.

      That he apparently hadn’t known he was a werewolf, or a magic user, meant that he was sure to be surprised when he woke up and discovered he now had a werewolf mate... or wife, in other words.

      Her own father had had six wives, her mother being the second. It was what packs did and now to think that going to Baxter looking for a job of all things had resulted in finding an Alpha and becoming his first wife? It was incredible.

      She stroked his back and Alex sighed in his sleep. Once he awoke they’d have to get started on those thousand questions... and at some point she’d have to talk to Juno. Would it be possible for her to help train Alex? What would the other magic users do about a spell-casting werewolf?

      She suspected she already knew the answer given the various groups usual responses: they’d put him to death.

      It appeared someone had already tried, given the weredog they’d sent after him. And if they sent one, surely another would follow.

      Nia smiled to herself at the idea of introducing Juno to Alex. Alex may have been a regular person days ago but now he’d transformed and that was in body and mind. He’d be sure to start looking to add to his pack as soon as possible. As first wife she could guide this process somewhat, with an eye as to strengthening the pack... and adding a little blonde witch sounded good to her.

      For now she closed her eyes and rested her palm on his skin. He was running hot, the transformation even now strengthening his bones, growing muscle and healing his wounds. She snuggled in close beside him, enjoying the heat from his body and soon drifted off.
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      Alex awoke from a fragment of dream. He’d been chasing a pig – no, a boar, a giant of a thing, splattered in mud with sharp tusks. They’d already fought and it had sliced his arm before bolting. He leapt, an astonishing distance through the air, landing on its back and knocking it to the ground. Before it could rise he’d swiped at it, ripping its throat out. Then he’d feasted on the boar, his muzzle wet with warm blood...

      He opened his eyes, the image of the boar before him. The fragment of dream had so much savagery, violence and blood but he felt nothing but a calm contentment about it all. Even crunching into the boar, wet muscle ripping in his teeth felt right, and good.

      Nia resolved from a blur as he focused his eyes. She was watching him with a happy half-lidded gaze. He supposed he looked the same – that freshly screwed post-orgasm look.

      “Hey,” Nia whispered and reached up to brush the side of his face.

      Mine a voice inside answered, and like killing the boar it came with that same calm contentment, the feeling of rightness.

      “Hey,” he whispered back and stroked his fingers down Nia’s arm. A rush of goosebumps followed and she gave a little shiver. She was naked, as he was, and the closeness of her, the warmth he could feel coming from her body was intoxicating. He could smell her, a sort of spice and heat together. Despite the fact they’d just been together, certain body parts had strong opinions about what should happen next.

      Nia glanced down and giggled. “Round three?”

      Alex just smiled at her, even as he felt himself grow harder. He felt no urge to cover himself up, and the strangeness of that feeling caught his attention. To be naked, vulnerable and wanting in front of a girl he barely knew... it was strange indeed.

      “Is it really round three? I feel like I know you... you know?”

      Nia winked at him. “Well, if you mean know me, like the biblical know me, then yes, you know me. Knew me quite a few times last night actually. Knew me on the bed, on the floor, against the door...”

      She was grinning at him. Alex laughed and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry but I really don’t remember any of that. I don’t even know your last name! Why would that be?”

      Nia put a hand to her throat in mock affront. “You don’t remember some of my – and probably yours – finest bedroom work? My good sir, I cannot believe it!”

      Alex shook his head, thinking that he should be more concerned than he was. But this... calmness... it was more than just post-sex bliss. It was like something deep within him had forever been out of place and now had moved. He was where he was meant to be, doing what he was meant to do.

      He glanced around the room at the blood droplets and damaged sheets. Okay, maybe not the blood so much, but in bed with this wolf girl? Yes, yes, yes.

      “Why did I just dream about killing a boar? What are you? You had a tail! Why is there blood everywhere?”

      Even as he asked his questions, Alex was finding it hard to concentrate with Nia in front of him. The message from between his legs was loud and clear: jump her right now!

      Nia glanced down again and smiled.

      “How about we get dressed and go downstairs so we can actually talk without various body parts getting ideas?” she said.

      She reached out and brushed a finger against his hardness. The blood suddenly pounded in Alex’s head and then he groaned as Nia suddenly leapt up from the bed and pulled on clothes from the floor.

      “Just get dressed... oh, wait, these are all April’s clothes. Um... don’t worry. We’ll find a clean sheet and then look for clothes later.”

      With that she bolted out of the room. Alex got up, quickly checked the closet for any clothes (nothing, unless he wanted to wear a mini-skirt) and then followed her out.

      As he’d seen from the window, they were on the second floor. The polished boards extended out of the room and down the corridor to a landing and staircase. There were various other rooms coming off the corridor and Alex knew, without really knowing how, that the house was empty.

      “Here, it has unicorns on it but it should fit,” Nia said, pulling a sheet out of a linen cupboard down the hall. She tossed it at him and then went running down the stairs.

      Alex looked at the sheet. It was covered in sparkly unicorns in various poses. After checking the cupboard and finding it only filled with multiple unicorn sheets he shrugged and fashioned in into a kind of toga before following Nia downstairs.

      On the bottom floor he found the front door splintered and hanging off one hinge. There was dried mud splattered in the entranceway and he gave a double blink when he saw the imprint of a large clawed foot.

      “Werewolf,” Alex murmured to himself.

      “Yup, that’s you!” Nia called out from another room. From the sound of things she was clearly in a kitchen. Alex heard a sizzle as she dropped bacon into a hot frying pan.

      He followed the delicious scent, his stomach suddenly grumbling and making its desires known, namely: eat all the things.

      As his nose had advised, she was cooking bacon and rushing around getting food out of the fridge. He sat on the stool on the other side of the kitchen counter and looked around. This wasn’t quite a mansion but it was too big to be a house either. From the plates stacked in the cupboards and the double cook tops it looked like a small dormitory maybe.

      “So, can you tell me what’s happening to me?” Alex asked.

      “You can’t remember because, as I said, you went little w wild. It happens in the first shift. It’s a sort of mindless wild state where you’re just an animal. It’s only temporary though – a few weeks and it’ll all come flooding back.”

      “Including last night?”

      Alex was having trouble keeping his eyes off Nia. She was wearing a skirt and t-shirt but whomever April was, she as shorter than Nia. As a result, the skirt was very mini-skirt and showed off her legs, and the curve of her butt.

      She whirled around with a knife in one hand and a red pepper in the other.

      “Oh, you betcha. And if you’re having trouble remember, I am more than happy to reenact it for you.”

      She threw the pepper on the chopping board and started slicing.

      Alex looked down at his unicorn toga until the sudden urge in his body to leap the counter subsided.

      “That’s gonna be a thing too for a while. Your werewolf side is fresh out of its cage for the first time in twenty-five years. It wants to run.”

      Alex took a deep breath and looked back to Nia just as she tipped the peppers into a second pan she had heating.

      “I’m a werewolf and you’re a werewolf too? Did you make me a werewolf?”

      “Nope. You were born a werewolf but it looks like you never shifted until three nights ago when I pulled you along with me. Blood follows blood, which is always handy to remember if you find an injured werewolf in human form. Bite and shift yourself and they’ll usually come too. You heal quicker in werewolf form.”

      Nia stirred the peppers and shifted bacon around while Alex absorbed this. He felt again that the strange calmness that had come over him was fundamentally altering his responses. Pre-blackout Alex would have been freaking the hell out right now.

      “I was adopted. Would that mean my parents are dead? Do werewolves give up their children?”

      Nia turned around, stepped across and stroked his cheek.

      “Werewolves don’t adopt out their children. But we can definitely look into this.”

      She returned to cooking, expertly cracking eggs into the bacon pan to cook in the hot fat.

      “That dog that attacked us – why did it do that? What was that thing anyway?”

      Nia served up the food and they moved to the kitchen table to eat and talk. She’d piled Alex’s plate high with bacon, eggs and peppers, far more food than he’d normally eat but he quickly found he was ravenous.

      “It’s a weredog. They’re not people, first up. They’re dogs changed by magic and transfused with werewolf blood. You can think of them as the Terminators of the werewolf world. They get set loose, mostly tracking a specific werewolf and they don’t stop or sleep until they find and kill them. I came across it by accident in Baxter a week ago and started tracking it. I wasn’t going to let it kill whatever innocent werewolf it was after.”

      Alex poured himself a glass of orange juice and downed it before refilling his glass.

      “Why not just kill it the moment you find it?”

      “Good question – they’re sent to find a particular werewolf. Because I didn’t know who that was, killing it would only delay it happening again. In fact, killing it would likely trigger the mage who made it into sending more. So I had to find the werewolf first and warn them.”

      She then tapped the back of his hand with her fork.

      “So, consider yourself warned, I guess,” she said through a mouthful of bacon.

      Alex cleared off his plate and then looked over at the kitchen to see if there was more.

      “Here, take some of mine,” Nia said, pushing some bacon and eggs on to his plate.

      “It’s okay, I can cook some more.”

      She used her fork to lightly jab the back of his hand.

      “I said take. some. more. You’re the Alpha so I like feeding you.”

      Alex started eating, wondering what this Alpha stuff was about. He was soon finished and drinking more orange juice.

      “So I’m a werewolf for nearly twenty-five years but I don’t know it. You come to Baxter and find this weredog tracking me. Then it howls down an alleyway, you kill it after it almost kills me and then help me shift into a werewolf? I go wild with a little w and now it’s three days later and I wake up here?”

      “That’s about all of it. The weredog howled because I set up a trap for it. Do you remember it was limping? They’re normally good at finding their prey but this one kept circling around all over the place. I think maybe you had a spell on you perhaps? Maybe your magic was protecting you?”

      Alex felt the words wash over him. Werewolf, magic, weredog, mage, prey, wild. It should be unsettling. I should be losing my shit he thought.

      “Why would someone want to kill me? Do people just decide to kill random werewolves who don’t even know what they are?”

      “That’s another thing we’re gonna find out. I have this friend Juno, she’s a witch, and she’ll-”

      Both of them jumped up from the table as a long warbling howl echoed from somewhere in the distance.

      “Dammit, another weredog,” Nia said. She was holding the fork like it was a weapon. Seeing how she handled the knives, Alex had no doubt she could kill with it.

      A chorus of howls answered.

      “That’s three... no, four more. Who sends five weredogs out to kill a single werewolf? We’re going to have to shift to hybrid to take them on. Like this, do the same,” Nia said.

      Blink of the eye and she was the copper wolf girl again. Alex hadn’t realized it before but she grew a little in size when she did this. Last time she’d been naked of course so maybe he hadn’t noticed. April’s clothes complained, the stitches tearing, before Nia sliced them off with a sharp claw.

      Alex felt the pull of her shift. It was like tensing a muscle that had never been tensed before or whistling a song heard only once.

      He shifted... and the world shifted with him.

      Fingers stretched and grew sharp claws while black hair sprouted from his body. Muscle layered him like armor and he felt is face changing shape, a muzzle forming. The colors in the room grew more brilliant and a thousand sounds crept up. He could hear Nia heartbeat, a thumping in her chest, the rush of her blood in her veins like a distant waterfall. The scent of the kitchen intensified – now bacon, peppers, egg, olive oil and other foods. Someone had spilt milk near the fridge and missed a spot underneath, where it had soured before drying.

      As Alex’s awareness expanded he heard the weredogs howling and running towards them. They were close now, coming through the forest and would be upon them in moments.

      “You look good,” Nia remarked and ran her claws lightly down his arm.

      Alex looked down and saw he’d forgotten to take off the unicorn toga. It had been loose before but now fit perfectly, like it had been made for him. He noticed he was taller now, easily seven feet at least and still growing.

      He looked at Nia, grinning, feeling sharp teeth in his jaws. “You look good enough to eat,” he said, taking in her wolf girl form. Her copper red was vivid and there seemed to be an ultraviolet tinge to it that shimmered as she moved.

      Nia gripped his arm, her expression turning serious.

      “Don’t mess around with these weredogs. Disable, dismantle. Try to tear into quarters at the very least. With this many there is sure to be a mage around somewhere. If you see him, kill him as fast as you can.”

      “Anything else?” Alex asked, flexing his claws. He felt amazing, like he could run for miles.

      “When we’re done, I’ll have a good reward for you,” Nia said with a wicked grin.

      Alex felt the same surge of lust as before but this time it was far stronger. Some small part of him was surprised when he pulled his head back and howled at the ceiling, the roar of it shaking the windows.

      Nia joined him, her howl resonating with his. It felt like the shift, pulling at his body, the blood wanting to follow blood.

      Alex followed Nia out of the house and into the half wild front garden. He’d only seen a glimpse from upstairs. The yard was quite large with various fruit trees growing here and there. There were long garden beds filled with dark earth and freshly planted seedlings. While the rest of the yard was slowly returning to nature, someone had been caring for the vegetable boxes.

      Although it was still early, the day was warm already. With his enhanced hearing Alex tracked bees going about their business and the sounds of small animals fleeing the oncoming weredogs who were doing nothing to hide their approach.

      “Why did they howl? They should have crept up on us,” he said to Nia, still getting used to talking with a differently shaped mouth.

      “They like to generate fear in their prey. Makes the meat taste different,” she replied.

      Alex crouched, claws out and waited for the weredogs to emerge from the forest. Thirty seconds later they broke through the treeline simultaneously. Alex was expecting a weredog like the one in the alleyway. It had been big and looked like the unfortunate breeding result of a dog and a bulldozer but Nia had managed to kill it on her own.

      These weredogs were twice as big, easily as tall as the white picket fence the separated the yard from the forest. Two were black, two brown and one was golden, its fur shining in the sun. All were solid blocks of muscle, like someone had taken a pitbull and said yeah, you know what – double that.

      They smashed through the front fence like it wasn’t there. In a blur, Nia leaped, flying towards the weredogs with her claws outstretched. She was so fast she took Alex by surprise but it didn’t take him long to recover.

      He focused on one of the black weredogs and sprung towards it.

      For a moment Alex saw the tops of trees and blue sky as he rose up into the air, badly screwing up his trajectory. He shot over the tops of the weredogs and down into the forest, crashing face first into a solid oak tree before tumbling back to earth, feeling like he hit every branch on the way down.

      With his head ringing he got to his feet and stumbled in the direction of the house. He could hear Nia fighting the weredogs, who surprisingly hadn’t given chase but appeared to have focused on her.

      By the time he emerged from the trees, his head was clear. Nia had already killed one weredog, a black one, its headless body twitching in the long grass. Another was missing a front leg and hopping as it circled, trying to avoid her lunging claws.

      Alex was about to jump when he saw a shimmer down the yard. It was like a patch of reality had wavered for just a moment.

      “The mage,” he growled. This time he took it easy, aiming low and going for half the power.

      He still shot across the yard like he’d been fired from a cannon. He hit an invisible man who smelled like rose petals, sickly sweet, tumbling head over heels before crashing into the solid log that formed the edge of one of the vegetable gardens. Alex was on his feet immediately, the spell on the mage breaking, revealing his terrified face.

      “Har...p,” the mage gurgled, blood on his lips. Alex saw his chest was crushed, no doubt the result of being hit by a giant werewolf at high speed. His back appeared to be broken too, given he wasn’t moving his legs and was twisted at an odd angle. He was wearing a robe filled with many pockets.

      “Kill him before he speaks!” Nia yelled out.

      The mage raised a hand that was covered in rings and without hesitation Alex sliced it off at the wrist. The hand spun away towards the house, flying in through the open front door. A spray of blood shot out into the air. The mage lifted his other hand but this time Alex aimed for his throat, ripping it out and taking half his spine with it too. The mage was dead instantly.

      Alex turned just in time for the golden weredog to crash into him, its teeth latching on to his arm and biting down.

      The pain was enormous, that red roar again but this time instead of his bones snapping like dried twigs, they held firm. Alex swung his arm, smashing the weredog down on the edge of the garden bed. The log gave way but there was also a crack of bones breaking under the force of the blow. The weredog held tight though so Alex smashed it again, hitting what was left of the mage. Sensing that the weredog wouldn’t let go until it was dead, Alex changed tactics, rolling on to his back and kicking upward with his powerful hind legs. He gutted the weredog, tearing its back half away entirely. It shuddered and died and only then did it release its bite. Alex shook his arm and what was left of it fell to the ground.

      What had Nia said? Disable and dismantle? He looked down at the dead weredog and was surprised to find it was blinking and struggling to move on two broken front legs. It had died but come back to life. It was clearly moving in the direction of its bottom half. Would it magically reform?

      There was no time to finish it off so Alex picked up its top half and tossed it towards the forest. It hit a tree and landed on the ground.

      “Alex!” Nia screamed.

      He turned to see the three remaining weredogs had all managed to latch on to her. Two were on one arm and the other on her leg, biting into her thigh.

      Red and black rage arose in his vision, a fury that these monsters would attack his mate and then he was gone.
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      “It’s okay, they’re dead now. They’re definitely dead,” Nia said.

      The rage receded like the tide and Alex found himself kneeling over a gory ruin of shredded meat and bone. He was wet to the elbows with blood and could taste it in his mouth.

      “What?” he said and stood up, looking around.

      They were still in the front garden but now it looked like someone had thrown the weredogs in a woodchipper and sprayed their remains everywhere. A loop of purple intestine hung from a fence picket, dripping on to the grass. Only the mage was still somewhat intact, twisted and broken against the side of a garden bed.

      He turned to Nia and saw she was wounded. The deep bite marks on her arms and legs were sealed up with congealed blood and as he watched, a trickle cut off as the flesh slowly knitted together.

      “You went a little wild. I’m going to help you with that because you go too far or too many times you might not come back. Let’s go check out the mage,” she said, tugging on his arm.

      Alex followed her, still somewhat coming to his senses. He’d seen the weredogs hurting Nia and then... red and black rage. A howling void. It wasn’t like the black hole of lost memory. Instead it was a dangerous animal in a rage screaming to the skies. He looked down at his body. Somehow the unicorn toga had survived, although now it was saturated in blood.

      “Should we shift back?” he asked as he followed her.

      “Nah, you’ll heal faster like this. We’ll use the outside showers too before we go in,” she replied.

      They reached the mage who was staring blankly up at them, his throat a red ruin. He looked about the same age as himself, Alex realized. Brown hair, brown eyes, he wouldn’t have given him a second glance if he passed him on the street. The scent of blood was thick but the sickly sweet roses almost overpowered it.

      Nia wasted no time in stripping the three rings off his hand and then searched the body. She passed a carved stick to Alex that was inlaid with a swirling gold pattern.

      “Wand, see if you feel anything,” she said.

      Alex took the wand and immediately felt the magic within it. It was like electricity, or lightning. All it would take is a flick and will to fire it. He turned to the wrecked front fence and saw the metal letterbox was still hanging on to an askew post.

      Flick and will.

      A bolt of lightning shot out from the want and hit the letterbox, blasting it off the post. It broke into pieces as it shot up into the air, the small pieces of metal then raining down on the grass.

      “Cool, bolt. Let’s not do that again though. We already have way too much to explain to April about the destruction here,” Nia said.

      She pulled the robe off the mage and Alex saw that he’d broken his spine. Standing there covered in blood and surrounded by carnage he supposed that normally he’d feel bad about killing a man.

      But this was very far from normal. This mage had sent weredogs and they’d hurt Nia. Just thinking it raised the hackles on the back of his neck and he growled to himself.

      Nia touched him on the leg. “It’s okay Alex. I’m okay. You saved me. I’m safe,” she said, looking up at him with her beautiful green eyes.

      Her touch centered him and calmed the fury that threatened to rise again. It didn’t go away though.

      “I want to know who this mage is. Did someone send him? How did they find us so fast?” he asked.

      Nia expertly began slicing open every pocket in the robe, reducing it to rags as she searched.

      “My bet is they have some of your or my blood. Probably collected from the alleyway, which is how they got on to us so fast. We definitely need to see Juno now, get her to do a cleanse.”

      Nia found another ring and a silver bracelet that she dropped the moment she touched it. Alex heard the same sizzling sound as the bacon hitting the pan.

      “Silver coated. We either leave it here for April or we bundle it up somehow,” Nia said, poking at the bracelet with a stick.

      “So the myths about werewolves are true? Silver hurts us? Does the full moon change us too?”

      Nia stood up and took the wand from him.

      “Silver burns badly and instantly. The full moon is just fun to howl at. There are other things, like the thrall, or mating madness as it’s also known but we need to get moving so I don’t have time to explain. I don’t know who this mage is or what enclave sent him but they already know their weredogs are dead. More will be on the way soon. We need to get to Juno to do a cleanse and magically destroy any blood or bodily fluids of ours they have in their possession. Follow me.”

      Alex digested this as he followed Nia around the side of the house, leaving the bloody destruction behind them. They found the outside showers and soon he was washing the gore off him under the hot water after he stripped off the unicorn toga. He and Nia took turns soaping each other, the wolf girl standing on her tip toes to reach the back of his head. Nia also took the opportunity to wash the rings and wand clean. She’d left the silver bracelet by the dead mage. Alex noticed his wounds looked days old now, as his body rapidly healed them.

      There was an outdoor cupboard filled with towels they used to dry themselves. Alex had to wonder why this outdoor shower existed in the first place – did they get a lot of muddy or bloody werewolves coming by? He sensed though by Nia’s haste that this was not the time for questions.

      Once they were clean they went back inside, briefly passing through the front yard again. It was a stinking mess but Nia assured him someone would be along to clean it and they could leave it be.

      Inside they found the mages other hand. This one had four rings on it. Three they took but one was silver so they left it on him. Alex experimentally touched a finger to it and then pulled back as the silver burned him, as though he’d touched a hot frying pan.

      How did such a thing work? Before he’d shifted he’d touched plenty of silver? Why now the extreme reaction?

      Nia threw the hand out into the yard and then turned to Alex.

      “We’re going to have to do a quick search for any clothes for both of us. This place is distant – about a hundred miles from Baxter and at least forty from the nearest main roads. If we can’t find anything, we’ll detour to steal something. But we need to be gone in the next five minutes, okay?”

      “So no reward after the battle then?” Alex said with a grin.

      Nia kissed him, which was still an odd feeling being they were both in their hybrid werewolf forms.

      “Once we get to Juno and cleanse then we’re going to get to know each other, you know?”

      She headed upstairs while Alex searched the rooms downstairs. All he found were girls clothes and none of it would fit him, not even in his human form. He was pondering fashioning another toga from a unicorn sheet when Nia reappeared, holding a bundle made from a unicorn sheet.

      “Nothing for you so we’ll find something on the way. We gotta run now. We’ll take turns carrying the magic stuff and clothes I found for me,” she said.

      Out the front, past the red ruin and then around to the back of the house. Alex saw more signs that someone had been working in the garden. April’s house seemed a mystery. Where were all the people? The rooms had clothes in them and it was clearly set up to house a large number but it felt abandoned and empty. Some of the rooms he’d explored clearly hadn’t been opened in years.

      “Now follow me,” Nia said. She put the bundle on the ground and then shifted, changing into the beautiful copper wolf he’d seen before.

      Alex felt the pull of it and let himself follow.

      The shift seemed faster than human to werewolf. This time he shrank down, although not by much, his hands turning into paws and his body growing pitch black fur. Within a moment he was a wolf – albeit a large one, far bigger than a standard wolf.

      “Come with me,” Nia said. It was clearly difficult for her to speak in this form. The lack of lips to form shapes affected her speech. Alex nodded in return as she picked up the bundle and set off.

      As they ran, questions teemed through his mind. The big one was: how had he been a werewolf for twenty-five years and not known it?

      Damn, I missed my birthday!

      In the rush of everything, Alex realized that Nia had told him it had been three days since he’d transformed. That meant he’d missed his twenty-fifth birthday entirely. He’d even arranged drinks with Puzo and Howey and some others at a local bar, The Elephant. Given he hadn’t gone to work, hadn’t answered phone calls and now was missing for days, were the police out looking for him?

      Alex shook his head as he ran, wondering what he’d tell Puzo and Howey. Oh, yeah, by the way, I’m a werewolf and some crazed mages are after me. Yup, had to kill a bunch of weredogs and I have this hot werewolf mate now.

      At that thought, Alex let his mind wander about Nia and what exactly she was to him. That calm certainty was sitting there, implacable. She was his. He was hers. Until death. There was no question to it.

      Alex followed Nia as they ran, speeding across the landscape. He found himself watching her as she ran, her copper fur gleaming in the sun.

      She’s hot no matter what form she’s in he thought and then surprised himself by giving a happy bark.
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      “Thank you for the ride!” Nia called out, holding the container of shortbread cookies that had been forced upon them.

      “You marry that girl now, ya hear?” Earl said, waving a finger at Alex.

      “And you say yes too!” Edna called out to Nia as the Huberts drove away.

      After a detour to steal some clothes and shoes, Alex and Nia had ended up on the side of the road. The very first car along had been Edna and Earl Hubert who were driving to Baxter to meet their latest grandchild.

      As Nia cuddled up to Alex in the back seat they’d immediately set in on them with the grandparent thumbscrews about marriage, babies and everything else.

      Nia had slipped on one of the mage’s rings, a thin gold band with a green emerald and immediately played along that while it wasn’t an engagement ring, she was expecting one soon.

      Alex, wearing stolen clothes that were a little tight on him, laughed as Edna kept up with the questions and force-fed them sandwiches, biscuits and other things from a cooler she had in the front.

      By the time they got to Baxter Alex was stuffed – something he thought virtually impossible now he was a werewolf but somehow Edna had managed it. Nia had teased him the entire way about having babies and in the end Alex had given in, promising Edna they’d make lots of babies together.

      With Nia holding his arm and pressed up beside him, he saw for a moment that it wasn’t a joke but a glimpse of the future.

      Again the calm certainty washed away what would normally be shock.

      Edna and Earl had insisted on taking them to their destination so now they were out the front of a two story house painted bright yellow waving as the old couple drove away.

      Nia immediately turned to him the moment they were gone.

      “So babies huh. How many babies are you going to put in me?”

      She pressed herself up against him, the scent of her filling his senses.

      “Well, you heard me tell Edna – lots and lots,” Alex said, clasping her arms around her and planting a deep kiss.

      They were absorbed in a private world when a voice called out from above them.

      “Hey, get a room!”

      Alex looked up and saw only a flash of blonde hair vanishing from an upper window.

      “That’s Juno, short for Juniper but don’t ever call her that unless you wanna get stabbed,” Nia said, taking him by the hand and leading him up to the front door.

      Alex looked down the street and saw a few of the houses were painted in bright primary colors like Juno’s house. Others were utterly normal. Did witches live in the colorful ones? More questions to add to the list.

      Nia rapped on the door and Alex sensed someone – a girl by the scent – was standing behind it.

      “Little witch, little witch, let me in,” Nia called out.

      The bright yellow door swung open to reveal Juno, standing all of five feet in what could have been a sexy schoolgirl costume – tartan skirt, white shirt, knee-high socks and even a loosely knotted tie. She had bracelets on her slender wrists and multiple necklaces, some with gems that sat in her cleavage. Her eyes were a blue that verged on green and her blonde hair was tied in a braid that curled around her neck.

      “Nia, a gift for me? You shouldn’t have,” Juno vamped and then flung herself into Nia’s arms, kissing her on the lips. Alex realigned his thinking as he realized that Nia and Juno were definitely more than just friends from the way they connected.

      Juno broke the kiss and then grabbed Alex’s hand, pulling him behind her into the house and into a lounge room.

      “Okay, so take those clothes off to see what we’re working with here,” Juno said, looking up at Alex with a devilish grin.

      “Hey, he’s mine. Alex Lowe, Juno Harbinger,” Nia said, pushing the bundle of magical items on to Juno.

      “Aw, so he’s not a present you got for me?” the little blonde witch said with a pout.

      Nia looked at Alex with a smile and then back to Juno.

      “If you’re good and help us then maybe,” she said.

      What? Alex thought. He hadn’t said anything but now he’d apparently been traded for sexual favors?

      A deep wolfish part of him was completely fine with this and in fact looking at Juno like she was his next meal.

      Juno looked him up and down with a naked hunger.

      “Deal. What do you need and what’s with all the magical jewelry?”

      “Five weredogs attacked us and Nia says you can help with something called a cleanse?” Alex said.

      “He can talk! What a miracle,” Juno said. She unwrapped the unicorn sheet bundle and dumped the contents on a small coffee table. Nia slipped the emerald ring from her hand and added it to the pile, setting the box of shortbread beside it. The total haul from the dead mage was seven rings and one wand.

      “So what did you do to upset the dead mage you took these from?” she asked, picking up each ring in turn. As she did, Alex felt a slight pull, like a gentle current moving against him.

      “I have no idea. I didn’t even know I was a werewolf until three days ago,” Alex said.

      “And this dude sent five weredogs after the two of you? That’s a lot of overkill.”

      “Plus another one, the first one that I found trying to track him. You’re not gonna believe this either but Alex has magic.”

      Juno dropped the wand on the table and put her hands on her hips.

      “A werewolf mage? No, are you serious? Do something magic.”

      “I can’t do anything magic... I only did one thing and that was floating a few things in a bedroom while we were...” Alex trailed off.

      Juno turned to Nia and poked her.

      “So he’s barking up your tree, so to speak, and he does magic?”

      Nia swatted her hand away and blushed.

      “Yeah, golden sparkles and everything. Felt just the same as, you know.”

      “When you were barking up her tree,” Alex quipped.

      Now it was Juno’s turn to turn pink in front of Alex.

      So it’s true, he thought, looking at Juno. Nia was standing beside him, wearing a set of slightly too small clothing and looking hot as hell but he also was appreciating Juno. Some deep part of him was urging him to just reach out and grab her.

      Nia must have seen the look on his face. “Just hold on there Alpha. Let’s get safe before we do... other things.”

      She touched Juno on the shoulder to get her attention. The little witch seemed half hypnotized.

      “We need a cleanse for both of us to start with. Can you do it?”

      “Wha? Uh... yeah... for a fee, of course.”

      “Name your price,” Nia said.

      Juno started moving around the room, cracking her knuckles and shaking out her arms, like she was warming up.

      “Someday, and that day may never come, I will call upon you to do a service for me,” she finally said.

      “The Godfather, 1972. An unspecified favor from me or both of us?”

      “You got it. One each. Cleanse guaranteed.”

      Alex looked to Nia. “She’s your friend, you tell me if this is a good deal.”

      “Witches,” Nia muttered before finally nodding. “Okay, do it.”

      Juno sized up the two of them and then took five of the rings and the wand from the pile. “It’s a big job so I’m going to need to draw on these too. You good with that?”

      “We are,” Nia said.

      “Let’s kneel in a circle then,” Juno said.

      She moved the coffee table out of the way and then the three of them knelt on the carpet. Alex felt his stolen pants protesting. They were a size too small. He’d have to return to his apartment soon to collect his clothes.

      Wait – is it safe to do that? he thought. Given weredogs were after him maybe going back to the apartment was a bad idea. On the other hand, it was literally his entire life in there, including his laptop and all the stuff he was working on for the game.

      The game... Alex suddenly realized things might be over for that too. Unless that mage was some one-off loner (and that didn’t seem likely), how could he return to his normal life? He couldn’t be working with Puzo and Howey when at any moment a giant weredog could come smash the door down or some crazed mage with a lightning wand decided to fry them.

      “Hold my hands, and you Alex, watch and learn,” Juno said.

      Alex pulled himself out of dark thoughts about what exactly his life was now and held hands with Juno and Nia.

      As soon as he touched Juno he felt her connection to the magic. The witch must have felt the same because her eyes widened and she glanced at him. To Alex, Juno’s magic was like wildflowers, honey and hot chili mixed together.

      “You really do have magic, a lot of it,” Juno whispered before turning her gaze to the pile of rings and wand in front of her.

      Alex wasn’t quite sure what to expect – chanting, herbs being thrown around, maybe a cauldron – but what happened next had never been mentioned in any book or movie about witches ever.

      A faint transparent green screen floated up above Juno filled with gibberish. It spiraled down the screen, line after line and Alex understood immediately this was the cleansing spell, or spells, that Juno was casting.

      The gibberish looked like code, all letters and numbers and odd symbols that looked like Norse runes. There was even a sprinkling of emojis through it and a few Japanese characters.

      It was completely unreadable but as it flowed he began to get a sense of patterns. Nonsense string #1 repeated a few times, seeming connected with another nonsense string.

      Was this magic? Some sort of universe code you could manipulate once you learned the language?

      “Wow, the two of you are strong together,” Nia whispered. Alex could feel the flow of magic from her hand. It was rushing around in a circle joining the three of them. He could also feel Juno drawing on it from all around them. The sensation of a current was there again, the flow pulling towards Juno.

      He could see how she was drawing it in but unlike the werewolf shift, it didn’t come naturally to him. It was some sort of relaxation but focus at the same time. A tension but release simultaneously.

      As the magical code spooled out on the screen, tiny gold sparks drifted up from the backs of Juno’s hands, like snowflakes falling in reverse.

      Alex couldn’t read any of it but he got a feeling he could see how the magic worked. There were hints of travel and then change, like these sparks were going to find his and Nia’s blood and alter it somehow, render it inert.

      The scent of Juno’s magic grew stronger as she pulled more of it from her body to fuel the spell. He caught a flash of something on the screen and thought that’s the battery before it vanished.

      A new chunk of magical code landed on the screen. This was different to the rest – the symbols written in harsh strokes. It was angular and sharp, somehow utilitarian but also slightly dangerous, like the way a kitchen knife could be a tool or a weapon.

      Golden tendrils streaked with black stretched out from Juno’s hands and enveloped the rings. Immediately the sickly scent of roses filled the room.

      The mage’s scent Alex thought. He’d smelled it on him before he’d crushed his chest and broken his spine. Perhaps all mages had a scent unique to them?

      The tendrils sucked magic out of the rings like milkshake up a straw. When they were drained they moved to pull on the wand. If the rings were flashlight batteries, the wand was a car battery, multiple times more powerful. The scent of rose petals was joined by the smell of the ocean, salty and wet.

      A different mage made this wand Alex realized.

      No matter the source of the power, it was sucked up into Juno’s hands and the golden sparks grew stronger, becoming more numerous until a cloud of them swirled overhead.

      Alex looked down from the cloud and saw Juno was biting her lip. She was frowning too and a trickle of sweat ran down the side of her face. Can I give her magic he wondered but didn’t know how to do such a thing.

      The spell came quickly to its conclusion, the magic code on the screen collapsing down into smaller more dense lines, like it was compressing into a purer form. Finally something that looked like an intricate mathematical formula shot off the screen, leaving it empty.

      Wow thought Alex and then sat back in surprise as wow appeared on the screen above Juno’s head. The little witch frowned and shook her head and the text vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The screen followed a moment later and then the golden sparks shot as one straight out through the wall.

      Juno let go of their hands and went to sit back but collapsed.

      “You both owe me,” she whispered, her voice thick with sleep as she toppled down on the carpet and passed out.

      Alex quickly grabbed her, pressing a finger against her throat to feel for a pulse. She was still breathing and her heartbeat was regular, if a little slow.

      “She just overdid it. Should have used all the rings but she was probably trying to impress you,” Nia said, stroking her finger down Juno’s arm.

      “Why would she try to impress me? We’re the ones who came to her for help.”

      “Witches and werewolves go together like peppermint and choc chip. Almost every alpha ends up with a witch at some point... and witches do like their alphas too,” Nia said.

      Alex looked down at Juno, who now appeared to be sleeping, her pink lips slightly parted. There was something about her that made him want to kiss her, to carry her to the bedroom, to possess her the way he’d possessed Nia.

      “It’s natural,” Nia whispered.

      He glanced at her and saw her cheeks were flushed. Was she excited by this?

      Despite the inner wolf saying it was natural too, Alex resisted it.

      “But aren’t you my mate?”

      Nia moved over closer to him, placing her hand on the back on his neck and gently stroking it.

      “You’re the Alpha... my Alpha and you’ll have many wives. We need a pack if we are to survive and thrive and adding a blonde witch sounds very good to me. I was Nia Whitewood. Now I’m Nia Lowe.”

      “You’re my wife?”

      “Mate, wife, it’s all the same,” Nia said with a shrug.

      No matter that calm sitting in the core of him, Alex could still feel himself resisting it. What do you mean wife! Three days ago he was on the brink of turning twenty-five and now he was essentially married for life to a werewolf girl he barely knew! What are you, crazy? Oh, and you want me to add a sister-wife too? You want a pack?

      He might have lost it then and there but then Juno snorted in her sleep. “Heh, alpha,” she said and rolled back over into sleep.

      “She needs to rest after that spell. I’ll take her to bed,” Nia said, standing up and scooping the witch up.

      “Just to sleep, I mean,” she amended when she saw the hungry look on Alex’s face.

      Alex watched her go, his mind still spinning. Magic and witches and a pack and a wife and a second wife?

      He’d have to ask Juno about the faint green screen when she woke up too. How could he access that? Were there books he could learn the code?

      He touched the dead rings and wand and felt they were empty now, nothing more than mere jewelry and a fancy stick. Magic into items to store power and release it later – what a fascinating idea. That code Juno had used to drain them – it had been completely different to the rest, as though it was written by someone else entirely. More questions.

      He got up off the floor and sat back on the sofa, absentmindedly opening the container of shortbread biscuits and eating them. There were a ridiculous amount of things to learn. An entire world of knowledge and a thousand questions, starting with who the hell was trying to kill him?

      With Juno gone he couldn’t feel the magic around him now, no matter how hard he tried.

      Maybe Nia was right – he, and they, needed that witch.
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      “Alex, wake up and come to bed,” Nia said, touching him on the arm.

      Alex awoke to a darkened room. Wait, what time was it? It had been early afternoon when Juno had cast the spell and now the sun was setting. He’d fallen asleep on her sofa after eating most of the shortbread biscuits.

      He sleepily followed Nia to a bedroom, stripped down to nothing (there hadn’t been any underwear to steal) and crawled into bed.

      “Oh, it’s so good,” he murmured, his head sinking into the soft pillow.

      He felt Nia slip into bed beside him and then her hand stroking the back of his neck.

      “You’re still changing and growing from the shift. It’s hard work for a body. Plus you were up all night,” she said.

      Alex felt sleep pulling on him but he still responded to the tone in her voice. He reached over to touch her and found she was naked. He pulled her close, pressing her body against his.

      “Oh my Mr. Wolf, what is that large thing you have for me?” Nia whispered. She gave him a soft kiss before turning over, pressing her butt into him.

      They went from spooning to connected in just moments, Alex sighing as she pushed back on to him. He curled an arm around her neck and put the other on her hip before he began moving. Nia’s soft sighs soon turned to gasps as they found their rhythm.

      It wasn’t long before he wanted to speed up so he moved Nia, turning her over on to her stomach, staying connected the whole time. Now he had leverage and power and despite the tiredness clouding his head, he sped up, delighting in the sounds Nia was making.

      Nia pulled a pillow over her face and let out muffled squeals in time with his thrusts. Soon she moaned, practically stuffing her mouth with the pillow to hide the noise and Alex felt her contracting around him. That was enough to pull him along too. He bit her on the back of the neck as he emptied himself into her and then felt his legs give out. He managed to hold his weight off her with his arms and so they stayed laying there for a few moments before Nia made a sighing noise and Alex slid off of her, ending up on the other side of the bed.

      “Good work,” Nia whispered in the dark, stroking a finger down his nose. “Now go to sleep Alpha.”

      It wasn’t a spell but it may as well have been. The warm dark rushed in and Alex welcomed it with open arms.
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      “Five weredogs dead.”

      “Six actually, if you count the first that found him.”

      “And Johanson too. He was strong – how did that happen?”

      “We don’t know. He’s traveling with another werewolf. We found some of her blood in the alleyway. Maybe together they managed to kill him.”

      “Five weredogs and a mage of Johanson’s caliber against two werewolves should have been a slaughter – of them! Where did he die?”

      “A house about a hundred miles from Baxter, we think. We can’t pin it precisely. You know how the elementals blur things.”

      “Any idea where they are now?”

      “Our best guess is Baxter. They’ve clearly received aid from a witch. They cleansed their blood earlier today. We can set some weredogs after them but it’s going to be needle in a haystack and blind luck that we find them.”

      “All samples are gone? Even the original?”

      “The witch was good, and thorough.”

      “Next time we go after him send twice as many people than you think we need. One werewolf mage is bad enough on his own. Now he has a second werewolf and has clearly roped in a witch, too. It won’t be long before he has a pack and becomes significantly harder to kill.”

      “We’re watching his apartment and office. He’s been listed as a missing person too so that gives us some cover if anyone finds him dead in an alley, say from a drug overdose.”

      “No – no body will ever be found. I want him minced, burned to ash and that ash taken two hundred miles out to sea and tipped in. No body, no blood, not a hair of him is to remain, understood?”

      “Of course. We have a small problem though – Ames wired his apartment to explode.”

      “If it explodes and kills him then fine. We’ll just have to move quick on the cover-up. But if not – no body. Vanish him.”

      “Certainly. Is there anything else?”

      “Yes – I want you to start gathering blood.”

      “It’s going to be difficult to hide that kind of magic.”

      “If we fail to kill Alex Lowe in the next few days then hiding blood magic is going to be the least of our problems.”
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      Alex awoke to the scent of bacon and a roaring hunger that was like a fire in his stomach. He leapt out of bed (Nia was already gone) and pulled on the jeans he’d stolen yesterday. Halfway up his thighs they got stuck and then ripped when he tugged on them.

      What the hell? They’d been tight yesterday but they still fit.

      He took them off and noticed his thighs seemed larger. All over he was more defined than yesterday. Spotting a mirror leaning against the far wall, Alex checked himself out.

      “Yup, that’s more muscle,” he said to himself, prodding his shoulder.

      For a guy who’d pureed multiple weredogs yesterday, he was looking good. The bite marks on his arm were faint bruises now. By lunch he guessed he’d be completely healed.

      Abandoning the jeans, Alex put on the t-shirt, struggling to pull it over his newly grown muscle. He finally got it to fit and then figuring it was a good idea yesterday, made a toga out of the bedsheet. He’d have to arrange some new clothes pronto... which meant there was no point going back to his apartment to retrieve his old clothes. If his laptop wasn’t there he’d be tempted to never return. But it was there and despite it being what he was starting to think of as his “old life”, it was pretty much everything of value he owned. That, and a kickass stick blender.

      Alex followed his nose to a cozy kitchen were he found Juno frying bacon, mushrooms and tomato. She saw his toga and saluted with the spatula.

      “Hail Spartacus!” she said before giving him a wink.

      “No unicorns today dearest?” Nia said, slinking up behind him and gently dancing her fingers down his back. Alex shivered and a trail of goosebumps followed.

      “Okay, stop that, because I need to think and it’s hard when all my blood keeps going elsewhere,” he said after giving her a kiss.

      “Aw,” Nia pouted but obeyed, taking at seat at the kitchen table.

      “Does that apply to me too? Because I have things to say about... um... what is your job?” Juno asked.

      “I’m making a computer game with two friends from college,” Alex said.

      “Ooh ooh, pick me, pick me, I got one,” Juno said, waving the spatula in the air.

      “Yes, the little blonde witch,” he said, pointing to her.

      “Yo momma so fat it takes a forty-man raid to summon her!”

      Alex laughed and then shook his head. “That wasn’t sexy!”

      Juno seemed to take that as a challenge. She bit the edge of the spatula and put on a come hither look.

      “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice low and seductive.

      “Okay stop it, because I need to concentrate too,” Nia said. Her cheeks were turning pink.

      Juno just laughed and turned back to the frying pan.

      Alex poured himself a glass of orange juice to ease the hunger that seemed to be eating him up from the inside. He felt like he could eat everything Juno was making and then go searching the pantry for more.

      As he gulped it down he thought about where to start. Juno was magic and so was he, apparently? Someone was after him? What was the next move? Juno and Nia had been or were lovers?

      He decided to skip that last question. He was still only wearing the toga and it didn’t leave much room to hide what certain body parts might do.

      Although someone trying to kill him was high on the list, the magic he’d seen and felt yesterday was too enticing. For a lifelong gamer it was a dream come true. He’d flung spells in every game of note since he was a little kid. To do that in the real world? If the cost was a few assassination attempts he was down for it.

      “What was that green screen floating above your head yesterday Juno? I saw your spells, like code running.”

      Juno turned around and gave him a puzzled look.

      “Screen? Above me?”

      “Yeah, it was like a translucent green glass. You cast the cleanse and I saw you casting the spell that drained the magic from the wand and rings.”

      Juno’s frown deepened before she shook her head.

      “Okay, let me get this breakfast served up and then we’ll talk this nuttiness you’re proposing.”

      Nuttiness? Alex mouthed to Nia, who just shrugged.

      Soon Alex had a plate pile high with food in front of him. He dove in, demolishing it. As soon as he was finished Nia pushed food off her plate on to his and Juno did the same, earning a strange look from both of them.

      It seemed all three were starving because they didn’t talk until their plates were empty and Juno served up steaming cups of coffee.

      “So, wolfboy, if that is your real name, every mage sees their magic in their own way. For me it’s symbols and pictures mixed together. For others it’s sounds or runes. Some of the old ones are stuck with imaginary scrolls. But translucent glass with code on it? I’ve never heard of that before. Do you mean like computer code?”

      Alex finished his coffee and Juno refilled it immediately, like a waitress working hard for her tip.

      “That’s right – it looked like a programming language. That draining spell even looked like it was written by someone else. Am I correct?”

      Juno nodded and Alex saw a look pass over her face – pain – that was quickly swept away.

      “That spell was from someone I knew. She’s, uh, gone now. But what you’re saying is incredibly advanced magic. To put it bluntly – you can see your own stuff but not others. To see what I was doing is ridiculously high level. Like vanish the Statue of Liberty kinda stuff.”

      Alex sipped his second coffee slowly, feeling the big breakfast catching up on him. Although he’d slept well he felt like he could easily go back again. But there was far too much to do for that.

      “So how do you learn magic if it’s unique to every mage or witch?”

      Juno reached over and touched his hand. He felt a tug of magic and then suddenly became aware of it all around him. That feeling of being in an ocean returned. There were currents, warm and cold spots.

      “You connect. You observe. You copy. It’s an apprenticeship of doing. There are magic books too, but they’re rare and the enclaves keep them locked up tight. Follow me.”

      For a moment Alex thought she meant to go somewhere with her but Juno merely smiled as she drew on the magic surrounding them. He saw the green screen appear above her head and a short program fill it. Like yesterday this one was filled with a multitude of symbols but far less than previous spells. Even as he looked at it, it changed, filling with brackets and transforming to look more like code. He swore there was a line defining a class.

      “Now copy,” Juno said.

      Alex looked at the code again and then jumped in his seat as a second screen appeared in front of him. It was translucent red and had a faint blinking cursor, awaiting input.

      What the f- Alex thought and saw the text appear on his screen.

      “Observe and copy,” Juno repeated. The code on her screen flashed up again, this time with even fewer symbols spread through it. It was getting close to readable. Something about defining subject as self. Questioning self? Getting info on self?

      “Know Thyself is what you’re looking for,” Juno said.

      “Are you reading my mind?” Alex asked and saw the words appear on his screen as he spoke.

      Juno tapped the back of his hand with hers.

      “We’re connected so I get a sense of it. It flows both ways. Now, observe and copy. You can do it.”

      Alex looked back to his screen. As thoughts shot through his mind he saw them flash up on it and then vanish. It seemed the cursor was printing up whatever he thought, no matter how small. He saw a line appear about wondering if there was more food, wondering if Juno was wearing underwear...

      He quickly squelched that thought, wiping it off the screen but not before seeing the little witch smirk. Had she sensed what he was thinking?

      He took a deep breath and cleared his mind as best he could. Okay, if this was like a computer program for him then he could copy and paste, right? Just look, copy, paste...

      Alex looked at Juno’s code and thought copy. A tiny symbol appeared at the bottom of his screen of a piece of paper with lines on it. Okay, paste.

      The screen filled with code, the time with no symbols in it. It was in largely readable English, albeit with structures he wasn’t familiar with. It looked a little javascripty, a little other computer programming languages.

      “Good, now cast it,” Juno said.

      As soon as she spoke, a button appeared on his screen: Execute.

      Alex waved his free hand in the air, tapping the button and was surprised to see it change color to a bright green.

      The spell he’d copied ran, shortening down as it did and pulling on him. It was only a tiny amount but he could clearly feel that he was powering the spell. But what did it do?

      “Now here comes the fun part,” Juno said, letting go of his hand.

      “Juno did this for me once, it was cool,” Nia said and took a sip of coffee.

      The spell flashed away and then the screen expanded in front of him. Know Thyself appeared across the top in capitals and then the page filled with text and values.

      “A character stats screen?” Alex asked in disbelief. “You can see your stats?”

      “Correction: you, Alex the werewolf mage, can see a character stats screen. I see pictures for mine. But the general idea is the same – information about yourself, your magic, presented to you.”

      “Mine were colored circles with bits missing, like pie charts,” Nia said.

      Alex raised a hand and scrolled through the page, taking it all in. Strength, health, magic level, mana, agility, and more.

      Spells known: 1.

      Know Thyself.

      Pretty self explanatory my dude. Know things about yourself, duh.

      Alex frowned at the descriptive text. Was that his own spell giving him sass?

      Juno was in the kitchen starting to wash dishes. He wasn’t sure they were still connected but the witch seemed to be still reading his mind.

      “That’s my spell you’re casting there. You copied all of it,” she explained.

      “Self explanatory my dude, huh?”

      “You can change it if you want,” Juno said and stuck out her tongue before returning to the soapy dishes in front of her. Nia went over to help while Alex kept scrolling.

      A little edit button appeared next to the text and Alex pressed it. He saw he could delete Juno’s sass but he decided to leave it. He hit a small exit cross, seeing the page was changing even as he looked at it. It was resembling a true computer screen now with save and edit buttons and a toolbar. Across the top three tabs appeared: Human, Hybrid, Wolf.

      He tapped each in turn and got pages of stats and other information. Each stat had pages under it that expanded in turn, drilling down. On his Hybrid page he saw a panel titled Special Skills. Under it was Advanced Healing.

      In Hybrid form you are stronger, faster and heal far quicker than in Human form. Recovery rate can be enhanced using additional mana. You can still die but have the limited ability to regenerate, including limbs. Note: if more than 50% of mass is missing, regeneration may fail.

      “This is nuts,” Alex said aloud, still scrolling through pages.

      “You’re right there – seeing a floating computer screen for spells? What kind of weirdo nerd does that?” Juno said and she and Nia snickered.

      Alex smiled but otherwise ignored them. In his gaming life he’d usually whip up a character (mostly mages or spellcasters of some kind if he could) and play the game. Now he just wanted to read every stat and piece of information he could see displayed. He switched over to the Spells tab and saw his single spell again, Know Thyself. It was listed as active with a date and timestamp next to it. Down below everything else was a long blue bar that was missing a tiny amount at the top of it. As he watched, it refilled. Clearly mana or amount of magic he had.

      “What’s with the date and timestamp?”

      Juno was still washing dishes but she dried her hands and came over to sit beside him. She put her hand back on his and he felt their connection again, and the magic surrounding them. For some reason he couldn’t feel it without her.

      “This is serious, one of the most serious things you’ll learn: don’t cast too many spells at once. If you cast anything that is continuous, like a spell to hide yourself or a trap for someone, something that persists... every day at the same time you cast it the first time, it will drain magic from you again. So you cast three in the afternoon today, tomorrow it will renew and drain the same amount of magic. Cast too many and you can kill yourself quite easily. If you’re asleep or unconscious when the time rolls around, the spell will renew anyway. So, keep an eye on any persistent spells. Anything that uses more than twenty percent of your magic, think very carefully about keeping it running. Plenty of mages and witches have died this way.”

      Alex nodded and looked at Know Thyself. It was draining an incredibly small amount of magic and clearly less than he was regenerating because the blue bar was staying full.

      “And because you’re new – don’t cast spells on your own. They may take more energy than you have available,” Juno added before returning to the kitchen.

      “Okay,” Alex said, his gaze drifting across to a large compose button that had appeared. He hit it and got the empty screen with blinking cursor.

      Hmm... he thought and saw the text appear on the screen. He deleted it with a swipe of his finger.

      Okay, so clearly he could think spell code... if he knew how to write a spell. In every computer class taken in the world the very first program ever learned was Hello World, a simple program to display hello world on the screen. What was the magic spell equivalent? Was it Know Thyself?

      He saw a small button with Know Thyself appear on the side of the screen. Whatever was happening with the display, it was still clearly evolving, adjusting itself to his expectations. He touched it with a fingertip and dragged it on to the composition screen. The button planted itself, a little self-contained program. Becoming curious, Alex dragged another copy of the button and then another until he had five lined up, one after the other.

      The little execute button sat at the bottom just begging to be pressed.

      Alex glanced over at Juno and Nia but the two of them were as thick as thieves, speaking in lowered tones.

      Well, you can’t make an omelet without breaking some eggs he thought and hit the button.

      The spell on his screen compiled, casting Know Thyself five times over. Each time it did, it drew on his magic, the mana bar dropping. A small tab appeared at the top of the screen with the spell title on it and then again and again.

      “Hey, I said be careful,” Juno said suddenly.

      Although the spell was weak it consumed a quarter of his magic in under three seconds, casting multiple copies of itself. In his active spell list there was now six copies of it running.

      “Just playing,” he murmured, watching his mana bar slowly dropping. Now with six copies running he was using more mana than he was making.

      He watched it for a minute, flipping between the tabs and seeing that each one held a complete breakdown of all his stats. Then he hit the tiny X that sat next to each active spell, shutting them down until only one remained. As he did he felt the drain on his magic lessening.

      “That’s exactly how mages die. Oh, I’ll make a Haste spell. You know what would be cool? I’ll run it ten times over at once. Oh, look at that, I just killed myself but I was super fast so it’s all good.”

      “Listen to her Alex, she knows what she’s talking about?” Nia said, drying a plate.

      “Oh, I know what I’m talking about, do I? So do you now agree that Air Bud is a modern classic because I seem to recall you saying otherwise,” Juno said, turning to Nia.

      “Air Bud still sucks but when it comes to magic, you’re not totally sucky.”

      “You come into my house and besmirch the good name of Air Bud? He’s a dog that plays basketball. You get that, right?”

      Nia made the adult noise that went neena neena neena and then Juno poked her in the ribs.

      Alex grinned to himself as he listened to them bicker and squeal as the argument got physical. He tried to keep half an eye on them as they played around behind the kitchen counter but the page of stats and spell information was too enticing.

      He opened the Know Thyself spell and saw he could edit it... but immediately stopped. He still didn’t know what he was doing and this wasn’t like a computer program that you could run and if it was broken it didn’t matter. He could easily make something that drained him to death.

      “I need more spells,” he said, breaking up Juno and Alex’s fight which had turned to vicious tickling and swatting.

      “That’s how it works Wolfie – you become my apprentice and I’ll teach you... for a cost, of course,” Juno said, red-cheeked and grinning.

      “Watch it Alex, this witch charges a high price,” Nia said, poking Juno again in the stomach.

      “What kind of price are we talking?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah Juno, what kind of price?” Nia asked, putting a hand on her hip.

      Juno glanced across at Alex and then leaned over to whisper in Nia’s ear. Alex was tempted to shift into hybrid form so he could hear them better but knew that would be way too obvious. Nia had red cheeks from laughing and playing around and as he watched he saw a blush spread across her cheeks, down her neck and up to the tips of her ears.

      Both girls glanced back over at him.

      “Okay, deal,” Nia finally said.

      “Can I know what this deal is?” Alex asked, although he suspected what it might be from how both of them were looking.

      “Oh, you’ll find out. But first I’m going to teach you a simple Shield spell and then we’re going to retrieve your stuff that Nia hid in the city,” Juno said, and then gave him a wink that sent a flush down his spine that landed right between his legs.
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      “C’mon Boris baby,” Juno begged, pumping the gas before turning the key again.

      The giant car rumbled but refused to start.

      “Do we need to push start it?” Nia asked.

      “No, Boris got over that phase. He just needs a minute.”

      Alex was only half listening as he sat in the back seat of “Boris”, an enormous red car Juno had stashed away in her garage. It had no model badge but looked to be from the seventies and clearly solid enough to take a hit from an anti-tank missile and still come out fine. The seats inside were red leather, the radio had two knobs only and there was a hula bobblehead girl sitting on the dash.

      Juno had a stash of men’s clothes in a cupboard (he didn’t ask) but the only shirt that had fit was Hawaiian, which matched the pair of surfer dude board shorts he’d been forced to wear. Whomever the owner of the shirt had been must have been enormous because Alex was swimming in it, despite his new larger size. There were no shoes and the stolen pair from yesterday were now too small so he was barefoot.

      “Okay, c’mon for mama now,” Juno said. Boris finally started with a grumble and they got moving.

      As they drove, Alex read code of the two spells he now knew. He’d spent the last hour learning a Shield spell from Juno. She’d called it a simple spell and maybe it was but to Alex it was pages of code and had taken multiple attempts for him to copy it over. Unlike a computer, his copy command didn’t have perfect fidelity. On the first attempt only about ten percent of the spell came over. He’d had to sit with Juno as she cast the spell, observing and reading it over and over, copying it each time until finally all of it was stored. It was like learning a song by listening to someone sing it – there was no way you’d get the lyrics right the first time.

      Now he had a Shield spell. It took off half his mana to cast it and then drained faster than he was regenerating. As a result it lasted about fifteen seconds before canceling. It was, simply put, a shield from physical injury. Juno had demonstrated by hitting him with the frying pan in the face. The spell had surged and blocked the blow. Then the spell had canceled itself. This was the complicated block of code Alex was looking at as they drove. As best he could read, the spell measured mana level and loss rate and canceled itself when it got below a certain level.

      “Why wouldn’t you put cancel stops in every spell you cast? That would stop you getting killed, right?” he asked.

      “Sometimes it’s not possible. Plenty of magic users have tried, slipping in a dispel below level but many times it’ll just bork the whole spell. We don’t really know why. Other times it will still work but then fail when it comes to the critical limit. So it’s not a good idea to rely on it,” Juno said.

      Alex returned to the code and read it over again. There were words and structures he was unfamiliar with... but there still seemed to be an underlying logic to it all. He’d studied plenty of programming languages and once you had one down it made it easier to understand others.

      But he still needed many more spells, as many as he could get for comparison. Entire chunks of the Shield spell were essentially gibberish.

      The dispel below code chunk, as Juno had called it, “borking” the whole spell sounded like a common computer programming issue to him. If a cut and paste bit of code failed the first step was checking if it used variables already in use elsewhere.

      What that meant was he just had to work the problem, altering and iterating and massaging the code chunk into place until it worked. It also raised the idea that perhaps other magic users weren’t able to view their spells with the level of granularity he was, so they could never edit them enough to make them work.

      Assuming of course he could work out a safe way to cast spells he’d written himself or edited.

      “Hey surfer dude, Show me the hand gesture again,” Juno said, looking at Alex in the rearview mirror.

      After he’d learned the Shield spell Juno had showed him how to connect it to a physical movement – in this case holding out either hand in a “stop” gesture. The code for that was intricate and convoluted too, a passive trigger waiting for a specific movement to activate. Alex couldn’t even tell where it was referring to his hands or how it was measuring their movement.

      But it worked. Juno had tossed an apple at him and his instinctual blocking movement had activated the spell.

      He did it now, raising his hand, pretending he was fending off something. The spell triggered, shielding him and held for fifteen seconds before dispelling. Without Know Thyself running he could only see a mana bar on his screen. He saw it slowly refilling once shield stopped drawing power. His best estimate was that he could cast Shield about once a minute to get fifteen seconds of shielding.

      “Good! Now fulfill your destiny and take your father’s place by my side!” Juno said, putting on a voice.

      “Star Wars, obviously,” Nia said.

      “Pfft, everyone knows that. Which one?”

      “Uh... the second one?”

      “Ouch, another swing and a miss from the young werewolf,” Juno said.

      “Dammit. It’s the third one when he fights that ballsack face dude, right?”

      “That’s the one. He’s called the Emperor... but yes, he does look like that.”

      “Hey, do you remember when Tony Leeson came to school dressed up as him for no reason?”

      “Oh man, what was that about? Did you hear he got divorced?”

      “Again?”

      “Wait, did you two go to high school together?” Alex asked, suddenly curious about their relationship.

      “We met there,” Nia said.

      “I was the ultra-popular cool kid, she was the bookish nerd with big glasses, my friends bet me to change any random girl into prom queen in six weeks. I took her to the prom where, quelle surprise, it turns out she’s gorgeous once she takes those glasses off and lets down her hair,” Juno said.

      “Yeah, I saw that movie too. You did a poem with a hacky sack on stage?” Alex said.

      “How did you know?” Juno said in mock surprise.

      “She’s lying. I was the cool kid, she was the nerd,” Nia said.

      “Was this like a supernatural high school? Everyone there was a witch or something?” Alex asked.

      “Just a regular high school. But there are specialized schools for us so-called supernaturals,” Nia said.

      Alex sat back and pondered as Nia and Juno went back to talking about Tony Leeson and his apparently “brutal” divorce. Although it had only been a single night since discovering he was a werewolf mage and the world was different to what he’d known, he’d been handling it okay.

      But now this... for some reason it felt like the continents themselves were jolting about the place. The supernatural world wasn’t just a few surface features. There were schools which meant teenagers and children. There were werewolf parents having babies. How far did it go? Supernaturals embedded in society? Schools, hospitals, an entire separate Government?

      Alex was still lost in thought when they pulled to a stop outside the Grease Trap. Seeing the familiar diner pulled him back to reality but his head was still spinning. He felt like a tourist without a map who’d foolishly set foot on a vast and unknown continent.

      “How do people, normal people, not know about werewolves and witches though? There can’t be this perfect wall of silence,” he said as he got out of Boris.

      “He doesn’t know about the Great Barrier?” Juno asked Nia.

      “I was a little busy with other things,” she replied and got a poke in the stomach for her trouble.

      Nia turned to Alex and waved him over to her.

      “Okay, watch this,” she said, pointing to an old lady shuffling down the street towards them.

      Nia shifted, but not all the way. Not even halfway into her hybrid state. A pair of wolf ears appeared  and a long tail under her skirt.

      “You don’t have to go full wolf girl? Can I do that?”

      “If you train. Watch this woman though and tell me if you feel anything,”

      The old lady looked right at Nia, her eyes glancing up at her ears and then down to the tail. Then she frowned and kept walking.

      “She sees but she does not see, thanks to the Great Barrier. Did you feel anything?”

      Alex shook his head. Nia pressed up against him had been enjoyable and the only thing he’d felt was the touch of her fingers on his arm.

      “We’ll try again,” Juno said.

      Alex saw a flicker of green screen above her head and a blur of code and suddenly Juno was holding a ball of fire in her hand.

      Vague thoughts he’d been having about being to copy spells from other magic users suddenly vanished. There was no way he could do such a thing manually. Was there a way to automate it though?

      A man in a business suit with a briefcase came walking down the street towards them. He did the same thing the old lady did – look, frown, look away. This time though, Alex felt a tug on him, different from when the magic pulled. This felt like tiny fishhooks embedded in his muscles. It was distinctly uncomfortable.

      Juno extinguished the fireball with a snap of her fingers, the green screen flickering so fast Alex didn’t see anything on it.

      “That feeling of discomfort you just had – that’s the Great Barrier. It prevents the normals from seeing us but don’t push it too far. You get down with some really magical stuff in front of enough of them and the Great Barrier will pull in other supernaturals to put a stop to you.”

      “Unless you put up a sign saying like ‘street magician’ and then you’ll be fine,” Nia said.

      “Comic conventions and places that do cosplay are awesome for supernaturals to hang out in their true forms. Everyone thinks they’re just in costume and so the Great Barrier leaves them alone,” Juno added.

      “The alleyway is over here,” Nia said, leading them across the street.

      “Is the Great Barrier a spell?”

      “Yup, and it’s really old and really powerful,” Juno said.

      “Don’t spells need someone to power them?”

      “Congratulations, you’re asking the right questions. Yes, normally. No one knows who cast the Great Barrier or how they powered it. But it has been running for hundreds if not thousands of years, non-stop.”

      Alex lapsed back into silence as they entered the alleyway. The day was much the same as the last time he was here – quickly getting warmer but cold once in the shade. Soon they reached the crossways. Alex was expecting old dried blood but the street was just dirt and grime, as usual. His coffee cup was crushed in a puddle of dirty water. The loose pile of metal was still sitting in place.

      “Where’s all the blood?” he asked.

      “Well, Juno cleansed ours and once that’s done it degrades and vanishes almost immediately. The mage running the weredog did the same,” Nia said.

      “We need to get Alex’s stuff and go. I’m getting a bad feeling,” Juno said, hugging herself and then suddenly shivering.

      Nia stripped off her clothes, passing them to Juno to stuff in her bag, and shifted into her hybrid form. Alex felt the pull of it but resisted following. He’d already shredded enough clothes and despite the Hawaiian shirt hanging off him, he still wasn’t quite sure it would be large enough.

      “Shift and follow me,” Nia said, pointing to the rooftop above.

      Alex quickly stripped off his clothes. Juno pretended to close her eyes but then clearly peeked from the color her face turned. Alex shifted, handing over his clothes, and soon found himself towering over Nia who stepped back to take a look at him.

      “You must be nearly eight feet by now,” she said, stretching a hand up above his head.

      “Explains why I’m so hungry all the time. Can we go to the Grease Trap after this?”

      “Absolutely,” Nia replied.

      “I don’t know about that... something is weird. Just hurry, I want to get out of here,” Juno said.

      “Okay, follow me,” Nia said and sprung up the wall. There were boarded up windows and ledges all the way up and she virtually ran up the wall, like an expert mountain climber. Remembering how he’d crashed into the tree in the forest, Alex took careful aim for a ledge and jumped ... and completely screwed it up.

      He shot past the ledge and kept rising, clearing the rooftop. Soon his upward trajectory reversed and he was falling toward the rooftop – and the large glass skylight installed over what appeared to be an empty warehouse.

      “Claws!” Nia called out.

      Alex gave a desperate swipe before he hit, managing to get a claw to the edge of a metal air conditioner that sat nearby. He heaved and his downward momentum became sideways speed, flinging him across the rooftop. He hit the brick wall on the alley side of the building hard enough to make it crack but thankfully came to a stop.

      “Ooh, look at me and how high I can jump,” Nia said with her hand on her hip and a smile.

      “I need to get used to these werewolf legs,” Alex said, pulling himself up. He was reasonably sure falling a good three stories into an empty warehouse wouldn’t kill him straight up but he was glad he didn’t have to test that.

      “I hid your things over here.”

      Nia had stuffed Alex’s bag into a ventilation exhaust duct on the next rooftop. Inside he found his keys, wallet, phone, water bottle and a very badly degraded ham and salad roll he’d made for his lunch days ago.

      “Sorry, didn’t have time to dump that,” Nia said, wrinkling up her nose. Alex did the same – in his hybrid form his sense of smell was enhanced and many hot days sitting on a rooftop hadn’t done the roll any favors. He tossed it aside and then checked his phone, surprised to see it was still partially charged.

      “Eighty-two messages and forty-one missed calls,” he said, quickly scrolling through it. The earliest ones were Howey and Puzo asking if he was coming to work or giving him shit for being late. Then a missed call and more worried messages. There was a message from an unknown number from an Officer Monroe in the Baxter Police asking Alex to urgently get in contact.

      “Man, this is a big mess,” Alex said to Nia, slinging the bag over his shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll work it out,” she replied, touching him on the arm.

      “Hey, wolves, we need to go!” Juno shouted out from the alleyway below.

      They bolted to the edge and looked down. Floating down the alleyway were multiple wooden globes, the size of baseballs. Alex counted ten. Juno was down at the crossway with flames dancing on her fingertips.

      “We need to smash them and get out of here,” Nia said. She leapt off the edge and got two of the balls on the way down, obliterating them against the cold cobblestones. Alex saw bits of crystal and circuitry spin across the alleyway.

      Wary that he might accidentally launch himself in the wrong direction, Alex took aim for the largest grouping of balls and dropped off the edge. Like Nia, he hit two, breaking them into pieces. As he did, he felt a small burst of magic set free from them.

      “What the hell are these things?” he yelled out as she swatted another into the brick wall.

      His answer came as a bolt of lightning shooting out from the remaining balls, hitting a shield Juno had hastily summoned in front of him. For a moment he was blinded by the burst of light but then his vision returned, albeit filled with afterimages.

      “The more there are, the more dangerous and mages can’t be far behind,” Juno yelled to him. She flung a fireball that engulfed a ball, dropping it to the ground where it continued to burn.

      Alex sensed it before it happened – a feeling the balls were gathering power for another shot. He threw up his shield just as a burst of lightning shot out from the remaining four. His shield flared and died and he felt a zap in his arm as some of the electricity got through. He wasn’t blinded though – with the reduction in their numbers the power of the lighting was reduced.

      Thirty seconds more and Alex smashed the final ball to the ground under his large back paw. He ducked down to examine it but then Juno called out a warning.

      At the far end of the alleyway three mages appeared, two men and a woman. They were dressed in dark robes, much like the mage Alex had killed at April’s. All three were making complicated hand gestures and as they did, three screens above them flickered with code moving so fast it was a blur. None of it made sense to Alex... although he caught a hint of some kind of shielding.

      “Over here, now!” Juno yelled.

      Alex scooped up the shattered remains of the ball and leapt toward Juno, misjudging it and clearing her head by a good two feet and landing far behind her, his claws sparking against the stones. Nia was more graceful, landing beside Juno.

      Whatever magic the mages were about to cast, Juno wasn’t waiting to see what it was. Alex saw her screen appear and a blur of code. He couldn’t get any hints this time – she was simply too fast.

      Flames appeared in Juno’s hands and then she flung them towards the three mages. Alex expected a fireball but it was actually multiple lines of fire. They stuck to the ground and walls, quickly making a sort of burning spider web directly in front of the mages, blocking their path.

      With that cast, Juno bolted and Alex and Nia followed.

      Running out of the alleyway towards Boris in his hybrid form, Alex got a sharp pain in his head and a distinctly uncomfortable feeling in his body. This is wrong. Stop.

      He saw Nia wince and felt that tug again, the thousand fishhooks in his muscles as the Great Barrier pulled.

      There were people down the street and the Grease Trap was about half full. As Alex bolted across the street he saw many of them do the look, frown, look away.

      They were in Boris in record time and thankfully this time he started first time. Juno floored it and they shot off down the road. As they did, the uncomfortable feeling of the Great Barrier vanished.

      “Were those things waiting for us?” Alex asked, examining the wrecked ball in his hands. He’d grabbed the one he’d crushed and so most of the components were still inside, albeit broken. There was clearly a circuit board, at least three crystals and a black feather.

      “No, they’re weapons, not alarms. Mages uses them to overwhelm their targets,” Juno said, heaving the wheel and sending them sliding around a corner Tokyo drift style.

      “Mercenaries use them a lot,” Nia added, watching out the back window.

      Alex shoved the remains of the ball into his bag and looked behind them. A sleek black sports car slid around the corner and ate up the distance between them. The female mage was driving.

      “They’re following us. We need to get somewhere isolated so we can take them down,” Alex said.

      “Way ahead of ya Big Bad,” Juno said.

      They slid around another corner and Alex saw she was taking them to what could be charitably called the lower socioeconomic region of Baxter. There were strips of rundown houses, most with scraggly trees and peeling paint. This was the thin band of residences before they hit Baxter’s dying industrial belt. As a kid Alex had ridden his bike all over this area with his friends, sneaking through abandoned warehouses and old factories. There were entire blocks that were deserted.

      There was an explosion of glass and Alex and Nia ducked as Boris’ back window blew out. The other two mages were leaning out of the car, firing handguns.

      “Stay calm, don’t go wild,” Nia said, her voice breaking though the roaring red that was filling Alex’s mind. He took a deep breath and pushed the rage away but it was difficult. They were firing at his women! His mates!

      Alex shook his head as he realized he’d included Juno as his mate... although she wasn’t, was she?

      Two handguns landed in the backseat by their heads, Juno tossing them over.

      “Keep them busy until we find a place,” Juno said.

      Nia grabbed a gun and was firing out the broken back window instantly. Alex picked his up and tried to remember everything he’d read about handguns. Squeeze, not pull. He’d only ever used rifles, back when he was a teenager and only to shoot rabbits, and the occasional wild pig, which were always a menace in the forests outside Baxter. A single shot .22 was a lot different to a handgun. He didn’t even know what model it was, although it did feel comfortably heavy in his hands.

      Alex peeked over the back of the seat and saw the two mages with guns were now back inside, holding their fire. It looked like Nia had scared them. Alex took careful aim, a breath and squeezed. He was doubtful he’d hit anything but then there was a flare of light dead center of the windscreen as a shield activated, blocking his bullet.

      “They have a car size shield, why didn’t we do that?” he called out as Juno whipped them around another corner.

      “If you can figure it out Einstein then I’m all ears,” Juno said.

      Alex looked around and saw they were heading to an old abandoned steel mill. It had high brick fences surrounding it and a wide open rusted gate. He’d snooped in there plenty of times as a teenager so he also knew there was a massive empty warehouse and large factory floor, still with old machinery bolted in place.

      The sports car appeared from behind them and this time Alex saw a screen floating above one of the mages. Whatever spell he was casting was slower and more deliberate, the lines spooling down the screen far slower than before. Alex couldn’t read it from this distance or at this speed but he swore he sensed fire somewhere in there. Maybe he’d seen it unconsciously in Juno’s spell from before?

      He and Nia kept firing at the car until they were out of ammunition.

      “Juno, they’re making some crazy big spell back there so we need to do something soon,” Alex warned, seeing code flowing and chunks of spells being dropped in. He opened his own screen and tried copy paste but much like the Shield spell, only about few percent of it came across first try. He’d have to copy it multiple times and there was no way that could happen before the mage fired off whatever it was.

      “As soon as we stop in the steel mill, you two jump out and get shredding. I’ll magic their asses back to the stone age,” Juno said. She had the accelerator to the floor and Boris’ engine was roaring as they raced along deserted streets.

      Alex saw the wide open rusted gates of the steel mill approaching but he wasn’t sure if there was enough time. The spell the mage was working on was starting to collapse and compile. He knew as soon as it executed something terrible would happen.

      Out of ammo and with no better alternatives, Alex did the only thing he could think of: he shouted at the mage, trying to write code into his spell to disrupt it.

      Alex was aiming for nonsense, anything to break it up but he saw the shield spell code flash up before him, a little green square that then shot towards the pursuing mages.

      It hit the spell, landing right in the middle of it just before the entire thing collapsed into its purest form and the mage cast it.

      “What the hell?” he heard Juno say as they sped through the wide open rusty gates. He felt it too – the magic that he could normally only touch via Juno was back again but this time it was a roaring hurricane. The spell the mage had cast was sucking in power, transforming what normally felt like a placid ocean into a flood.

      Juno slammed on the brakes and they slid to a stop as the sports car came through the gates. It was surrounded by a silvery bubble, like a shield, projecting about two feet around it in all directions. Alex could clearly see his shouted spell had interfered and the mages inside were panicking. The driver hit the brakes and they stopped on a dime, thanks to the high performance car. The mages tried to bolt but they were trapped, the silver bubble holding them inside.

      “Oh we gotta go,” Juno whispered and hit the gas again but she just wasn’t fast enough.

      A fireball burst inside the bubble and the mages screamed as they were incinerated. It was at first red but quickly went blue and then white hot as the bubble held it in place. Then it exploded, a wall of fire bursting outwards and rushing towards them.

      The last thing Alex saw was Juno heaving the wheel sideways so the expanding fire hit the side of Boris instead of the broken back window.
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      Blood and glass and smoke and groaning.

      Alex opened his eyes and sat up, finding himself on a cold stone floor next to a quietly rusting piece of machinery. There was something in his mouth. When he spat it out he found it was a tooth – a fang to be precise. Not entirely sure whether werewolves regrew teeth or not, he found the bloody hole in his gum and pressed the root into place.

      “Alex? Alex!” he heard Nia call out.

      “Here,” he mumbled, still trying to hold the fang in place. He got to his feet and groaned, feeling like he’d been beaten with iron bars.

      Nia came rushing out from behind some machinery, closely followed by Juno. Nia was streaked with blood and had bits of broken glass in her fur. Juno was pale with a freely bleeding wound on her head but otherwise appeared unharmed.

      “We need you to flip Boris back over,” Juno said and then stopped. “Why are you holding your teeth like that?”

      “Fang came out, wasn’t sure if it would grow back.”

      Nia hugged Alex, jolting his hand out of his mouth. His fang came loose and more blood filled his mouth.

      “It’ll grow back, so spit it out. I’m so glad you’re okay,” Nia said, pushing her head against his.

      Alex hugged her and then quietly spat out his broken tooth and some blood. It looked like they’d have to cast Cleanse again.

      “C’mon lovewolves we need to get out of here,” Juno urged.

      Alex and Nia followed Juno, Nia practically attached to his side. The best Alex could figure it he must have been flung out of Boris after the explosion hit them. They were somewhere in the back of the factory.

      The explosion!

      Alex skidded to a stop, looking at the buckled open bay doors. As far as he could tell there was nothing left of the three mages or their sports car. The concrete outside was blackened and looked like glass closer to the explosion center.

      “Mush mush mush,” Juno urged. Alex saw her screen appear and a spell spool out. She put her hand to the cut on her head and a gentle green glow shimmered out. When she pulled it away, the wound was sealing up.

      “You have healing spells?” Alex asked as they followed Juno back to where Boris was, upside down on his roof.

      “I have one healing spell and yes, if you’re good, I’ll teach you,” Juno said. “Now flip Boris so we can vamoose.”

      Boris was in bad shape. All the windows were smashed, his body was dented in a hundred places, front headlights destroyed and the roof had been caved in. Following the path of debris, they must have hit one of the large pieces of machinery while they were rolling over.

      “One, two, three,” Alex said as he and Nia took their positions and strained to tip Boris back.

      “Do we do it on three? Or one, two, three, then do it?” Juno said as the two werewolves heaved against the car.

      “Lethal Weapon,” Alex grunted as Boris finally began to move.

      “Yeah duh, give us a hard one,” Nia said in a strained voice.

      There was an enormous crash as they finally flipped Boris right side up. All four wheels were flat.

      “There’s no way we can drive Boris out of here unless you can magic up four new tires,” Alex said.

      “That’s the idea. You still filled to the brim right now?” Juno said.

      Alex frowned before realizing what she meant. He cast Know Thyself thinking it really needed a better name. The screen of information opened up in front of him. The spell and screen was still clearly adapting because now there was a health bar in red. The top twenty percent was missing but slowly filling. His mana was at about seventy percent and holding still, him using as much as he was generating. There was a new status panel listing various wounds, his missing fang, blood loss, hearing damage and hunger.

      It was only as he read it that Alex realized his ears were ringing. With everything else he’d blocked it out.

      “I’m at about seventy percent or so,” he said.

      “Lend me some magic then and you too Nia,” Juno said.

      Similar to when she’d cast Cleanse in her lounge room, they formed a small circle. Alex watched as the screen appeared, frantically copying over and over as Juno pulled together a spell that appeared to be written in cursive script. As magic thrummed through it he caught the distinct scent of cookies and talcum powder. Another spell from someone else? Alex guessed it must be – after all, how else did you learn spells but from another magic user?

      Juno drew magic out of him and Nia before pushing it through the spell. Behind them, Boris’ wheels reinflated and repaired themselves, the roof uncrumpled and some of the major dents popped back out. The glass was still broken but even as Alex watched, it began to grow back, like coral on fast forward.

      Juno let go of them (Alex saw he was now down to twenty percent mana left and holding) and they got into Boris. The handguns were still inside somehow so Juno stuffed them into the glovebox.

      “C’mon for mama,” she whispered as she turned the key.

      Boris grumbled and coughed but finally started. He wasn’t sounding good though. There was a shudder running through the car that felt like it would shake it to pieces. But he was drivable.

      Juno carefully maneuvered their way out of the factory, passing the glassy spot where the sports car had exploded. Alex looked around and saw that not a single fragment had survived. There wasn’t even a spot of black metal anywhere. Somehow his spell had self-contained the car and presumably set off the fire they’d planned to cast at them.

      As they rolled out the rusty gates Boris gave a cough and shudder and the deep vibration vanished. It seemed he was still healing himself. The side windows were growing back faster now and there was the occasional thunk as some piece of bodywork popped back into shape. The front windshield was still largely missing, the glass around the edges taking longer to reform.

      “Mercenary mages you say,” Alex said, leaning back in the seat and feeling various body parts complain.

      Nia was pressed up against him, her head against his chest.

      “They tried to kill you,” she said in a small voice.

      Alex reached down to touch her face and felt tears.

      “Hey, we’re okay. We survived and they didn’t. Remember what you said – we’ll figure it out.”

      Nia nodded and sniffed before wiping away the tears and giving him a smile.

      Although Alex was saying reassuring things he wasn’t entirely sure they were true. If he hadn’t been able to disrupt that spell they may have all been killed. Maybe Boris would have been enclosed and they would have been incinerated.

      He managed to stop himself growling as he thought about what had happened. This was his city – he’d grown up here and he sure as hell wasn’t running from it because some mages wanted him dead. It was more important than ever to learn new spells, and get some more guns.

      He need more. More defenses, hell, more people in additional to his current pack of Nia and Juno.

      At that thought he stopped again. He saw the little blonde witch glance at him in the rearview mirror and then give him a wink before her gaze returned to the road.

      She’s not my wife, not my mate he thought.

      Not yet some wolfish part of him replied.

      “Let’s get home and cleaned up before we go back to the Grease Trap. Alex, we’ll need to get you some more clothes because that Hawaiian shirt sucks on you,” Juno said.

      The windshield has almost finished healing itself, the small open circle in the glass whistling air as it shrank and finally closed up.

      Alex’s stomach grumbled so loud everyone in the car heard it.

      “Someone’s hungry,” Nia said and poked him.

      “Hey, stop it before I eat the two of you,” Alex said, fending her off.

      “Fine by me,” Juno said.
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      For the first time since he’d become a werewolf Alex was wearing clothes that fit, weren’t Hawaiian patterned or stolen or fashioned from a unicorn sheet.

      Nia and Juno had done a good job measuring him by sight and buying jeans, boxers, t-shirts, socks and shoes.

      They’d gone back to Juno’s for all of what felt like five seconds to clean up before Juno bustled everyone back to Boris, who was back to his old self. Lacking any clothes that fit him, Alex was wearing a sheet toga again. They’d driven to the nearest mall and despite his misgivings, Alex had stayed in the car while the girls shopped for him. He’d offered his card to them but Nia declined, explaining that they didn’t know if the mages were tracking his bank account or not. It was then that Alex removed the battery and sim card from his phone, feeling like he was a paranoid tinfoil hat character in a spy movie.

      Thankfully they were in and out in fifteen minutes – although it was a twitchy fifteen minutes for Alex slouched down in Boris’ back seat expecting mages or floating wooden balls or who knows what else.

      Now they were sitting in the Grease Trap waiting for the masses of food they’d ordered to arrive. No one had batted an eye when they’d walked in – although only a short time ago he and Nia had been in hybrid form directly outside.

      Nia and Juno were deep in a conversation about what they should do next and Alex was half listening while he examined the crushed wooden ball he’d recovered. With everything in pieces it was hard to know how it all went together originally. The circuit board had wires hanging off it, one of which was still connected to a quartz crystal. The bird feather was loose, sitting inside the orb. There was no battery or power source that Alex could see so he wasn’t quite sure how the circuit board functioned or what it was for.

      I need Puzo he thought and then wondered if that was an immensely stupid idea. Puzo had studied electrical engineering before dumping it for computer programming back in college. He still loved to tinker and make things, including wiring up his own homebrew electronics. If anyone could figure out what the circuit board was for, it would be him.

      But would it be Puzo’s death sentence? Who knows how dedicated or vicious these mages were? If you couldn’t kill someone straight out what would do next if you were batshit insane? Alex could see a clear line there – hold family or friends hostage and force the intended victim to come rescue them. He didn’t want to put his two friends in danger... although it could be argued they already were, given they knew him.

      Alex stuffed the ball back in his bag and let that go, his mind drifting to the game the three of them were making. It was a sort of post-apocalyptic village game. You started off as a stranger who’d appeared from nowhere with no memory in a ruined and toxic village in some distant future. Over time the player rebuilt the village, cleaning up radioactive and nanite infested land, helping the villagers, growing weird new crops, and sometimes fighting robots in the junk heap outside. It was a peaceful serene game of rebuilding and relationships... and it was now gone, surely.

      Alex’s mood darkened and he found himself almost growling again. Him, Howey and Puzo had put their all into their game (which didn’t have a title yet), abandoning jobs and living on noodles so they could take their shot. Now his entire life had been turned upside down. A normal life was impossible when a damn weredog could come after you at any moment.

      For all that magic and spells and an entire supernatural world was a fantasy, there was a part of Alex that wanted to rewind time. Or better yet, just change everything so he wasn’t a werewolf and he could go on living, oblivious, on the other side of the Great Barrier.

      “Oh damn,” Juno swore and looked out the window as heavy raindrops suddenly began to pelt down.

      Alex broke out of his dark thoughts (his mood remaining however) and saw Nia rub Juno’s back

      “It’s me. The storm. Just another great bonus of being a Chaos Witch!” Juno said.

      She smiled at the end but Alex could see she wasn’t happy, not at all. He reached out and touched her hand, connecting to the magic around them. Immediately, goosebumps crawled up his arm.

      Juno’s magic was cold and he could sense it stretching up from her into the sky. It felt like she was chilling the whole area.

      “You’re not doing that on purpose?” Alex asked as people outside ran for cover.

      Juno shook her head.

      He didn’t get a chance to ask more questions – the food arrived and they all dug in. The sudden storm outside pelted the Grease Trap. Almost everyone inside started taking their time with their meals – it had been a warm day up until now and no one was dressed for the cold change.

      Alex and Nia had ordered Pablo’s Heart Attack Special and Alex had added on practically every side on the menu. What would have felt a ridiculous amount of food a few days ago now looked barely enough as Alex ate his way through it.

      Soon they were eating enormous slices of cherry pie and drinking bottomless cups of coffee. The weather outside finally cleared up and Alex saw Juno visibly relax.

      “So what’s your deal then? Alex Lowe, game developer, now werewolf mage. You got the secret to immortality or saw the President getting the old North Korean Handshake?” Juno said, making some lewd hand movements.

      “I don’t know... I was a normal guy, I guess. Then weredog, bite, werewolf and all these people trying to murder me. I’m not special.”

      “You sure? There’s no such thing as a werewolf mage, not until now. You sure you didn’t see the President getting the old Romanian Shopping Cart? Anything to explain why these mages are hell-bent on killing you?”

      “What the hell is a Romanian Shopping Cart?” Nia asked.

      “You know, it’s like an Egyptian Book Report except the monkey is sober and the stopwatch is optional.”

      “I didn’t see the President getting a, uh, French... Speed Racer, I swear.”

      “Good one,” Juno said.

      “This is all just... crazy. Life changing. Life destroying, I don’t know.”

      Alex thought back to the alleyway and shifting. What happened next was still a black nothing. It felt like a cut now, a bottomless chasm separating his old life from this one.

      Nia was watching him with her exquisite green eyes. With the clearing storm, a sunbeam had lit up her hair like fire. She is unfathomly beautiful Alex thought... but surely the cost of such a girl shouldn’t have been the destruction of his entire world.

      “Well, there must be something about you they don’t like because no one would ever send that kind of force after a nobody. My first instinct is that the mages can’t take the competition from a werewolf mage. But then there is the matter of how exactly you stayed hidden for nearly twenty-five years, and how you didn’t go completely mad from not shifting too,” Juno said. She sliced off a piece of pie with her fork and popped it in her mouth.

      “I didn’t shift because I didn’t know I was a werewolf, right?”

      Nia shook her head.

      “Most werewolves, the sane ones at least, do the blood nip thing to their children that I did to you. There are some packs who think a werewolf should only shift spontaneously. Most kids do that by the time they’re three, five at the latest. But there are some werewolves who just can’t seem to do it the first time without some help. If they haven’t shifted by their teenage years then it gets bad. They get sick first, like the world’s worst flu and then they start having mental problems. Then they either die, or go crazy and then die, if someone doesn’t force them to shift.”

      Everything Nia was saying was familiar to Alex. In the three weeks leading up to his birthday he’d felt like he’d been fighting a virus that just wouldn’t go away. A lifelong sleepwalker and sleeptalker, his parasomnias had escalated radically in the last month.

      “So... there was a spell on me maybe? It hid me, stopped my magic and also kept me from going crazy from not shifting. But then it was wearing off, right around my birthday and so I was getting sick, ready to go mad. But then you made me shift. You saved my life?”

      “You say I saved your life, I just call it a Tuesday,” Nia said with a shrug.

      “Yes, this is what a real hero looks like. Form an orderly queue people for autographs. We’re selling strands of hair for fifty bucks a pop,” Juno said, deadpan, and then pulled a strand from Nia’s head.

      “Ouch! Hey, I was using that!”

      “Oh goddess I’m sorry, I wasn’t actually trying to pull that out!” Juno said, covering her mouth with her hands.

      “I’ll pull you out,” Nia grumbled and took a piece of Juno’s pie as compensation.

      “Is this your natural hair color?” Juno asked, holding the hair up into the light.

      “I think you’re very aware that the curtains match the drapes,” Nia said, taking more of Juno’s pie.

      Juno went red and looked at the table.

      Alex found their banter comforting and it help push away the dark mood that seemed to be squatting on his shoulders. It also made their next move clear.

      “I want to go to my apartment to collect my laptop,” he said.

      Nia sucked in air between her teeth. “I mean, sure, I guess but there are probably mages watching it. No way those three we just fought happened to stumble over us.”

      “I know but... look, I might be in a whole new life now that I didn’t pick but that doesn’t mean my old life just vanishes. At the very least I owe it to my friends to hand over all my work so they have a chance of finishing the game. Plus, I have a really awesome stick blender I want.”

      Nia smiled at him. “Oh, well that’s completely different then. An awesome stick blender that probably cost, what, fifteen bucks? Why didn’t you mention it earlier? I’m definitely down for risking our lives for that.”

      “It was six bucks actually, secondhand from a market, but I’m glad you see how important it is,” Alex said.

      Juno had seemingly recovered from her embarrassment and was eating what remained of her cherry pie after Nia had taken large chunks from it.

      “It’s not a terrible idea. So far it’s four mages dead, plus all those weredogs and we still have no clue who they are or what they want. Maybe a visit to the apartment to lure them out so we can capture one is a good move.”

      Alex hadn’t even considered that but Juno was right. Unless they could talk to one of the mages after them how else would they discover who’d sent them?

      “A dead mage is a good mage,” Nia said, finishing off her pie and waving over the waitress for more (this one a caramel chocolate). She got a piece for Alex too, Juno waving off more food.

      “But it could work. The two of us stake it out, you go up, get your laptop and this gold-plated jewel encrusted talking stick blender with built-in AI and we see who or what comes out of the woodwork.”

      “We just have to hope they send mages as incompetent as the three that just burned themselves to nothing by screwing up their spell,” Juno said.

      Alex suddenly realized Juno had no idea he’d interfered with their spell by flinging his Shield spell into it.

      “Yeah... that was me actually. You know how I wrote wow on your screen? I did the same with them, except I threw the entire shield spell right into the middle of what that mage was casting.”

      Juno took an awkward swallow, splurted coffee on to the table and then ended up coughing with Nia pounding her on the back. She finally recovered, using a napkin to wipe it up as well as soak up the coffee dripping from her nose.

      “That was you?” she croaked. “Oh goddess I have coffee in my nose but that was you with the wow? I thought Owen Wilson had cracked his head and astral traveled for a second. I saw that word appear in my magic and I knew it wasn’t mine! How did you do that?”

      “You’re telling me that’s not normal? I just thought it and it appeared. With the mages I shouted at them. I was trying for nonsense to screw up the spell but somehow threw the Shield spell right at them.”

      Juno sat back and took a sip of water the concerned waitress had brought over. “It’s definitely not normal. Not not not not not not not a million times not normal. Like, you can disrupt a mage or witch with the usual fireball to the face or icicles to the hoohah but overwriting their spell? Nope, no way. Even under mental domination, the thrall still casts the spell and the dominator can’t just change it.”

      “Is this a good time to tell you I could see their spells as well? I could see their screens above their head. I even managed to copy part of that last spell. But I didn’t get much of it.”

      Juno pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “You’re killing me here White Fang.”

      “But can’t you see spells too? What did you say? It was high level, like vanish the Statue of Liberty magic or something?”

      Juno nodded. “Yeah, I can see spells sometimes. If the chaos is up, all the time. If it’s down, it’s harder. But I’m a damn good witch, despite my disability. You’re like... the janitor raised in a desert country who never saw a pool in his life stumbles while picking up trash during the Olympics, fall in and smashes the world record while still holding his mop and garbage stick in one hand.”

      “Garbage stick?” Nia asked.

      “You know, that spike you use to pick up trash.”

      “Garbage claw?”

      “Maybe. But listen – that’s an ability that I don’t even think the most powerful Chaos Witches even have. They can dominate someone utterly, control their mind so completely they’ll kill their own children with a smile and bake their bones. We’re talking mega-bad witches here, powerful enough to dust you with a blink of their eye, or make you think daytime TV is interesting. They can’t even do it. This has to be why they want to kill you.”

      They sat there in silence for a moment (the waitress coming by again with more coffee and to check on Juno). The sun outside was well and truly shining so she was possibly subtly urging them to pay and get out.

      “Pretend you’re going to cast a spell, I want to see something,” Alex said.

      “Maybe we should save the magic experiments for home? Plus I think we need to do another Cleanse with all the blood we left behind,” Nia said.

      Juno waved her hand. “I already took care of it while we were cleaning up,” she said.

      Alex was impressed. “But how? Last time you drained all those rings and wand and us, and still got knocked out.”

      “Tada, Chaos Witch. I was having a strong moment. Now do your worst Remus.”

      Alex saw Juno’s screen appear above her head. It was blank with just a blinking cursor, which looked new. It seemed adaptations were still underway, changing what he perceived. Juno crossed her arms, pushing up some impressive cleavage. He saw the edge of a bright red lacy bra.

      I can see your bra he thought and then the words appeared on Juno’s screen.

      The little blonde witched started, her eyes widening in shock. But then she grinned.

      “This is ridiculous. We have to see if you can teach me.”

      Alex thought he saw something flicker on her screen for a moment but then dismissed it. It had looked like a glitch on a computer screen.

      “Sure, if I’m able to. Can we go to my apartment now? I can hear a hypersonic stick blender calling my name.”

      “I’ll pay,” Nia said, pulling out some cash she must have withdrawn while they were at the mall.

      Alex went to stand up from their booth before he tripped and landed face first on the floor. Even with his new werewolf enhanced body it still knocked the wind out of him.

      He rolled over and sat up, seeing his shoelaces were tied together.

      Juno ducked down with her hands on her knees, giving him a view of that epic cleavage and red bra he’d seen before.

      “You didn’t see that spell, did ya Lobo?” Then she walked out, laughing.

      “Laugh it up, fuzzball,” Alex called out as he untied his shoelaces. He got to his feet and met Nia returning from the counter.

      “You gonna let her get away with that?” Nia asked and poked him in the side.

      “Once I get my laptop back, and my stick blender then no, she’s definitely not getting away with that,” Alex said.

      The wolf side of him wasn’t unhappy about crashing face first to the floor. It liked to chase its prey... and Juno was looking more like a meal with every passing minute.

      Nia saw the same look on his face as when he’d first met Juno.

      “Let’s rescue this talking blender and whatever before we take her down,” Nia said. Then she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a passionate kiss, right there in the middle of the Grease Trap.

      When they broke apart, Alex saw a wildness in her eyes. Nia was looking forward to chasing the witch too.
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      “I've eaten at that Chinese restaurant and use that laundromat many times but I swear I have never ever seen that super dodgy pawnshop,” Alex said, looking across the road.

      “Give your thanks to the Great Barrier!” Juno said with a flourish of her hand.

      Alex kept blinking his eyes and looking again, as though the appearance of Bailey's pawnshop would suddenly make sense. In his memory there was an extremely cheap Chinese restaurant directly next to a laundromat. Any time the sole washing machine in his apartment block went out, he’d use the laundromat and then go next door to eat some cheap but delicious Chinese food while he waited. There was just no way there was an entire shop wedged between them.

      It looked like every other dodgy pawnshop in town. Bars on the windows, bad lighting inside and the neon sign in the front window had one of the letters blown out and was buzzing as it flickered on and off. WE BUY  OLD.

      Although they were going to go to Alex's apartment, which was quite close to the Grease Trap, Juno had detoured, explaining to Alex it was time to buy some shifter charms. Given they’d just dropped a lot of cash a new clothing they couldn't afford to have him continue to rip them to pieces every time he shifted.

      “Okay, it looks like the coast is clear. Let's go,” Juno said, looking up and down the street.

      Alex followed Juno and Nia across the road, his head still spinning somewhat. Although he’d directly witnessed the effects of the Great Barrier when Nia transformed into a wolf girl out on the street and then again when he and Nia had been in their hybrid forms before jumping into Boris, seeing more hard proof of it in front of him was almost too much to believe. He wondered now how many times he’d be driving around Baxter and suddenly see shops and other things in places that he'd completely ignored. How powerful was the Great Barrier? Was he suddenly going to see some Gothic vampire castle towering over the city that only supernaturals could see?

      The bell on the door to Bailey's attempted to jingle but was clogged up with rust, so it just made a kind of dull clinking sound. Nia screwed up her nose the moment they stepped inside, and Alex did the same. Although he was in his human form his sense of smell was still enhanced.

      Inside Bailey's was dust and musty but not in that charming, nice way that old bookshops have. Here it smelt like mold and wet, damp earth and stone, like the entire place could do with having the roof ripped off and exposed bright sunlight for a month or two.

      Alex followed Juno down the narrow corridor that was closely packed with junk. A broken umbrella, a keyboard with missing keys, dinner plates, mismatched spoons, and a ukulele with no strings.

      They emerged from this into a smaller shop area that was filled with sealed glass cases as well as open displays. Behind the counter was an old man who looked to be the unfortunate result of a crossbreeding experiment between a rat and a human.

      “Bailey! We need two shifter rings my good frog and quick,” Juno called out in a chirpy tone.

      Bailey made a garumphing sound like he had a large wad of mucus stuck in his throat.

      “I can give you two one-monthers for five hundred,” he said. His voice sounded like he'd been smoking since he was born and spent his weekends screaming at heavy-metal concerts.

      Juno put both hands over her face and put on a shocked expression.

      “You are out of your frogging mind if you think I'm paying five hundred bucks for two shifter rings,” she said.

      “Arkovis got shoved off a chunk of their land. Werewolves are been streaming into Baxter ever since. Supply and demand,” Bailey said. He picked up a pair of glasses from the counter in front of him and start polishing them with a dirty rag, giving the appearance that he wasn't interested in this conversation.

      “Supply and demand... c’mon. Five hundred bucks is way over,” Juno said.

      “So keep destroying clothes, I don't care.”

      As Juno bartered with Bailey, Alex took the opportunity to wander around the shop. Some of sealed cases had wands in them, made of various types of wood and often inlaid with metals or gems. There was a large variety in them – some just looked like sticks you might pick up from under a tree, while others were clearly handcrafted exquisite works of jewelry. There were no prices on anything and no clue as to what the wands would do. The cases were locked so Alex couldn’t touch them and no matter how much he tried he couldn't get a screen to appear above them to tell him anything about the magic within. He reminded himself that as soon as they got out of here, he’d have to talk to Juno to see if there was a Know Thyself spell that could be turned outward.

      He came across an open case of rings. He picked up a few and while he could feel they were magical, again there was no information about what they were.

      “Hey, keep your paws off the merchandise,” Bailey suddenly called out.

      Alex dropped the rings back into the case and then walked over to the counter. The scent of wet and earth and damp grew stronger the closer he was to Bailey. He was surprised Juno wasn't wrinkling her nose up. There was something in Bailey's tone that got his hackles up. Although Bailey looked like a grumpy old man he clearly wasn't. Juno kept making references to frogs and the more Alex looked at Bailey the more there seemed to be something off about his features. When he moved there was a microscopic delay before his face moved with him, as though there was an illusion there. But like the wands and rings, he couldn't see any spells above Bailey and lacking any way to analyze him, he was forced to put up with being talked down to.

      “What price do we want?” Alex asked Juno.

      “It's still way over but four hundred for two shifter rings that last a month,” Juno said.

      “What if you do four hundred for two shift rings, but we also buy two more rings from over there?” Alex said.

      A crafty look came across Bailey's face. “Maybe, but what rings you talking about?”

      “Juno can choose them. Can you get two varieties that I can study?”

      “Um… okay?” Juno said. She walked over to the display of rings when Nia was standing, quickly picked up two and brought them back to the counter. Bailey took them from her and Alex felt two small tugs of magic when he did, touching each one in turn.

      “A very minor fire lighter and a very minor deflection charm. I'm sorry, this still isn't enough to give you that kind of discount. I’ll go to four-seventy on the two shifter rings  and you can take these two for another two-hundred. Six-seventy all up, best offer,” Bailey said.

      Alex looked to Juno who gave a slight shake of her head and then pointed a thumb down. A habitual market goer, Alex had spent time bargaining for all kinds of things, including his awesome six dollar stick blender. He knew the best way to get a discount was to make a personal connection and the best way to do that was to keep the person talking.

      “So, what's going on with Arkovis getting pushed off their land?” he asked.

      Bailey looked at him and then across to Juno with a puzzled expression.

      “He's a werewolf but he’s not up with the werewolf news?”

      “He's new… in town,” Juno explained.

      Bailey held the glasses he was polishing up to light to check for smudges. Satisfied they were clean he picked up another pair and began polishing them.

      “Well, let me dumb it down for you then – the magic ones and the bitey ones have once again teamed up to screw over the furry ones, as since time immemorial. As it was, as it shall always be. Amen, et cetera,” he said.

      “Right, so I’m a furry one, the magic ones are mages and the bitey ones are vampires?” Alex said, taking a guess.

      Bailey again looked to Juno. “Damn, he really must be new.”

      There was something again in Bailey's tone that Alex didn't like and this time he didn't bother holding himself back. He didn't shift because he still didn't have the charm and didn't want to destroy his clothes but he let out a growl.

      “How about we just conclude our business, Bailey,” he said in a low tone. That certainly got Bailey's attention. He made another choked garumphing sound and then put down the glasses he was polishing.

      “Okay Juno, in respect to the fact that I've known you a long time ago, six-fifty for the lot,” he said.

      “Six-fifty? It seems to me that a certain frog who got help from a certain witch for certain male matters might possibly be able to go down to six hundred in light of that help,” Juno said.

      “That was your mother, not you. So she comes in here she can have a discount,” Bailey said.

      Juno pulled out a phone and held it up.

      “Should I call her right now? I'm calling her right now,” Juno threatened.

      Bailey put up his hands. “Okay, fine dammit. Six hundred and then get out. Don’t threaten me with Hera.”

      Juno's phone vanished and then she was back to all sweetness and light as she dropped the cash on the counter and scooped up the rings.

      “Thanks, Bailey,” she said the same chirpy tone and then led the way out.

      When they got back to Boris, Juno gave a ring each to Alex and Nia.

      Alex felt a small ripple of magic when he slipped it on. He immediately cast Know Thyself. In his active spell panel he now had Know Thyself and a second entry below that listed as Shifter ring/One month.

      Upon shifting, clothing, accessories and other items the wearer is touching, up to a twenty pound maximum, will shift with the user and then return upon the resumption of their original form.

      “Do you want to tell me why I had to buy these two trash rings and spend all that extra money?” Juno asked Alex.

      “I need spells to study, lots of them. I thought it was a cheap way to get a spell,” he explained.

      “Right... but spells on rings and other objects don't work like that. It's not like when you see a mage cast a spell and maybe you can read and understand it and possibly copy it. These spells are sort of compressed, and mostly gibberish that no one can read,” Juno said.

      To Alex it sounded like she was talking about the difference between code and the compiled program. Code was easily readable and writable by a person, but the compiled program was readable only by the computer.

      “Is there a way to cast Know Thyself outward, so I can examine these rings?” Alex asked.

      Juno nodded. “Easy, but just be aware, it uses a bit more power than on yourself because it's directed outward,” she said and held out a hand.

      Alex took it and immediately saw a faint translucent screen appear above Juno's head, a new spell quickly filled the screen. It was titled Analyze. To Alex looked very similar to the Know Thyself spell in parts, but there were clearly some obvious changes so it was directed outward.

      As usual he felt the magic around them gently moving like the tide now he was connected to Juno. It took him a full three minutes to copy the spell,  each time only a small portion coming across, which seems strange considering it was quite a short spell. He made sure to slow down and read through each line, which toward the end appeared to make it easier.

      Finally, Analyze appeared in his list. He immediately cast it on the shifter ring he was wearing.

      A quarter of his mana vanished and a screen appeared above the ring. It listed the name of the ring – Shifter ring/One month – and a date and time stamp which started only a few minutes ago.

      Below that was a short block of code that was almost pure gibberish. It looked like someone had mashed up a mathematical formula with a few random alphabets. None of it was understandable.

      “Do you see now? Getting spells back off rings and wands and pieces of clothing is actually super hard. I mean, if you study it enough times for long enough you might be able to reverse engineer it, but it's barely worth it,” Juno said.

      She passed him the two so-called “junk” rings anyway. Alex didn't put them on, not wanting to activate them, but again casts Analyze.

      He went down to around thirty percent of his mana remaining and saw two new screens open up, both filled with complicated gibberish. He tried copying the gibberish across the success rate was even lower than when he was connected with Juno. Less than one percent of the code was successfully copied.

      Alex sat there for a moment copying and pasting over and over but quickly abandoned that when he saw how little was coming across. At that speed it was going to take the rest of the day just copy one. As he watched, a small percentage appeared under the code on his screen that showed he had copied one-point-two percent. He copied and pasted again and saw that number rise to one-point-three. Deciding to leave the study for another time he canceled all the spells and saw his mana quickly beginning to rise. It was then that he noticed that all of his injuries had healed as well and his missing tooth had grown back without him noticing. It seemed faster than before.

      “So how fast can my healing get?” he asked.

      “Wolf girl?” Juno said, pointing to Nia.

      “You only shifted recently so you’re still changing but it gets fast. Eventually be able to take a bullet straight in the head and have a pretty good chance of walking away. I still don’t recommend it, though,” Nia said.

      “Shall we to the apartment that?” Juno said, starting Boris who grumbled and coughed before finally coming to life.

      “Sounds good,” Alex said, lost in his own thoughts. He was looking at the two rings in the palm of his hand. To put things into computer terms it was entirely possible to reverse engineer, or decompile a program to get back to the source code that you could then alter. It might not be perfect source code but sometimes it was close enough to be useful. Juno saying you could study a ring for weeks to eventually reverse engineering sounded like manual decompiling, something which took a lot of guesswork and effort. Alex wondered if there was some way to magically decompile the spells on the rings and then maybe he could replicate them? Maybe even edit them to make them stronger?

      Alex gave Juno his address. As they drove, he cast Analyze on his shifter ring again and began the laborious process of copying the gibberish code across.
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      “So this is the palace where Sir Alex Lowe lives. Take note of the turn-of-the-century cornice moldings,” Juno said extending an arm towards the rundown apartment building.

      “Wow,” Nia said, pretending to be in absorbed tourist and holding up her phone to take a snapshot.

      “Yeah okay, I know it's not the best,” Alex said, grinning at the two girls as they teased him.

      Although he’d only been away a short while, now he was back, the three story apartment block he lived in somehow looked far worse than he remembered, as though there had been a Great Barrier covering it that had now been stripped away.

      When him, Howey and Puzo had decided to make a game together Alex had rented the cheapest apartment he could find. He'd found this place owned by Mr. Clovis, who lived on the bottom floor. Mr. Clovis was in his late eighties and definitely not up to the task of maintaining the apartment block.

      It looked like it had been running down into the ground for the last two decades, which is why the rent was so cheap. Alex's apartment was on the top floor and he was the only resident up there. Every time someone moved out. Mr. Clovis simply nailed their apartment door shut. On the middle floor were Mr. and Mrs. Bronson, a couple in their eighties.  Apart from the rats, mice, and cockroaches they were the only people living in the entire apartment block. The best thing about it was the small park across the road, which was leafy and green.

      “I don't see anyone here waiting for us, at least not to the naked eye,” Juno said.

      “Is there a magical way to look up in my apartment?” Alex asked.

      “Watch and learn,” Juno said, reaching back to touch Alex. He watched as the green translucent screen opened up and Juno cast a spell titled Scrying that seemed far more complicated than anything else she’d done. It went on for pages and pages. He only managed to copy a fragment before it compiled and she cast. There was no apparent effect, except Juno started narrating now what she was seeing.

      “Okay up on the top floor. Which apartment am I looking for?”

      “Number four. That’s my window up there on the front of the building,” Alex said.

      “Ah, number four with the flaking blue paint door. Okay going through... small place, not too dirty... oh but someone has left a cereal bowl in the sink half filled with water,” Juno said.

      “I was letting it soak,” Alex said.

      “Hmm. Well, I see a bed and a television and a very worn out sofa. Succulents in pots along the windowsill are a nice touch.  What's this? A sock right next to the bed. Now, why would a young male have a rolled up sock right next to his bed I wonder? Can you guess Nia?” Juno said.

      “It's a curious thing to have next to your bed isn't it? Alex, why do you have a single sock next to your bed?” Nia said with a grin.

      “Yeah, both you to shut up. Like I wouldn’t find anything that vibrated in your bedside drawers. Is anyone up there? Does it look like anyone has messed with anything?”

      “I don't see anything out of the ordinary. The place hasn’t been tossed if that's what you're asking. I think we're good to go,” Juno said.

      Alex felt the magic tug as she let go of the Scrying spell.

      “I’m going left, over to those trees. Nia do you want to go right? Alex, if you see anything weird, if you feel anything work weird GTFO of there, okay?” Juno said.

      “Ten-four,” Alex said.

      They got out of Boris and went their separate ways, Juno heading for some trees that stood on the edge of the park. Nia went the other direction and soon was gone, disappearing like the predator she was.

      Alex headed for the apartment block, feeling an odd sort of nervousness as though he was committing a crime just by being here. The multiple messages and missed calls on his phone was weighing on his mind. He still hadn’t gotten back in contact with Howey or Puzo and his home was too close to the office for comfort. It was entirely possible that Howey or Puzo would come walking by and what would he say then? Yeah, sorry, I'm a werewolf now and I don't return calls.

      Alex shook his head at himself is used his very aged key to let himself into building. As soon as he stepped in the smells of the apartment block rose up around them. It was age and dirt and dust. There was a row of small letterboxes near the front door that gave off a rusty scent. Alex looked around to make sure no one was watching and then shifted into his hybrid state.

      He immediately sensed that no one was home today in the entire apartment block.

      At first he couldn’t quite put his finger on how he knew that but then realized he could hear the quick pitter-pattering of heartbeats from small mice and rats the lived in the building. He knew no one else was here because he couldn't hear their heartbeats.

      Now in his hybrid form, the apartment block smelt far worse than before. He could tell what Mr. Clovis had been cooking and caught the scent of old frying oil. There was dust and dirt and now mold as well. He caught a sharp chemical scent and wondered if Mr. Clovis had finally got it together to do some cleaning using some kind of harsh product.

      Deciding he didn't want to spend a single minute more here than he had to, he bounded up the stairs, passing the second floor in a blur and getting to his front door.

      He gave a sniff and confirmed that there definitely hadn't been anyone up here other than him for days.

      It was only when he reached his door that Alex realized the shifter ring had worked perfectly – his clothes had vanished rather than being torn to pieces and his bag which he’d slung over a shoulder had gone too. But where? Have they teleported somewhere or were now invisible? It was another query to add to a long list.

      Alex quickly shifted back to human and his clothes and the bag reappeared in the blink of an eye. He got out his keys and opened the door, going inside and then  locking it behind him.

      The moment he was inside, the sensation of otherness grew. Although he’d only been gone a few days it felt like he'd been gone months or even years, as though this wasn't his home but a place he’d once lived that he was now stranger to.

      Alex put his bag on the kitchen table and then shifted again back to his hybrid state, feeling far more comfortable as a towering eight-foot-tall werewolf rather than the human version of himself.

      He quickly found his home laptop sitting on his bed where he’d left it. He unplugged it and stuffed it in his bag and then grabbed the stick blender from the top kitchen drawer and took that too. After that, he looked around, wondering what exactly he should do next. It was clear he couldn't stay here. Given he was a target, where could he stay? He hadn't had any discussion with Juno and Nia. Was it assumed that they’d just live with Juno?

      The anger started to rise again. Not only have those insane mages taken away the game that he'd dedicated himself to, they'd made him homeless as well.

      Alex looked around his small apartment. Although he didn't have much, it was still worth something. A television and not entirely crappy sound system and entertainment unit to stack it on. The sofa, fridge, and his bed. He went to the closet and opened it, quickly discovering that none of his clothes would fit him any more even in his human state. It was a shame, because he had a semi-decent suit in there. Alex held it up against himself and realized his new bulky shoulders would rip it. He put it back, wondering if he could get a few bucks for it online.

      He walked over to the large front window that overlooked the street and the small park, spotting Juno lounging beneath the trees. Nia was nowhere to be seen.

      Although Alex had some money in his bank account, there was definitely no way he wanted to abandon everything so Mr. Clovis could nail the door shut. But it wasn’t like he could just hang around and run a yard sale to get rid of it all. It was another example of how the weredogs and the mages had screwed his life. No way to get fifty bucks for his television while keeping an eye out for a psychotic mage.

      Feeling his mood darken, Alex left the window and looked back over his apartment. Maybe he could take a photo and sell the lot to someone for five hundred bucks.

      Alex got ready to go back downstairs, trying to remind himself there were at least some upsides to this situation, the first and foremost being Nia... and maybe the second being Juno.

      He’d just picked up his bag when he felt the hairs on his body bristle. An immense feeling of wrongness swept over him and the chemical smell from downstairs suddenly intensified.

      Some wild instinctual part of him took over. He sprinted straight for the third story window, smashing through it just as an enormous explosion tore up from the bottom floor in a fireball of pure heat.

      Alex went sailing out through the front window and had once again clearly misjudged his speed and trajectory. He fell in a perfect arc, caving in Boris’ roof and smashing the side windows before rolling off and skidding along the ground, trying to hold his bag so he didn’t destroy his laptop. He felt the Great Barrier pull on him, but it wasn't much. The explosion had clearly attracted everyone's attention. Wary that he might be attacked at any moment, Alex shifted back to his human form and turned around in time to see the entire building collapse down into itself.

      Whomever had set the explosives had done a professional job. The explosion had gone directly up and then collapsed the building in on itself, landing in a perfect pile of rubble and fire. There were kids in the park nearby, who was standing mouths wide open, but unharmed.

      “Alex? Is that you? Are you okay?”

      He turned to see old Mrs. King, who lived in the neighboring building. They’d met a few times when she’d be out watering the flowers that she was growing in the small communal garden.

      “Yeah, I got out in time,” he said, still stunned.

      “Where have you been? The police came asking about you. I just saw you jump out that window! How did you do that?”

      Alex got the feeling that he definitely had to get out of there right away. An explosion like this meant police attention and Mrs. King would be sure to tell them that she'd seen him. What answer could he give? Yes I was missing for a few days, so I came back to get my laptop and stick blender and luckily got out right before it exploded! They’d probably think that he’d detonated the place.

      He saw Juno approaching from one direction and Nia from the other. He said goodbye to Mrs. King without answering her questions and rushed back to Boris.

      Juno waved a hand and Alex felt the magic pull, seeing the same spells before that had returned Boris back to his original state. The roof that he'd crushed popped back out. The three of them got in, careful to avoid the broken glass from the windows that were only starting to heal themselves.

      He saw Mrs. King look, frown and then look away, putting a hand to her head.

      “These mages are insane,” Juno said, starting Boris and then hitting the gas.

      “I didn't see anyone, but I agree, you can't go back anywhere that you used to go,” Nia said.

      “The building was empty – no people at all. Just bugs, rats and mice. I smelt chemicals on the ground floor when I went in but I thought it was maybe the owner cleaning. It must have been explosives or something used to cover up their smell. Are mages really that insane to wire up an entire building just to kill me?” Alex asked.

      “You're the first werewolf mage that I've ever heard of, and I mean ever. I don't know why that would be so dangerous though. Like yeah, maybe you can write a bit of magic into other people’s spells, but is that really worthy blowing up entire apartment building? I just don't know,” Juno said.

      Alex forced himself to relax and sit back, realizing he been sitting with all his muscles tensed up as though he was going to be attacked at any moment. As he watched the windows reform, Alex tried to collect his thoughts but they were a confusing maelstrom.

      Bailey saying Arkovis werewolves had been forced off their land so now they were flooding into Baxer. The surreal experience of seeing a pawn shop where there definitely hadn’t been one before. Weredogs and magic rings. Everything he owned obliterated.

      Although he had Nia pressed up against him and could smell her comforting scent he still wished he could close his eyes and make all this go away.
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      The drive back to Juno’s was done in a shocked silence – but that only lasted until they got inside the house.

      “You! What are you?” Juno said, whirling around in her lounge and pointing a finger at Alex. It seemed the initial calmness she’d had when driving Boris had evaporated.

      “What? We went over this.”

      “Not enough. Mages don’t detonate an entire apartment block for some no-name werewolf, magic or not. So I want to know who you are. Who made you.”

      “Juno, he doesn’t know his parents,” Nia said.

      “Who raised you then?”

      The witch was breathing heavily and pacing around. Alex noticed her hands were shaking and there was a quaver in her voice.

      “Her name was Jane Merryweather. She was sixty-five when she took me in at the age of two. She died right after I graduated high-school, when she was eighty-one. She’d raised a lot of adopted children over her life and I was her last. Those plants on the windowsill came from her,” Alex said.

      He wasn’t sure Juno heard him though. She was pacing and still breathing like she’d just run a sprint.

      “Juno–” Nia started to say.

      “What!”

      A burst of cold filled the room in an instant. A filigree of fractal ice climbed the wall behind Juno, quickly spreading to the ceiling.

      “What did Jane tell you about your parents?” Juno said.

      Alex watched as the ice continued to crawl its way across the ceiling. He let out a breath and saw it plume into the air, like it was now the coldest winter day on record.

      “She told the truth – that they died when I was very young. After she passed, I ended up with a few boxes of my things... you know, school reports, pictures I'd drawn, awards and somewhere in there were my adoption papers. I never really bothered to look into it because far as I'm concerned, Jane was my mother. She raised me. She cared for me.”

      “Where are those papers now?”

      “The boxes were in my closet so I guess amongst the burning rubble that used to be my apartment,” Alex said. The sting of it made him wince. The papers he could live without. After all, who needed their fourth-grade report card? But the plants that Juno had seen growing along the windowsill in pots had been succulent cuttings from Jane's garden that she'd given him. Alex had moved them from home to college and every house he’d lived in. Now they were destroyed as well.

      “There's has to be more to this story. I have a really bad feeling. There is something seriously seriously wrong. We need to find out who you are, who your parents were or how you came to be adopted. You could have been killed back there!” Juno said.

      With that she broke, the tears streaming down her face quickly crystallizing into ice. Juno turned and finally noticed the ice climbing the wall.

      “Oh and great – Chaos Witch nonsense again. Just what we need!”

      Alex wasn't quite sure what to do. Hug her? Tell her it would all be okay? Right now it felt like a lie.

      Juno turned, starting to pace again and just then Nia shifted into her hybrid form, closing the distance between her and Juno and kissing the little witch, pulling her body close. Alex gave a double blink – he hadn't expected this. It certainly one way to help someone calm down.

      Juno relaxed against Nia, absorbed in the kiss. When they broke apart, Nia kissed a trail down Juno’s neck before turning to look at Alex.

      “She’s cold. Get over here and help me warm her up,” she commanded. Alex shifted just in time for Nia to reach out and grab him, pulling him behind Juno, the little witch in between them.

      It was true what she said – the room was already below freezing and Juno skin was as cold as ice. Alex wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, bending down to press his face against the back of her neck. Her scent was there again, that spice but no warmth now, just a deep and eternal cold, like the polar ice caps frozen for millennia. Nia reached up and clasped the back of his neck before giving him a kiss over Juno’s head.

      “You take one side I'll take the other,” she whispered to him before she returned her attentions to Juno's neck and earlobe.

      Alex dipped his head again, breathing in Juno's scent and then kissed her gently on the neck. Although Juno was freezing cold, it seemed that when he returned for a second kiss the spot on her neck had begun to warm. He kissed her again and then gently bit her earlobe.

      Juno had been quiet through this. She still had frozen tears on her cheeks and the kiss from Nia had silenced her. Now as the two werewolves kissed each side of her neck she began to let out a small grasps and gentle sighs.

      Although at first Alex felt as though he was hugging a block of ice, the deep cold radiating from Juno started to fade. With each kiss on her neck, the temperature rose and Alex saw from the corner of his eye the fine lacing of ice retreating down the wall.

      Alex ran his hand up Juno's body, feeling she was quickly warming and then the witch surprised him by giving him a quick kiss before turning back to Nia. She pressed her butt against Alex, a subtle movement at first, as though she was unsure whether she had permission to.

      Soon Juno was pushing hard back against him and his body was responding. A wild roar seemed to be filling his head again and then Alex realized he was the sound of his own heart beating and blood rushing about his body. With the three of them so intimately connected, he could feel the magic again, sloshing and surging. Soon, Juno was no longer being passively kissed by the two of them. She wrapped her arms around Nia, kissing her back, the werewolf turning her head to the side as Juno ran a hand through her hair and nibbled her neck.

      Alex breathed in and this time through the scent of Juno's magic he could smell her need and also Nia. He could tell Juno was wet and ready for him. But he wasn't sure he could move from here. This moment felt like a soap bubble that would break. Was it only happening because the three of them had almost died?

      It was Nia’s moan as Juno's hand made its way between her legs that finally wiped away all indecision. He picked up Juno and put her over his shoulder before grabbing Nia’s hand, heading for the closest bedroom, which was Juno's. It was a warm cozy space with a large queen-size bed covered in soft pillows. There was a wooden desk in the corner, a full-length mirror and a pair of lacy red underwear and bra hanging off a chair.

      Alex lowered Juno on to the bed and stepped back. He was in his hybrid werewolf form, effectively naked. As soon as he put Juno down, Nia grabbed hold of is hardness.

      Alex took a halting breath he felt Nia's fingers around him. Juno was on the bed, her pupils wide, her blonde hair mussed and red lips wet and inviting.

      “Do you want to take your payment for helping us early?” Nia asked.

      Juno nodded.

      “You're wearing too many clothes my little witch,” Nia said.

      Juno had on a skirt and a T-shirt, which she quickly shimmied out of. Underneath she had on the bright red lacy bra that Alex had seen at the Grease Trap. Her body was smooth and slender like Nia but she also had a bubble butt and the bra was holding up some epic cleavage. As Alex watched Juno reach behind her and undid her bra, flinging it across the room before her hands came down to loop into the sides of her panties so she could strip them off. She threw them at his feet and he could smell the scent of her on them.

      “She needs a tongue first, alpha,” Nia said to him. She let go of his cock as Alex kneeled onto the bed, the springs letting out a protest at his weight. Juno had moved back up the bed but her legs were still spread. He saw around her ankle she was wearing a gold bracelet with little charms on it. He grabbed both her ankles and pulled her down the bed towards him, Juno letting out a squeal of surprise.

      Normally Alex would have waited, building up kisses from foot to calf to need to inner thigh but the scent of the two girls was driving him wild.

      He pulled Juno close and then slipped his tongue into her as a little witch let out a moan.

      Despite Juno being ice-cold only a short time ago she was now burning hot. It felt like he was sticking his tongue into a hot cup of tea. The scent of her was like the taste of her – warmth and spice. He grasped her by the waist as he began licking. As he did, he saw Nia come across on the bed and bend down to give Juno a passionate kiss. It was hard to maintain through Juno’s moaning, however.

      From Alex's position he could see the curves and rises of Juno's body, the shape of her hips and her breasts. The curve of her neck. The way her hands grabbed at the bed sheets. As Nia kissed Juno, Alex saw she’s slipped back from the fully hybrid state. She was now a wolf girl with furry ears and a tail. As Alex concentrated on teasing Juno with his tongue he saw Nia lift her leg and place herself over Juno's mouth, before sliding back onto it, letting out a gasp as the little witch began licking between moans of her own. Nia reached down and began gently pinching Juno's nipples as she started rocking her hips back and forth. Sometimes as she moved, Alex could see her rising up, a small gap forming between her and Juno. He saw Juno's small pink tongue licking Nia.

      The scent and taste of the magic changed then – it seemed to grow warmer as the connection between the three of them grew more intense. From the corner of his eye. Alex saw sparkles appearing. This time they weren’t golden but rather a deep red. Through the connection he could feel both the girls climbing towards orgasm, Nia riding Juno's tongue and Juno jolting beneath his.

      It wasn't long before Nia's gasps grew more urgent and then she clenched her thighs, pressing herself down on Juno's mouth while she pinched Juno's nipples with both hands. Alex felt a surge in the magic as though a jolt of power had been released as Nia came. It rippled around between them and as he licked Juno, sending her over the edge, she gave a muffled moan and clenched her legs together, trapping his head. He was stuck there for a few moments, mouth full of the little witch, quivering and twitching beneath him. Eventually, Juno released his head and Alex could pull his head back. She saw that Nia had slipped off Juno and was standing up by the side of the bed, albeit somewhat shakily.

      “Oh goddess, this has been such a good deal,” Juno moaned.

      “Still gets better,” Nia said she came around to Alex was kneeling and bent over and kissed him, virtually licking the wetness from his face. Alex in his hybrid form was more wolf than man, covered in dark hair and weighing more than both girls put together. He stood up at Nia surging and then she grasped again, gently moving her fingers up and down.

      “I am yours and she is yours and you are ours,” Nia whispered to him.

      That inner wild part howled in agreement and Alex didn't resist as Nia pulled him up the bed and gently pushed Juno's legs apart. Alex soon had his cock touching Juno, feeling that liquid heat at the end of it, still with Nia’s fingers around him. Juno was breathing in short gasps seeming hypnotized and frozen beneath them.

      Nia moved her hand and Alex slid an inch or two into Juno, letting out a small moan as he did so. He saw Juno's eyes widened and then go half lidded.

      “More, little witch?” Nia asked.

      “Oh goddess, yes,” Juno said.

      Nia moved again and Alex slid a little further into Juno, the witch lifting a legs up as she was pinned beneath him.

      The urge to start was almost overwhelming. Alex want to grab her, to fling her around the bed, to drive into her over and again but something was holding him back in this moment. Nia was in control. The first wife, introducing him to his second.

      There was no worry or concern about this. No human part of him that said it was wrong. That calmness at the centre of him accepted that this was true and right.

      Nia moved closer to Alex and nuzzled at his ear before kissing down the side of his face. They held their like that for maybe thirty seconds, him halfway into Juno, Nia's hand around him while she kissed him.

      “Begin now my love,” Nia whispered.

      She let go as Alex plunged into Juno. The witch let out a groan and there was a surge of magic through the room, not the golden kind but again deep red. Not like fire but more like flesh.

      Alex pulled back, almost all the way and then plunged into Juno again. The witch squealed and then moaned, the sounds driving him crazy and it wasn't long before she was curled up beneath him as he pounded away. At some point Nia moved around to place herself above Juno's mouth again, this time facing away, her perfect butt sticking up. It was a slightly awkward position, but Alex made the best of it, licking down between the cheeks of her perfect bubble butt into her pussy. The moment wasn't to last though. Between the sounds of the two moaning girls and the liquid heat, Alex soon felt the magic swirling again matching the sensations from his own body. He let out a roar that shook the windows as he came, pouring himself into Juno, the little witch screaming in return. She clenched around him and the moment stretched out, the magic around them surging with nowhere to go, arcing itself to pick up objects around the room. The wooden chair tipped over and a pen on the desk was lifted by glimmering red sparks and flung across the room.

      Eventually, Alex half collapsed, pulling himself off Juno and laying beside he, gasping like he'd just run a marathon. Alex ended up in the middle of the bed with Nia on one side and Juno on the other, lightly running their hands up and down his body, feeling the hard muscles that had grown since he'd become a werewolf.

      “You’re nice and calm. Now you’re not going to freeze the room again,” Nia finally said to Juno.

      Juno let out a contented sigh. “Actually, if that's the reward every time I freeze the room, I think it's gonna happen quite a lot,” she said.

      Alex felt himself slipping towards sleep, the comforting contentment rolling over him in waves, but then he felt Nia move across his body, sliding across the leg and then coming to sit over his abdomen, placing a hand on his chest.

      “And what do you think you're doing? There is no rest for the wicked you know,” she said. His body had responded before he could think and Nia had a smile on her face as she slid back on to him. Alex groaned at the sensation of heat again. Nia didn't waste any time, quickly rocking a hips back and forth, using her hands to hold herself in place as she jolted against him. Soon, Juno sat up and after giving Alex a passionate kiss turned to face Nia, positioning herself over his mouth.

      He eagerly dove in, licking as best he could has Juno rocked against him. Sometimes he caught a glimpse of Nia as Juno moved up and down, riding him for all she was worth. Round two stretched out a little longer, the magic connecting them slowly building, flickering into existence around the room. This time it was Alex who tipped first, letting out a muffled groan as he came, Nia bucking her hips against him. Juno quickly followed. Alex heard something crash in the next room but he was too far gone to care much about it.

      This time the three of them ended up exhausted, Juno collapsing to the mattress on one side and Nia on the other. Both girls placed a possessive leg over him on each side and had a hand on his chest.

      Alex’s mind was spinning, but the comfort and certainty of it all meant that he didn't speak. Juno gave a sigh as she slipped into sleep beside him and he heard Nia do the same. The wave of sleep seemed to rise up from his feet, filling his muscles, rushing up his chest before finally burying him in a comforting and warm black.
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      Alex awoke when he heard a shower start somewhere in the house. Juno was still beside him, half awake and gradually coming to. Alex had shifted back to his human form as he’d slept. Feeling slightly cold, he pulled the sheet up over himself and Juno, who woke up properly. She ran her fingers down his chest.

      “That certainly one way to pay for services,” she murmured.

      “So that was the deal you and Nia worked out? I need to sell my body?”

      “Oh don't worry, even though I've received partial payment I’ll still train you in magic,” Juno said with a smile.

      Alex reached out and ran his fingers down her arm. Her blonde hair was messed up, curling down to her collarbone.

      Although before he had been filled with absolute confidence that this was right and true, now he was back in his human form there were parts of him that was slightly out of agreement.

      The fact that Nia was nearby having a shower while he laid in bed with another girl was first on the list.

      Years ago, Alex had had a girlfriend for a few months who’d been the epitome of overly attached and possibly crazy. She'd screamed at him in the street one day because they'd bumped into a girl he’d known in college and Alex had talked to her for all of two minutes. That was also not coincidentally the same day Alex broke up with the crazy girl.

      He’d later realized he'd been in a pattern with her that had developed in the short time they’d been together. She'd already started pushing him to cut himself off from his friends, or to not go out to parties or events and to stay away from everyone except her.

      Now it seemed he was in the completely opposite situation. He had Nia, his mate or wife, who it seemed all too happy to introduce him to Juno... and then sleep together.

      “That was some pretty amazing sex magic, too,” Juno said.

      “Was that those red sparkles? Why weren’t they golden, like the first time I slept with Nia? “

      Juno stretched, a movement Alex quickly found herself absorbed in, then pulled the sheet up to cover herself when she realized he was definitely wasn't going to be paying attention to what she was saying.

      “Sex magic is about intimacy and connection, and of course the fucking,” she explained. “It came out just now because there was an intimate connection between me, you and Nia. We can draw on it and cast different spells that we might otherwise have not been able to cast. Sex magic is incredibly powerful and it's also a lot of fun,”

      “So there are different magics?”

      “Okay, we’ll make this one of the first lessons, in addition to those spells I already taught you. There's really only one magic, source magic that surrounds us and is within us at all times. But there are different ways to draw it out. Some mages and witches use sex to power and influence their magic and that allows them to cast different spells. Some draw on more elemental forces, like fire and wind and air and earth. Others who cast death magic end up as necromancers and others dance in the forest itself accessing wildness. It's all magic, but pulled through something and leads to different outcomes. So here is the first lesson: you must be careful about what spells you cast and what magics you use. If you focus on fire magic soon you will find yourself entranced by the flames. You will find yourself enamored with them and if you go too far in that direction you will find yourself weakened to its opposite, such as cold or water. If you find yourself diving into sex magic which I do hope you do, you may find yourself enraptured with it. And of course, if you insist on bringing back the dead soon you will find that is all you care about.”

      Alex laid back on the bed and looked up at the ceiling. It seemed every time he learned something it tipped what he thought he knew upside down.

      “So what about Know Thyself and Analyze?”

      “They're utilitarian spells using utilitarian magic. You can cast a lot of that. But yes, eventually, if that's what you stick with, it will affect you. There's even an entire enclave  of mages who focus on that – The Earls. They're very concerned about knowledge and results, which can be good, but also not very much concerned about people,” Juno said.

      Alex watched as Juno got out of bed, standing before him completely nude. His body start to respond, which Juno noticed even though he was covered by a sheet.

      “Maybe later Mr. Wolf but first come with me quickly and I'll show you something. This is lesson number two,” Juno said.

      With that she quickly left the room. Alex had no choice but to get out of bed and follow her, an entirely enjoyable experience watching that little bubble butt walking down the corridor.

      They went through the kitchen to a basement door that went downstairs to what appeared to be an entire story underneath the ground floor. It wasn't gloomy under the house but well lit and artfully furnished. Juno led Alex to large room where the floor was covered in thick cushions. Against the far wall stood four tall metallic cylinders that must've been six-foot long at least, Alex guessed, and were covered in ornate carvings. They were bolted into the wall itself, connected at top and bottom and slowly rotating like a spinning wheel.

      “There are wards on the house and these power them. If you and Nia are going to live here with me for now, you’re going to have to come down every now and again and give some of your magical energy to the batteries.”

      Alex walked closer but refrained from reaching out a hand to touch them. For all he knew they were live, like electrical wires, and he might kill himself.

      “So how do these wards work?” he asked.

      “Some are passive, waiting in case someone breaks in, but there are active ones as well. You could definitely turn your phone and laptop back on within the walls of the house without being tracked. The GPS isn’t going to work, which makes looking up maps hard, but there is definitely no way some mage is going to drone-strike you.”

      “Do they often drone-strike people?”

      “It's never happened before, but then I've never seen a three-story building blown up either,” Juno said with a shrug.

      “Is it safe for me to cast Analyze on these?” he asked.

      “Sure, go ahead, although you’re probably not going to learn much at first,” Juno said.

      Alex cast Analyze on one of the cylinders and found Juno was right. The cylinder was labeled battery #3. The accompanying text said duh, it's a battery. Alex looked at Juno after he read that.

      “I see you've written your own explanation. So how do these work? Do you know how to make a battery?” he asked, wondering if he could one day create one himself.

      Juno crossed her arms, which pushed up her impressive breasts and Alex temporarily lost his focus.

      “No, I don't know how to make a battery, hardly anyone does. These ones have been in the house for an extremely long time and only thanks to the position that my grandmother held amongst the witches way back in the day. There are other magical batteries around that you can buy but they’re very expensive and they can be quite dangerous if they're not well made. These are reservoirs of magical energy. If they get damaged or something breaks they can explode.”

      Alex cast Analyze on another one of the batteries but it simply returned the same information as the first one.

      “So what you’re going to do is cast Analyze four times on the same battery and then you’re going to merge those spells to increase its power. Watch me now,” Juno said.

      She touched him on the arm and he watched as she cast Analyze four times in a row, the code quickly flowing on the green screen that appeared above her. To him it looked like a web browser now with tabs across the top. As he watched, Juno brought her hands together like she was squeezing them. He saw the drain on her magic rise. Finally, the tabs joined one by one until finally there was only one remaining, titled Analyze 4x. Alex couldn't see the result, though, as that was only visible to Juno.

      “Your turn,” Juno said.

      Alex looked back at battery #3 and, copying Juno, cast Analyze four times in a row. Although he’d watched her and felt connected to a magic he wasn't quite sure how to merge the spells but he figured he just treat it like a computer. He reached out and grabbed one tab dragging across to sit on top of another. In his body he felt the pull of magic. It was difficult to join the spells, like lifting a heavy weight.

      “Just keep breathing and push,” Juno said.

      It was a little disconcerting her standing there completely buck naked as he tried to cast a spell but he managed to get his focus back onto them and did as she instructed, taking a long, slow breath. Eventually two of the tabs merged and then he did again until he was only down to two tabs, each titled Analyze 2x.

      Joining them seemed to take forever. It was twice as hard and he struggled to get them to merge, his mana was dropping rapidly as the spells pulled on him. Feeling sweat dripping down his face he let out a breath as finally one tab merged onto the other and he was left with the single Analyze 4x.

      He looked at the cylinder. This time instead of just saying battery #3 with Juno's bit of sarcastic text, a stream of information filled the screen. There was information about the materials the cylinder was made of – gold, iron and copper and various other metals and components. There was weight and temperature. One entry immediately jumped out to Alex.

      Active Spells: 128

      Alex turned to Juno. “There are actually a hundred and twenty-eight spells running on the battery? What are they?”

      Juno stepped closer and then suddenly spun one of the cylinders, showing Alex it was safe to touch. It whirred like a roulette wheel before finally slowing.

      “All kinds of things. Something to strengthen the metal, something to hold the spell in place, something to vent heat in case there's a problem with it. I mean, you could hit one of these with a baseball bat and it probably wouldn't explode thanks to the spells. I wouldn’t recommend it, but you could. But don’t. But you could,” Juno said.

      Alex went back to looking at the battery. As he watched, the number one-hundred and twenty-eight highlighted so he reached out and tapped it. The moment he did, he felt an enormous strain on his magic, almost reducing it to zero. He knocked the breath out of him, as though someone had punched him directly in the stomach. Juno’s eyes widened alarm. She took a step forward and grabbed Alex, who was swaying on his feet.

      “The hell was that?” she asked. He felt his arm go warm. He realized she was pushing magic his way, refilling him even as the Analyze 4x spell pulled more magic out of him. After a moment the drain stopped and a screen opened up in front of them had the numbers one to one-twenty-eight running down the side.  Every entry was filled with ????.

      As Alex watched, one or two flickered becoming links he could click on.

      “I think I just worked out how to analyze what spells are on the cylinder. I have a list but it’s just full of question marks and I'm kinda afraid to click on any of them,” he said.

      “Definitely don't do that. We'll start small, like really small, like a ring with only one or two spells on it small,” Juno said.

      Alex scrolled through the list wistfully, wishing he could click on one of the entries and see what it was. He reluctantly closed it and also the Analyze 4x spell. Immediately his mana began to refill and he began to feel better.

      “Right that's enough for now Big Bad. Time to go upstairs and have a shower,” Juno said as they walked out.

      He saw her shaking her head at him.

      “What's that for?” he asked.

      “I really don't get you. What you did just then seeing all the spells – that's incredibly advanced, yet again what happened? You pulled it right out of your butt. This is your butt and out comes those endless handkerchiefs like a magician pulls out of his sleeve,” Juno said, making graphic hand movements.

      “Well, maybe it's because I'm a werewolf mage. It seems obvious to me that if you can see spells you must be able to somehow see all the spells and all parts and copy them or make your own too,” Alex said.

      “It took me until I was fourteen to be able to properly analyze the spells on my magical bracelet. It took a couple years after that before I was able to break them down, and as you say make versions of them so I could use them myself. Enchanting is incredibly complex and dangerous and you come swanning in here with your butt and those handkerchiefs,” Juno said, giving him a swat on the backside. They reached upstairs just as Juno swatted him again and found Nia in the kitchen dressed only in her underwear with a towel around her head.

      “Hey no fair, I’d like to swat that butt too,” she said.

      Juno walked over and gave Nia a kiss on the lips. Alex felt a moment of hesitation. This was something he had never experienced before but then both girls turned to him and waved him over. He kissed Nia and then Juno, the three of them standing close together.

      “We’re going to go to the shower and I know you just got out but do you want to come back?” Juno asked.

      “Hell yes,” Nia said and grabbed both their hands to drag them off to the shower.

      “Are you ready for round three?” Juno said to Alex as they were pulled along behind Nia.

      “Hell yes,” Alex said with a grin.
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      The rest of the day was a blur of sex and food and sleep. After the shower Alex didn't even have a chance to put clothes on before Juno and Nia pulled him back into the bedroom for another round.

      From then on the rest of the day was much the same. He had one successful attempt to get dressed and then after that they were eating in the kitchen before Nia made a joke, Juno gave him a look and soon the three of them were on the sofa.

      Alex knew in the back of his mind that there were bigger fish to fry, bigger problems to deal with and part of him wondered if this day of sex was a reaction. A reaction to being attacked by weredogs, by having mages come after him, to jumping out of a three-story window and having his apartment block detonated.

      In the face of death came sex, the desperate desire to procreate, to connect. Another part of him wondered if this was the girls attempting to make him feel comfortable with the whole situation. Sometimes it was just Juno dragging him away, and then Nia alone and then together again, like a long elaborate dance of consent and agreement, of pleasure and joy and connection.

      By the time Alex collapsed into bed that night he was well and truly done.

      The next day he woke up in his own bed with Nia beside him and Juno nowhere to be seen. The clock told him it was a little after five in the morning but he was wide-awake.

      Although Nia was looking delectable with her wild red hair and parted lips as she softly snoozed, he left her alone, gathering his clothes and sneaking out to get dressed in the lounge.

      His bag was still sitting out there with his laptop, phone and amazing stick blender. Grabbing an apple from the kitchen. Alex sat down, plugged in his laptop and turned it on.

      Juno must have read his mind because there was a piece of paper sitting on the table that said wifi password: witches rule. He quickly entered it and connected to the house network. Although Juno had said yesterday that the wards protecting the house would keep him secret and safe, Alex still felt a bit nervous about connecting to his email and turning his computer on.

      There was something comforting about opening his work laptop though, as he watched of emails flood in and the computer automatically toss a bunch of messages to junk. It almost felt like it could just be another normal day he was going to work, doing some programming, reading nonsense online and looking at funny videos.

      The contents of the emails though were different than those of a standard work day. Much like his phone messages they started off reasonably lighthearted, Puzo sending messages, giving him shit about not turning up at work, just like he'd texted to his phone but then they grew more worried. Dude can you answer your phone please? Where are you? Seriously, Alex, can you answer? Please we’re worried.

      Alex went through them, eventually finding another one from Officer Monroe at the Baxter police station. He must've obtained Alex's email address from someone. His message was flat and professional asking Alex to please get in contact urgently as people were worried about his safety. He also promised not to reveal that he’d been found, if that's what Alex wished.

      Alex read through all the emails and then switched his phone back on again after replacing the battery and sim card. Although it was only just hitting five-thirty in the morning he knew Puzo would be awake. He'd been a night owl in college working exclusively when it was dark and sleeping all through the day. Somehow he'd reversed once they'd started making the game together, beginning his day at four in the morning with a run of all things and often going to bed by eight at night. Alex dialed his friend and rehearsed in his mind what he was going to say.

      “Holy crap,  Alex you’re alive. Someone blew up your apartment did you know that?” Puzo said. He sounded like he was running, his breath coming quick and fast.

      “Yep, I saw it. Was there actually. Went in to get my laptop and a few things. Just got out when it went boom.”

      “I talked to that neighbor of yours. The old lady. I think she might be crazy though bro. She said she saw you jump out of third-story window.”

      “She said the same thing to me. Maybe was some clothes or something that came out because that definitely didn't happen, obviously,” Alex said, wondering how exactly the Great Barrier worked with something like a werewolf jumping out of a third story window happened. Had Mrs. King just seen him as a human jumping out?

      “Where have you been? You don’t come to work, you don’t show to your own birthday, like where the hell have you been?”

      Alex had known Puzo for a long time with and although his friend was worried about him and happy that he was back he was also angry that Alex could disappear just like that.

      Alex had come up with an excuse but now it felt stupid. He’d planned to claim he suddenly had a new girlfriend and they’d gone off together to a cabin in the wood, incommunicado. Now that felt like blaming Nia and also something stupid a teenager would say. So he decided to go for the truth, or at least a part of it.

      “I can't tell you why disappeared but obviously you saw my apartment got blown up. Some things have been happening and I'm not going to be able to come back to work on the game,” he said.

      He heard the sound of footsteps over the phone slowing and then stop. Puzo was silent for a moment before clearing his throat.

      “C’mon, we’re your friends, we can help you.”

      Alex was almost tempted to blurt out okay I'm a werewolf, that's what's going on but he didn't know what would happen. With the Great Barrier pull on Puzo and he wouldn’t understand him or think he was crazy?

      Looking down his bag sitting by the laptop. Alex suddenly remembered the wooden ball he'd captured from the mages with the circuit board inside.

      “There's something you can do to help me. I’m going to mail you something that has a circuit inside it, plus a few other things. Don't plug it into any power or fix it but let me know if you can work out what the circuit is for. It should be safe to send me an email about it.”

      “Safe to send you an email about it? Damn, that sounds serious. Okay mail me whatever it is and I’ll look into it.”

      “I'm sorry, I didn't want to go like this. I'm going to upload every single piece of work for the game that I have. I’ll find some way to get some money to pay my part of the office rent, too. You and Howey need to complete the game.”

      Alex heard Puzo sigh. The silence stretched out between them before his friend spoke again.

      “Okay, well I guess if that's how you think it needs to be, it’s the way it needs to be. Don't forget we’re your friends though. Both of us will take a bullet for you. Although you need to call Howey or he’s going to murder you. If you need my help or Howey just say and we’ll come running okay?”

      Alex felt tears prickling the corners of his eyes. He quickly wiped them away.

      “I hope I get this sorted out soon. I’ll talk to you later and you should get a package in the next couple of days,” he said, trying to hold it together. They ended the call and then Alex sat there just looking at his phone.

      Despite the wolf inside him giving him calm and contentment, it had no solution for abandoning a lifelong dream. He did have anger, though, and rage and desire for revenge on those who had taken away something that he loved so dearly.

      Alex distracted himself by looking through his emails again and then finally setting up and starting to upload through a cloud service everything he’d done on the game. It would take hours but eventually it would be completed. Alex didn’t know what he’d do to get money to pay his part of the office rent though. Even draining his bank account to zero wouldn’t cover it.

      Once the laptop began uploading Alex sat back and brought up what he was starting to think of as his spellcasting screen. He saw he still only had a few percent of the spells from the two “junk” rings Juno had bought.

      The two rings were sitting on the kitchen table. Alex picked up one and cast Analyze on it, a small screen appearing and filling with information. It was the fire starting ring, an interesting piece of magical technology. If you wore the ring you could conjure a flame by clicking your fingers. The flame sat on safety tip of the finger, not burning you and remained there for a few seconds, enabling you to light a fire. Juno had explained it was popular for people who went camping... or who wanted to commit arson.

      Alex copied and pasted the spell back and forth a few times, but then eventually gave up. At the rate it was going across it would take the entire day.

      Putting that aside he decide to cast a more powerful version of Analyze on the ring, just like he done yesterday on the batteries in the basement below. This time he cast Analyze three times hoping that he wouldn’t exhaust himself too much while still managing to get useful information.

      It was difficult to merge the spells but soon he had Analyze 3x running. The ring was clearly a far less complicated piece of magical technology than the batteries. There are only four spells running on it and they were each detailed rather than having rows of question marks.

      There was a spell that protected the user from being burned. Another spell that created a flame upon clicking. A third spell that drew power from the user to recharge the ring and a fourth spell which strengthened the ring itself so could hold all four spells comfortably.

      Each of the spells highlighted and Alex was able to open them up. However, he was presented with the same compressed gibberish as before. When he attempted to copy one of the spells it only came across less than half a percent of the time. It wasn't code that he was able to modify to do anything with. Alex checked his mana level – it had gone down to a quarter remaining and now was slowly draining, the Analyze 3x spell taking more than he was generating.

      Alex spent the next twenty minutes clicking around various tabs examining parts of the compressed and compiled code that made up the spells seeing if he could notice any patterns he could use. In college, they'd done things like this, taking the compiled output of a program and having to reverse engineer it, working out how to access data and so on. Although this was similar there were no structures Alex could recognize. He didn't have a guidebook to refer to. He wondered briefly if Juno would be able to help. The idea that he would have to study for sixteen years wasn't something that sat well with him. He had psychotic mages after him so he needed to get good, and fast.

      Eventually, seeing his mana was about to reach the bottom (and feeling it in his body), Alex let go of the spell and then dropped the ring back onto the table.

      As he did, his stomach gave a loud grumble and he smiled to himself. He had indeed used a lot of energy yesterday.

      Alex made his way to the kitchen and raided the fridge. Figuring that Nia would wake up from the smell and maybe Juno would be home too, he prepared a huge breakfast of crispy bacon, mushrooms, tomatoes and eggs, much like the Grease Trap’s Heart Attack Special. He got coffee brewing and drank a glass of orange juice while it cooked. Sure enough, just as it was about ready Nia came into the kitchen looking adorably sleepy. She was only wearing a pair of skimpy blue underwear and a white T-shirt that he realized a moment later was one of his. The moment he saw her something deep inside responded. Sure, there was often nothing more adorable or sexy in a girlfriend wearing your T-shirt but this was more than that. She was his. His mate.

      “That smells so good,” Nia murmured and walked over to him as Alex was pushing mushrooms to the side of the pan so could crack some eggs in the hot oil. Nia wrapped her arms around him from behind and gave him a kiss on the back of his neck.

      “I’m not just a pretty face,” Alex said. Nia took one of the glasses of orange juice and sat down at the table, watching Alex cook. The front door slammed not long after, Juno walking in wearing running gear, her cheeks flushed red.

      “And he can cook as well?” she said, pinching Alex on the backside and giving Nia quick kiss.

      “Did you seriously get up just to go for a run? After all that exercise yesterday?” Nia said, rubbing sleep out of her eyes.

      “It wasn't just a run. I also wanted to see if anyone was doing surveillance in the neighborhood so I went for a jog around. The good news: the wards are working. The bad news: over on Fenwick Street I think a sewage line has broken because it smells really bad over there,” she said. She pirouetted before rushing off to the shower.

      “Witches,” Nia grumbled, drinking some more orange juice. Alex served up the breakfast. Soon Juno was back and they were all eating. He quickly polished his off and so did the girls, but then Juno told him to sit down when he went to return to the stove. She whipped up a batch of pancakes that she expertly cooked using two frying pans at once.

      Alex hadn't realized how hungry he was. As soon as the pancakes were ready Juno shuffled them onto their plates one by one and Alex and Nia demolished them. Eventually they filled themselves and soon were sitting around the table in a comfortable silence.

      “So, obviously we need a plan of some kind,” Nia said eventually.

      “ I need a house of some kind. Considering the last one got blown up,” Alex said.

      “Me Casa es tu Casa,” Juno said. “Or rather, mi grandmama’s Casa es tu Casa. Is that right? Whatever, the answer is we can stay here until my mother comes back which is probably a month or so.”

      “Is she going to throw us out when she comes back?” Alex asked.

      “I know we could definitely stay. She’d love that, but believe me you do not want to be living here with that crazy witch. I think my grandmother might be coming back at the same time so you don’t want to be living with those two crazy witches.”

      “What? Your grandmother is adorable,” Nia said.

      “Yeah, adorable like the way a baby rattlesnake is adorable.” Juno turned to Alex. “I told Nia I’d help you and I will. So I think maybe you lay low and I train you so at least you have some magical skill and then we work out how to track down who is tracking you.”

      Alex took a sip of his orange juice and remembered that he'd called Puzo this morning, something he hadn’t yet discussed with the girls.

      “That sounds fine... I guess. I called one of my friends this morning, Puzo, by the way, and said I was going to send him that wooden globe so he could work out what the circuit is.”

      “Tell him not to power it up if he can help it. It might attract mages,” Juno said, heading for the bench to start loading the dishwasher.

      “You don’t have some magical broomstick with buckets that does your cleaning for you?” Alex asked with a smile.

      “We do. He’s actually doing two to four years down at Leavenworth. Tax evasion! Who knew? So we’re using the dishwasher until he comes back,” Juno said. “So shall we get started with some training? Nia, what are you going to do?”

      Nia gave a big yawn, covering her mouth. “This werewolf is going back to sleep,” she said. She gave the both of them a kiss before wandering back to the bedroom.

      “Right, let's go,” Juno said, a musical chime playing as she turned the dishwasher on.

      She led Alex to the basement room where the batteries were and knelt on the cushions, instructing him to do the same. Once they are on the ground she took his two hands in hers.

      “First of all, you need to learn how to connect to the magic on your own. That's all we going to be doing until you get it,” Juno said.

      Alex took a deep calming breath and nodded. “I'm ready,” he said.

      “The connection is like a muscle. If you build it, it will grow stronger, and eventually be able to reach on your own. I’ll reach, you’ll connect, and then we’ll break it.”

      Alex felt Juno connect to the magic and then through her he connected. The moment he did, briefly sensing the waves of magic swirling around them, Juno cut the connection.

      “Again,” she said.
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      Two weeks passed in the blink of an eye. Every day, Alex went to the basement with Juno and practiced connecting to the magic. It's all they did from sunup to sundown – connect, disconnect, again. Connect, disconnect, again. Every night, Alex would stagger back upstairs, barely able to walk or think and they’d have dinner prepared by Nia. She'd taken on the job of looking after them, including posting the wooden ball to Puzo, along with a note from Alex warning him not to power it up.

      The short break from dinner was often enough to revive Alex somewhat which was good because both the girls would then drag him off to the bedroom shortly thereafter.

      Alex felt he had entered some strange alternate world. There was some nights where after returning from the bedroom they’d sit on the sofa and watch some ridiculous movie Juno had in her collection. She was incredibly obsessed with older movies and although some of them were undoubtedly good, like the Untouchables and Lethal Weapon, others were so bad the only way to get through them was with a hefty dose of alcohol. Alex discovered that now he was a werewolf his metabolism was far better at processing alcohol and as a result when they sat down to watch something truly terrible there were often plenty of bottles of wine or beer on hand. He'd nearly gone through three bottles of wine on his own to watch the Masters of the Universe, cringing every time Skeletor’s terrible make-up appeared on the screen.

      Eventually, on day nine, Alex managed to connect to the magic on his own. It had taken him enormous effort, leaving him sweating and shaking but finally he could feel the magic around him. When he was connected through Juno it felt like it was full of eddying currents and waves. He could sense warmth and direction and temperature. On his own it was only a faint shadow of that, like the echoes of waves on a distant beach.

      Juno had still treated it as though he'd just won the gold medal at the Olympics, jumping up and down and hugging him and cheering, causing Nia to come rushing downstairs and join them in their celebration. The cheering and yelling turning soon to kissing and clothes being pulled off and the three of them landing in the giant pile of cushions spread across the floor.

      Once Alex got the connection the days changed. Now he only spent half the day practicing it over and again, growing stronger. The rest of the day Juno taught spells. She taught him many basic ones, like how to light a flame on the end of his finger like with the ring. How to purify polluted water. Telekinesis – which he could use to throw a small pebble. Unlock – which opened physical and electronic locks.

      Alex had no frame of reference for how complicated a spell could be. The spell to create fire from his fingertip was simple enough and he quickly learned it, but the Scrying spell Juno had used to look up in his apartment was impossibly complex. To Alex it was like Juno reading out a novel to him and expecting him to copy it line by line. Her healing spell was the same – far too large for him to copy at all. Eventually she'd given up saying they would work on smaller, simpler spells. From what is gleaned of the Scrying spell it appeared it was performing multiple complicated functions. She described it as taking the light from a certain area and showing it somewhere else, like opening a tunnel in physical space. Due to his lack of reference. Alex didn't know if this was how all scrying spells were meant to work but it seemed overly complicated to him. Of course the physical act of moving light from one place to another would be difficult but surely there were other ways to do it.

      As they hit the two week mark, Alex now had ten spells that he could cast on command, which appeared to be his current limit.

      Know Thyself

      Analyze

      Shield

      Purify

      Flame Finger

      Haste

      Unlock

      Find food

      Conceal

      It was at the two week mark when Juno caught Alex attempting to type out the Know Thyself spell on his laptop.

      “No, no, no, no, no, you don't want to do that,” she said, mashing a hand on the keyboard to mess it up before telling him to delete the whole thing.

      “Why not? I'm just trying to study it to see if I can work out how to reproduce it or make a spell of my own.”

      “Here, try this – write it on this piece of paper and see what happens,” Juno said handing him a pen.

      Alex brought up the spell and then carefully copied the code down onto the page. The moment he set down the final character he felt a small pull in the magic. Juno carefully pushed the piece of paper into the middle of the table, moving everything else out of the way. It was easy to see why a minute later when a small curl of smoke arose from the paper and then it burst into flame, turning to ash quickly.

      “A completed spell draws power, even sitting passively. That's why the rings have strengthening spells on them and often outputs to radiate heat or vibrate to dump energy. The spell sitting there will take in magic and there is nowhere for it to go. You write on paper and whoosh, up it goes. Type it on your laptop and you end up with one dead laptop.”

      “What if I etched it on metal? How do they make spell books?”

      “You put that spell on a sheet of metal and within a day or maybe two it will heat up to the point that it destroys itself, depending on how powerful the spell is. It's good way to make a bomb or kill yourself. Because once it destroys itself it lets go of the magical energy all at once. So if you want red-hot droplets of molten metal going everywhere that's what you do. The spell books are carefully prepared and require multiple spells, each one laying on top of the other, carefully integrated to prepare the surface to hold the spell. Even so they can be quite dangerous. Some of the older spell books have gone nuclear from the spells within them.”

      Alex looked out the pile of ash on the table. “Write half the spell on one page and half on the other then.”

      “You can't learn a spell like that. You need to listen to the full song and it has to be correct. A chunk of a spell or a word missing can easily kill you,” Juno said and then she gave Alex a kiss and clasped her hands around his neck.

      “But I like the way you’re thinking. I award you a gold star,” she said, making one shimmer on her fingertip. It fell towards him and then burst into pieces before vanishing.

      “Do that again,” Alex said, watching for the code.

      Juno did but Alex barely saw her screen flicker before it vanished.

      “Too fast for ya, huh?” the little witch said. He tickled her and Juno squealed before escaping his grasp, going to the kitchen to prepare lunch.

      He sat back and stared at nothing for a while. There was still so much to learn. He felt he was standing on the side of the ocean with a thimble, able to only take a tiny drop of water at a time. He’d finally managed to copy across the compressed and compiled spell from the fire starting ring and he knew the original spell himself to light fire at the end of his fingers but he couldn't seemingly move from the compiled spell back to uncompressed code.

      When he cast the spell there was no way to slow it. It simply appeared and collapsed in virtually an instant down to a pure almost mathematical form before creating a flame at the end of his fingertip. He done it countless times, trying to study it but had only ever gotten a flash of the compiled code. It looked nothing like the code on the ring either!

      He supposed that was because the code on the ring was actually four spells running together, whereas when he lit fire at his fingertips it was a single spell with various functions within, some that created the heat in the spell and other that kept him safe.

      The three of them ate lunch together and not long after Alex was sitting on the sofa in the lounge room with Nia next to him and Juno sitting across from them on a wicker chair. Both the girls seemed to have something on their minds.

      “What is up with you two, anyway? “ Alex finally asked.

      “We were wondering what you thought about having the two of us at the same time,” Juno said.

      Alex smiled and looked over looked over at her. “Its been amazing. I like it.”

      He wasn't quite else sure what he could say. The last two weeks still felt like some strange bubble separate from reality, as though he would wake up at any moment back in his bed in his terrible apartment. His life from before was like a quickly fading memory.

      The pain of losing the game was fading away. Even though he knew he had to raise money to pay Howey and Puzo it felt like a distant obligation from someone else’s life. Sometimes he even forgot about the mages after him, becoming absorbed in his magic study. How could he not? It was magic! He could summon fire at his fingertips! It was an incredible thing.

      “Alphas will often create a pack have many wives,” Juno said.

      Alex looked to Nia who was watching him with a cool gaze.

      “How many wives exactly?”

      “For some Alphas it's quite a lot. Some stick with three, others go to five or seven. Some even to ten or more. How many wives do you think you want?” she said.

      Alex swallowed at the idea of having anything more than two wives. The pair of them were running him ragged as he was dragged to bed as soon as dinner was finished. He was kept up all hours. Not that he was complaining  but he certainly hadn't had a shower alone in the whole time he was here.

      “The wolf side of me says it wants as many mates as it can get. The human side... it's not entirely sure what to do with more than one girlfriend,” he said.

      “What, you never had two girlfriends at the same time?” Nia asked, raising an eyebrow.

      Alex rubbed his face, the stubble making a scratchy noise. “Well, I did date one girl and another girl sorta at the same time... and one day the first girl calls me over to her house in the morning so I go... and then the second girl called me over to her house that night so I go...”

      “You. Little. Slut,” Nia said and jabbed him in the ribs.

      “Hey! It wasn’t like we were exclusive or anything!”

      Nia kept jabbing him in the stomach and ribs.

      “You little hussy. Two girls in the same day. Back me up here Juno.”

      Juno dived on him and started tickling him under the arms.

      “Probably just out there prancing around in your tight t-shirts, like a painted whore,” she said.

      Alex was laughing, half trying to fight them off but there were hands everywhere.

      “It wasn’t like that! It’s not like I set that scenario up. I was just an innocent cherub back then!”

      “Oh, a cherub?” Juno said, jumping into his lap. “A little innocent cherub who just so happened to screw two girls in the same day? I don’t believe it. That was probably a slow day for a tart like you.”

      Nia dived on him, the two girls pinning him to a sofa and gradually the tickling and laughing turned to kissing and clothes getting pulled off. Alex let Juno hold him down while Nia pulled his pants off.

      “You need to be punished, don’t you little slut,” Juno whispered his ear as Nia enveloped him with her mouth.

      She kissed him before he could answer and then slid her way further up his body, until she was kneeling over his face. Juno grabbed his hair and pushed his mouth on to her.

      “Start licking,” she commanded.

      Alex gladly complied. Juno still had her panties on but they were wet through. His tongue rasped against the fabric and she moaned. After a moment she pulled them to the side and lowered herself down again. She gripped his hair and slowly began moving her hips, rubbing herself back and forth.

      As she moaned and gasped atop him, Nia swirled her tongue, her hot mouth like a furnace. With every swirl his legs jolted but he couldn’t move, not with Juno kneeling above his face.

      It wasn’t long before Nia couldn’t hold herself back. He felt her climb up to his waist and then slip him into her. The moment of cool air in the transition made her feel like liquid heat.

      Nia’s gasp seemed to spur Juno on and she began to ride his tongue, rocking back and forth, still clenching his hair in her fist. At the same time, Nia matched her rhythm and then overtook it, speeding up. She pressed her hands down on his chest for leverage and pushed back and forth, never slowing down.

      There was something about being pinned, about being out of control, about being used by the two girls that drove Alex wild. Although they were on top of him, he was the Alpha. It was his tongue and his cock. He was licking and jolting back in return and each gasp and moan the girls made seemed to affect the other. Alex could feel Juno’s magic, surging like a wild tide. It connected through Nia, enveloping them.

      It wasn’t long before Juno’s thighs started shaking and her gasps became more urgent. Nia sped up, somehow, and Alex was pulled along as both girls came. They held together in that perfect moment, Nia riding him as he emptied himself into her, Juno shaking above him, drenching him.

      After the intense burst of pleasure, Juno half-collapsed, moving back down him and resting against his chest. Nia rested against her and somewhere under both girls Alex caught his breath, his head spinning, Nia still clenching around him.

      “Oh goddess we need to punish you more often,” Juno sighed. Her eyes were half-lidded, the little witch almost on the brink of sleep.

      Nia slipped off him and shakily stood up. Her face was red and droplets of sweat were running down her neck.

      Alex could have slept after all that but then seeing Nia, disheveled and hair crazy, something animal in him responded.

      In one smooth move he stood up, flinging Juno over one shoulder. Then he grabbed Nia and put her over the other.

      “Hey!” Nia called out and tried to swat his naked backside.

      “You better watch it because whatever you do is going to come back many times over,” Alex said.

      Both girls giggled and then swatted him, a cheek apiece.

      “Oh, that’s how we’re going to play it?” Alex growled as he carried to two of them kicking and screaming off to the bedroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      “Holy crap,” Alex said softly as a screen of uncompressed code opened above the ring.

      He was home alone, a rare occasion as Juno and Nia had gone out shopping and also to check the neighborhood again. Although they hadn't seen a single mage in weeks and Alex was growing in power, he agreed him staying inside was still for the best. He knew ten spells but effectively the only useful one in a fight was Shield.

      Casting a spell like a fireball was tremendously complicated and although he and Juno had been making strides in that direction, he still was unable to copy enough of the spell from her to cast it.

      At the speed they were going it felt like it would take months and that was if it was the only thing they did.

      As a result he’d focused on studying the rings they’d purchased from Bailey. Alex had cast Analyze on the protection ring. It would essentially stop three bullets or projectiles hitting the wearer. Juno had explained to him that it would even stop him from getting hit in the face with the frying pan and she would be more than happy to demonstrate if he wanted.

      Alex had declined her gracious offer, wanting to have a chance to study the ring and the spell before using it. He still wasn't fast enough to catch and copy the spells cast by the ring or even Juno unless she allowed him to. They’d tested it out one night, Nia putting on the fire lighting ring and then summoning a flame to her fingertips. Although they'd practiced many times, Alex still only ever saw the faintest flicker of a screen appear above the ring as a spell within cast itself. According to Juno there were no way that she knew to slow down the casting process of a spell. The way she described it was as though you had filled your hands with heavy rocks to the point you couldn’t hold them any longer and they would overflow all at once. The casting the spell was filling it with magic, sending it down different pathways to perform different functions before finally combining at the end and overflowing.

      Alex had finally managed to copy across the compiled version of the spell on the protection ring, a percent at a time. After spending plenty of hours copying and pasting over and over, seeing only a few characters come across each time, he could now study it at his leisure, without his mana running down.

      He’d been doing that when he came upon the idea to cast Analyze on the ring to bring up the spell and then to cast a concentrated burst of Analyze on the compiled code itself.

      Alex had been growing magically stronger over the past few weeks. All the practice with Juno was paying off. The Analyze spell which had taken a chunk of his mana the first time he’d cast it was down to taking ten to fifteen percent. He could now cast multiple versions of the Analyze spell. Although, as Juno had explained to him there was a limit to what it could do. Once you had all the information that's all there was.

      Juno had given him strict instructions about magical experimentation – specifically not to do it or she’d have “his furry ass in a sling”. In deference to her threat he sat there for a good minute before deciding there was no triumph without risk.

      “Okay, try not to die,” he said aloud before casting Analyze on the ring, bringing up the compiled code. Then, after carefully checking his mana he cast Analyze six times and began slowly combining them, forcing them to merge. The first pairings were relatively easy. He went from six to three in under ten minutes. But then pushing the final three together felt like trying to bench-press his maximum weight at the gym.

      “C’mon,” he grunted, his hands out in front of him manipulating the spells on the screen.

      The spells held fast, refusing to budge and his mana was dropping precipitously. Alex swore and pushed again before the spells finally collapsed on top of each other, producing Analyze 6x.

      It hit the compiled code and raced through it, suddenly bringing up a full screen of uncompressed spell code.

      Alex had spent weeks reading through the code of the spells he knew, looking for similarities. Although he knew ten spells, that was like saying you knew all the words in the dictionary because you’d read ten sentences.

      This time the uncompressed code opened up before him, and it seemed very close to readable. He could see the function of the spell that strengthened the ring and another where it drew power from the wearer of the ring. Down near the end of the code he saw an actual number. It was three.

      Alex sat there for a minute, looking at the number and the blinking cursor that had appeared beside it. When you were screwing around with computer programs and trying to modify them you might occasionally change a variable just to see what it did, so you could understand more closely the functions of the program.

      That was fine most of the time. If it screwed up, at worst you could reverse it. Alex sat there looking at the blinking cursor wondering if the three represented three projectiles the ring could stop. Could he simply alter it and make it more powerful? Glancing down his mana, which was still draining thanks to the multiple Analyze spells running Alex quickly made a decision.

      “The hell with it,” he said.

      He thought to add a zero, to change the three into a thirty but just as he did the front door opened, Nia and Juno returning home. He’d been so focused on the code he hadn’t heard them and for a moment he lost focus.  The three became a thirty and then three hundred.

      The spell collapsed and compiled immediately. His mana went to zero and he roared as a screaming agony rose up inside him. When the Great Barrier pulled it felt like tiny fishhooks in every muscle, This was like every cell had a tiny madman stabbing at it with a needle.

      Alex pulled on the magic around him, desperate to draw on it to feed the ring, but it still was a trickle compared to what Juno could pull.

      For a moment in the pain he understood he was going to die.

      Faintly he heard Juno scream.

      His vision blurred as he stood and he coughed, seeing blood splatter across the table and hit the ring. The spell on it wasn't finished pulling energy from him – it needed enough power to deflect three hundred projectiles and he had been the one to change it and connect with it so that's what it was drawing on.

      Things went black for a moment and then Alex found himself on his knees at the bottom of the stairs in his hybrid form, Juno and Nia hauling him towards the basement room with the batteries.

      Alex looked down and saw he was covered in blood, wounds opening all over him as his skin itself ruptured. The agony was beyond anything he had ever known. There was a burning heat to it, as though he was about to burst into flames.

      He saw the door and then black again before he opened his eyes, Juno and Nia shoving him against the four batteries. Alex felt some of his teeth snap off. His mouth was already full of blood. It seemed to be everywhere.

      “Pull on them,” Juno yelled.

      Alex could sense the batteries held weeks worth of magical power stored within them. He dimly realized Juno was pouring her own magic into him, but it wouldn’t be enough. He touched the first battery with a bloody hand. It was like putting his palm on a furnace. The moment he touched it and pulled the mana into himself, the ring upstairs swallowed it whole, leaving the battery cold.

      Alex smelled burning flesh and felt fire in his palms. He reached for the second battery and did the same, the ring taking all the mana. The agony grew worse. This time it seemed the fire burnt up and down his nerves, leaving him weakened and gasping.

      He pulled on the third battery and had the mana swallowed instantly too. Finally, however, this seem to sate the ring’s hunger and the pull stopped.

      Juno and Nia collapsed and Alex fell to the ground, bashing his head against the final battery on the way down. He could barely move. He saw his arm, the flesh split open to the bone, the red and white inside wetly gleaming.

      Juno still had his hand on her shoulder a little witch’s face a mask of pain as she pulled on whatever magic she could and fed it into him. She still had a hand on Nia, who was gritting her teeth as Juno drew on her energy too.

      “You stupid god damn wolf,” Juno's swore. Alex saw a slice of color appear in his mana levels. He was healing.

      He managed to cast Know Thyself and saw a list of injuries can fill the page. Wounds on his arms and legs, burst veins, damaged lungs, perforated stomach and intestines, chipped hip, kidney function four percent, and his liver had split into pieces. There wasn't a part of him that wasn’t damaged. However, he was healing fast in his werewolf form. The wound in his arm closed up and each time a wound healed the magic moved elsewhere. Slowly his level of mana began to rise and eventually Juno took her hand off him and stopped drawing power from Nia.

      Alex lay still, feeling his body heal. As he gradually came back together he wondered if it was too late to hit the road and head to Mexico before Nia and Juno could get their hands on him.
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      “He was damn lucky we came home when we did,” Juno fumed, stomping around the kitchen.

      Although Alex was the Alpha and the wolf inside him was very much dominant, he sat with his head down as he took what his two mates decide to dish out upon him. They were a good half hour into it now, both of them taking turns like a tag team wrestling match, sometimes ganging up on him.

      He given his best excuse: he been experimenting and hadn't intended to change the ring to three hundred charges. But what else could he say? The fact was the pair of them were right. It had been incredibly stupid and Alex was wondering if remaining locked up in the house for so long as such a good idea now. His desire to get out, to go somewhere, to see something other than these walls was growing stronger day by day and he wasn't entirely sure if he hadn't taken the risk just because he was getting bored.

      “You could have died,” Nia said, pointing a finger at him.

      “Okay, that's enough now,” Alex said and stood up, shifting as he did into his hybrid form. He was larger than both Juno and Nia put together, towering above them.

      “I understand you’re both upset. It was a stupid thing I did that won't happen again... but it did have an amazing result. So now you've chewed my ears off about it let's move on. Okay?” he said, a slight growl in his voice.

      Juno stomped a foot on the floor. “Alphas!”

      “Don’t you damn well growl at me!” Nia said but then sat down at the kitchen table with her arms cross.

      Alex thought that was about the best it would get right now, so to calm his mates down he made a pot of coffee and found a block of chocolate in the cupboard.

      Juno glared at him as when he pulled the chair out for her but then eventually sat down. Alex kept his mouth shut as he made the coffee and broke up the chocolate, serving it on a small plate.

      He felt like he was trying to lure wild animals into a trap. Juno and Nia obviously knew what he was doing, both of them giving him glares, but then eventually grudgingly took the chocolate and the coffee.

      Alex gave Juno a kiss and a squeeze from behind before going over the other side of the table and doing the same with Nia.

      That broke the tension, both of the girls giving him as gentle smile, although he could tell that some of the anger still wasn't far from the surface.

      Alex picked up the protection ring that had been sitting in the centre of the table and slipped it on. After his edit the ring now was charged with three hundred defenses against projectiles. Juno had even tested it out, telling Alex to put it on and then swinging the frying pan directly at his head.

      The ring had responded, saving him from what would have likely been a killing blow. That had been the first ten minutes of the interrogation/yelling that his mates had inflicted on him, both Juno and Nia hitting him with kitchen implements under the guise that they were testing the ring that he thought was so important to make. As a result, they’d lost two of their frying pans, a meat hammer and a couple of knives. The ring was now down to two hundred and forty charges and as Alex wore it was slowly drawing on his mana and recharging.

      “Well, I guess it wasn't a complete disaster then,” Juno said, taking another piece of chocolate. She reached out a hand for the ring. Alex slipped it off and gave it to her.

      “I think I can get a few thousand dollars for this you know,” Juno said.

      “And all you had to do was nearly kill yourself and us and drain three quarters of the house’s wards,” Nia said.

      “Which you, sir, are going to be responsible for refilling,” Juno said with a raised eyebrow.

      Alex knew when to take a deal when he saw it.

      “I agree completely. I will absolutely do that,” he said, the very essence of contrition.

      They sat there sipping their coffee and eating chocolate before Juno finally spoke up again. “You know although that almost did kill us, the fact that you can edit a spell on a ring and make it a hundred times more powerful is incredible. I've never seen that before. You could grab the power from the batteries to feed it, which I think means if you have enough batteries you could change the enchantments on rings, wands, whatever. This was a cheapass junk ring. But now... someone could shoot a machine gun at you and you’d be fine. I know a lot of mages would pay a lot of money for something like that.”

      “So enchanters don't change enchantments on rings?” Alex asked.

      “Nope. If they make a ring with two charges on it, it has two charges. I don't even know how you did it because I can't do it. I can't see the spell in its purest form and then Analyze that to get back to something you can edit. The best I've been able to achieve is working backwards to get something that kinda looks like that spell. Then I mess around with that until I get a close approximation. That's me, Chaos Witch, on a good day,” Juno said.

      “What she saying is she's kinda jealous,” Nia said with a smile.

      “I am not jealous! Besides I know way more spells than this mangy guy,” Juno said with a sniff.

      “Mangy? Alex are you going to let her get away with that?” Nia said.

      Just like that, Alex knew that things were going to be okay, despite how angry the two of them had been.

      “Mangy? Who are you calling mangy?”

      He and Nia dived for Juno, the little witch jumping up from the table and bolting out the kitchen with the two werewolves close behind.
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      Alex awoke standing under a tree in the middle of the night.

      “Dammit,” he swore, looking down. He was wearing only boxer shorts. His last memory was falling asleep in a heap with Juno and Nia. Now he was under a tree in a park somewhere.

      Alex looked around and then suddenly realized where he was.

      As a lifelong sleeptalker and sleepwalker Alex woken up in plenty of strange places before, but never this far from home. At worst, it had been in the backyard of the house had grown up in – which coincidentally was just across the road.

      He stepped closer to the tree, hiding himself in the darkness and looked at the house with its extravagant garden. Even in the dark it still showed the care that Jane had taken with it. She’d died almost seven years ago but the house still looked the same. White picket fence, front garden filled with hundreds of plants growing in a wild profusion.

      Alex was looking at the house wondering if it was a sign he’d ended up here when he heard the thud of distant paws coming towards him. Quickly shifting to his hybrid state, he moved behind the tree. With his enhanced hearing he knew it was a wolf or dog coming.

      It wasn't long before a wolf broke out of the tree line and Alex relaxed. It was Nia, her copper coat gleaming in the streetlamps that were dotted throughout the park. She was sniffing the ground, tracking him.

      Alex stepped out from behind the tree.

      “Nia, over here!”

      She ran over and shifted to her hybrid state.

      “What are you doing going running at night like this?” she asked, grabbing his hands.

      “Wasn't my idea. Last thing I knew I was going to sleep then I woke up here.”

      Nia ran a hand down his body and then gave him a hug before stepping back.

      “Sorry, I thought maybe going hybrid and a lot of sex would help but clearly it hasn't. We need to get the wolf out and running or this will happen again.”

      “That wasn't just sleepwalking?”

      She shook her head. “Werewolves don't like being cooped up. You stay too long in the one place, especially if you lock yourself away in a home, and eventually your wolf will decide to go for a run on its own. Do you remember anything?”

      “Nope, just that black again, like the first night which I still can’t remember.”

      They’d had a few conversations about it, and although Nia had assured him his memory would eventually return, so far it was still all black, apart from the tiny fragment of a dream where he had hunted a boar.

      “So shall we go back?” Nia said.

      Alex pointed at the old house. “That's where I grew up with Jane. Seems my wolf is sentimental.”

      “Cute place. Epic garden.”

      “Jane was obsessed with it. There were times I didn't like having dig holes or haul around bags of potting mix, but overall it wasn't too bad. There’s a massive grapevine in the backyard and every year it produces ridiculous amounts of fruit,” Alex said. They were silent for a moment before Nia touched on the arm.

      “Maybe your wolf had the right idea bringing you here. All those plants in your apartment that got blown up came from this garden. We could take some cuttings and leaves, grow them again,” she said.

      The pair of the melted back into the shadows as car drove down the street.

      “Those plants were the last thing I had left over from Jane. Kinda feels like stealing though” Alex said.

      Nia grabbed him by the arm and pulled him towards the house.

      “It's not stealing. It’s propagating. Spreading nature.”

      Alex quickly stopped resisting. After all, Nia, was right. Jane had loved succulents and for many of them you could grow a whole new plant from a single leaf or small cutting. After Jane died an old couple had bought the house and seemed thus far to have kept it perfect. But who knew what would happen once they passed on? Some developer might bulldoze the whole thing to rubble, garden included.

      They quickly made their way out of the park and across the road, Nia nimbly jumping the front fence. Alex was far more careful, remembering various disasters he’d had launching himself into the air. He chose to open the front gate instead.

      “One of each?” Nia asked.

      “How about I pick, you hold? There are way too many plants here to take one of each,” Alex said.

      They moved through the front garden, Alex twisting leaves off plants and handing them to Nia who stuffed them in her pockets.

      It wasn't long before Alex had grabbed all of the cuttings from the front yard that he wanted so they moved to the back yard. Alex stopped beside a jasmine vine and took in a  deep breath, the scent of it transporting him to his childhood.

      Alex quickly moved through the back garden, taking some more cuttings and leaves and handing them to Nia before finally waving her to a back gate which was overhung with vines.

      “Check it out, secret door,” he whispered and reached for a concealed handle. Part of the fence swung open. They went through, emerging into a narrow corridor of grass that ran behind the houses.

      “Way back in the day before there was proper sewerage the horse and cart used to come down here to collect from everyone,” he said.

      “That is both historically fascinating and historically disgusting. Should we get home now?”

      She shifted into a wolf, the shifter charm taking her clothes and the plant cuttings with it. Alex felt the familiar tug, his blood and body wanting to follow her, so he relaxed and let it happen, shifting into a black wolf. The colors changed again, his vision sharpening once more. It almost seemed he could see slightly into the ultraviolet.

      He began padding down the alleyway with Nia beside him, enjoying the feel of the luxuriant grass beneath his paws. Despite the fact he was frustrated he’d been sleepwalking again and this time in a major way, ending up halfway across Baxter, it felt amazing to be outside. To be somewhere different than other than Juno's house and to be able to see trees and sky, even if it was the middle of the night.

      Alex started to run, Nia keeping pace. There was a joy in the movement of it, to run, to feel the wind in his fur. Although it was past midnight there were still people driving around and some out walking the streets. Alex felt like he was less than a shadow on the wind, slipping between pools of darkness.

      They were jogging down an alleyway through a business district, getting close to Juno’s when Alex saw a car slowly rolling down the street, half of a magical screen sticking up through the roof. There was clearly a mage inside. The screen was different to others he’d seen – it seemed to shimmer and move, as if rippling with heat.

      Alex moved into the darkness of the alleyway and shifted to his hybrid form, Nia doing the same.

      “There is a mage in that car casting a spell,” Alex whispered.

      “Looks like a mage with a lot of money – that car costs over a hundred thousand easily,” Nia said.

      “What mages have a lot of money?”

      “A lot of them actually. Some enclaves are poor because they don’t care, like Corvus, but when you have magic and the Great Barrier to hide your crimes, it’s easy to steal wealth.”

      Alex could only see the top half of the screen but it was clear the mage inside the car was casting the same spell over and over.

      “I’m going to follow them. See if I can get that spell,” Alex said. Nia didn't disagree, so he began moving in the shadows attempting to keep pace with the slowly rolling car.

      Each time the mage cast the spell, Alex tried to copy it. Unlike with Juno where quite often a lot of the spell came across in one hit, Alex could only grab one to two percent.

      The car turned a corner, Alex jogging across the road to keep up. The next street was well-lit with streetlamps up and down both sides, turning night into day and leaving nowhere for a werewolf to hide.

      “Damn, so much for following them,” Alex said to Nia. He’d just crossed fifty percent of the spell copied.

      Nia gave him a smile and then poked him in the stomach.

      “You really haven't remembered that you're a werewolf yet, have you? Like deep in your bones where it matters. Do you think a few lights can really stop us following that car? Why don’t you have a look around and see where else we could run?”

      Alex looked around but all he could see was that they were surrounded by buildings. Most the street were commercial shop fronts and small businesses.

      “Okay, I'll show you,” Nia said.

      She suddenly sprung up off the ground, flying into the air up two storys before launching off a window ledge and landing on top of the building, where it was dark.

      Alex looked up and then shook his head at himself. She was right. He was still behaving as though he was a human and not a werewolf who’d accidentally catapulted himself into the forest at high speed.

      Alex took careful aim and then leaped. Unlike Nia, he didn't need to launch off a window ledge on the way up.

      This time he hadn't screwed up the trajectory too badly. He did pass Nia on the way up, but then landed close behind, wincing a little at the thud his weight made on the roof.

      “Let's go Captain High Jump, “ Nia said. Alex moved across the rooftop, and then gathering himself, leaped across the gap between the two of the buildings, landing easily on the other side. It wasn't long before they'd caught up with the car, which was now slowed to a crawl.

      Alex copied each time the mage cast the spell. The percentage had just crossed ninety-five when the car suddenly accelerated away into the darkness.

      “Did you get it?” Nia asked.

      “I got ninety-five percent of it and I don't know what any of this means,” Alex said.

      The spell was about six pages of code and none of the looked familiar. He couldn't see a single line that shared anything with any spell he already knew or even anything he'd seen Juno cast.

      Remembering her warning not to cast incomplete spells, he closed the screen and they set off again for home.

      As they ran, Alex wondered what the hidden mage had been doing and what enclave he belonged to. Were they putting a curse on every business or casting a complicated analysis spell? Maybe it was protection?

      Soon they were back home, Nia emptying all of the plant cuttings out onto the kitchen bench. The two of them very quietly washed the dirt off their feet and then crept back into bed with Juno, who was sleeping soundly. As Alex relaxed with Nia on one side and Juno on the other he hoped that this time when he fell asleep he’d stay put.
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      Alex was reading emails when Juno got home. Howey was extremely pissed.

      Although Puzo had seemingly accepted Alex’s withdrawal from the game and his vague excuses, Howey wasn’t having any of it – a good forty percent of his emails were cursing.

      Alex couldn’t blame him – he hadn’t called or emailed his friend. Although the wards on the house were secure, Alex was hesitant to test them. As he’d done before, he closed Howey’s email and read another. Puzo had written back, telling him that he was fairly certain the circuit was some kind of GPS that must've have had a power source that had been lost. He included a photograph showing where Alex could solder to fix the circuit.

      Alex was pondering whether it was safe to retrieve the circuit from Puzo when Juno dropped a bundle of cash on the table and then a handful of rings.

      “Check it out – two thousand big ones, “ she said and pushed the money over to Alex.

      “That's single ring went for two thousand? Seriously?”

      “Nope. It went for three thousand smackaroos so I took a grand and bought these ten rings. We work out how to increase the strength of them, from three to thirty, not three hundred, and then see how much we can get for them. We need the funds.”

      Alex picked up one of the rings and cast Analyze on it. It was a ring of minor healing, capable of closing small wounds, cuts and scrapes and similar injuries. Another ring made the wearer stronger for a short time. Another made the wearer a more beautiful and charismatic for five minutes. The remaining seven rings were all shield rings. Alex canceled away the Analyze spell and then turned to face Juno, clasping his hands around her waist and pulling her close.

      “How much do you think we can get if we multiply the power in these?”

      “They cost a thousand. I figure they retail eight to ten thousand all up, so maybe we get five to six? Use a thousand to buy more rings, keep the rest in profit. You can pay for your friends’ office and we can afford food so we don’t go broke feeding two hungry werewolves.”

      There was a chime as an email appeared on Alex’s laptop. It was another one from Officer Monroe, although the tone of it was different from previous ones, which was reaching out to find someone listed as missing.

      “Dude is pissed,” Juno commented, reading the email.

      In no uncertain terms it told Alex he needed to get in contact immediately or a warrant for his arrest would be issued.

      “You think I should go see this guy?” Alex asked.

      Juno shrugged and gave Alex a kiss before heading off to the kitchen. “Maybe. I mean he's a police officer so might have some clue as to who blew up the building. Could be something that he can't see because of the Great Barrier, but you'll see it immediately. Plus the mages would have to be hella crazy to attack a police station with you inside it.”

      Nia came into the lounge room where a pair of very short shorts and one of Alex's t-shirts that was far too big on her frame. She gave him a sleepy kiss before he pulled her into his lap.

      “So that police officer keeps emailing for me to get in contact and has now upped the threats to issuing a warrant for my arrest. We were thinking I should go see him, especially if there are any clues he has that are hidden by the Great Barrier,” Alex said.

      Nia yawned, covering her mouth.

      “Maybe it's a good idea. Plus could be a test whether there are still mages somehow tracking you. After all, we were out last night and no one chased you. Maybe you don't to keep hiding in the house.”

      Nia gave him a kiss and wandered off to the kitchen, Alex following.

      “I’ve been thinking about that. Between waking up last night across town and me going crazy climbing the walls here, I was thinking we need to get proactive, do something,” he said.

      “When you mean waking up across town?” Juno asked. “Is this why my kitchen bench is covered in plant bits?”

      Alex realized he hadn't told her about he and Nia’s late-night adventures. He quickly summarized what had happened, including coming across the unknown mage driving very slowly, casting the same spell repeatedly and how he'd managed to capture most of it, but not all.

      “Firstly – don’t cast that spell unless it’s complete. Secondly – we can’t have you wolfing it up and going on sleepruns because you’re stuck here. It’s not safe so we need to take the risk and get your wolf out and running. Finally, these cuttings are all from Jane’s garden? There are some spots in the yard they could grow.”

      “All from Jane’s. At least I can get back cousins of the same plants that got blown up,” Alex said.

      “A green thumb and a gorgeous werewolf,” Juno said and gave him a quick kiss before returning to the kitchen to begin rummaging in the cupboards. As she cooked up breakfast, the three of them created and threw away countless plans.

      It was obvious that Alex couldn’t continue to stay in Juno's house. He’d likely wake up again somewhere in the city. By the same token, given the serious power wielded against them so far, it seemed incredibly dangerous for Alex to show his face in public. When they were discussing the attacks, Alex mentioned that Puzo said the circuit in the wooden ball was some sort of GPS. At this, Juno’s eyes widened.

      “That’s it! Go visit this Monroe to see what he's got and then Puzo to get the chip back. We can take it somewhere remote, like maybe that abandoned factory, and activate it. We have time to build plenty of traps and this time we take one of the mages alive!”

      “Ooh! Pick me, pick me!” Nia said, putting a hand up in the air and jumping up and down.

      “Yes, the adorably tousled werewolf,” Juno said.

      “There we can stuff them in the trunk and drive out to April. She can definitely get any answers out of them, “ Nia said.

      “April, yes!”

      “Is April really good at torture or something? You mean April who owned the house me and Nia ended up at?”

      “That’s her,” Nia said.

      “April is half nymph on her mother’s side and then half earth elemental on her father's side. She's got all sorts of amazing powers, but she’s also really big into brewing things – potions, tinctures, any kind of drug or medicine under the sun. A lot of these mercenary mages will be hardened against interrogation but April can get through that. Plus her house place is remote so if backup comes to rescue him, we’ll definitely see them coming,” Juno said.

      They kept talking, Alex soon learning that nymphs only lived about forty years and elementals lived practically forever. April was a rare combination of both and no one actually knew how long she was going to live for.

      He again felt his world expanding, new information flooding in and upturning everything he thought he’d known. This included the idea that somehow something that was effectively a spirit of the earth could have a baby with a nymph who ran around naked in the forest.

      After breakfast, Alex rang the Baxter police station and got put through to Officer Monroe.

      “Alex Lowe you're alive. What a relief,” Officer Monroe said.

      He sounded like a kindly grandpa with a deep gruff voice.

      “I realize I got everyone scared. I met a new girlfriend and things got a little bit out of hand. I didn't realize I been gone so long, honestly,” he said.

      “I understand. I was a young man once. Things can get a little bit wild from time to time,” Monroe said with a chuckle.

      You have no idea thought Alex.

      “But I'm still going to need to interview you. I take it you’re aware that your apartment block was detonated by persons unknown.”

      “I am. I’d been there to collect my laptop and only just left when it happened.”

      They quickly arranged for Alex to come to the police station and Monroe ended the call.

      “Road trip, road trip,” Nia and Juno chanted.

      “Road trip to the police station. Really hope this isn’t a bad idea. Every video and article online says never talk to the police and now here I am about to talk to the police,” Alex said.
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      Monroe was in his late fifties, maybe early sixties. He had a bristly salt-and-pepper mustache and looked as solid as a brick building.

      When he came to the station waiting area, his eyes widened when he saw Juno and Nia, both wearing slightly skimpy outfits. His eyes widened even more when Alex gave both of them a kiss goodbye before following Monroe to his private office.

      There was an old desk stacked with papers, and files were collected on every surface. Amongst general crime and safety posters pinned on the walls there was the occasional child's drawing.

      Monroe took a seat at his desk where there sat an ancient looking computer that was easily a decade out of date and then waved Alex to the seat on the other side.

      “So where were you?” Monroe asked without preamble. He picked up a coffee sitting on his desk and took a sip.

      “As I said on the phone, I was with my new girlfriend.”

      “I get that son but where exactly? What's the address?” Monroe said, a pen suddenly appearing in his hand.

      “Um... it was at her place. It's a country property, maybe about a hundred miles from here. We got together and then she drove me out there so don't even know the address. It was just on this dirt road,” Alex lied.

      Monroe nodded and put his pen down.

      “You know, one time I was chasing this guy who’d snatched a handbag. I was fast but he was outrunning me. We ended up down at Jameson’s. You know the junkyard?”

      Alex knew the place. It was stacked high with abandoned cars. They had a compactor/grinder machine there and sometimes posted videos online of reducing cars to a small pile of inch-long pieces.

      “Anyway, he runs into the back lot and I swear scales the wall like he was running up it. Twenty feet, zip, up and over. Now that lot backs on to a road and sidewalk so to me he jumped and ran away, all without a scratch. What do you think about that?”

      Alex could see where Monroe was going with this – he’d jumped out of a third story window and was apparently unharmed.

      “He got lucky?” he said.

      Monroe rubbed his stubble and then yawned into the back of his hand.

      “Sorry, we have my son and his wife and my six-month old granddaughter staying with us right now. Granddaughter wakes up a lot at night which means Grandfather, me, wakes up too. I’m very tired, so tired in fact that I’m going to overlook you walking away from a fall that should have killed you. After all, Frankie Belasconi did it and I saw it with my own eyes.”

      Alex kept his mouth shut and waited. The advice “don’t talk to the police” was good and he felt that Monroe was far sharper than his sleepy grandfather front was letting on.

      “What I can’t figure is why someone would be after you. Why’d they’d wire your building with enough C4 to take down a skyscraper? It’s a good thing everyone in the building was out. What is it you do again?”

      “Games. I make games. Or, we’re trying to make a game. That’s all.”

      Monroe sipped his coffee and watched Alex, as though he was assessing every word he spoke.

      “That a particularly cut-throat industry? Lots of sabotage and murders in the games industry?”

      “It’s cut-throat in the ‘try to get the fourteen year old to use mom’s credit card to buy lootboxes’ way that some developers do. Not in the ‘blow up a house’ kinda way.”

      “Did you know the Bronsons who lived the floor beneath you?” Monroe asked.

      “Yeah, a little. I’d talked to the husband once or twice.”

      “Michael. His wife is Charlaine. Strange thing is that morning, before the explosion, their grandson reported them missing. From the family timeline it matches up with you going missing too. They failed to pick up prescriptions or buy groceries as is their routine. What do you think of that?”

      Alex had a good reason he went missing – he’d shifted into a werewolf. The Bronsons going missing surely didn’t mean good things for them.

      “Are you sure the building was empty when the explosion went off?” he asked, thinking they may have been murdered in their apartment and somehow he’d missed it. Maybe their scent had been covered up by chemicals.

      “Definitely. We had the dogs out there immediately. The good news is there are no dead bodies in what is left of the rubble. The bad news is that the Bronsons are still missing. The even worse news is that the chance of the couple on the second floor and the young man on the top floor going missing at the same time is almost zero. One way to look at it would be that whomever wired it to blow kidnapped the Bronsons so they could have unfettered access. Another way would be that you vanished, taking the Bronsons with you and then came back to blow the place up to hide any evidence.”

      “I was only back for a quick trip to pick up my laptop, that’s it.”

      “Mrs. King says she saw you jump out of the third story window.”

      “She’s old. That’s impossible. Maybe it was clothing or something,” Alex said.

      They sat there in silence staring at each other before Monroe shook his head and then took another sip of coffee.

      “She is old, I agree. Maybe it was just your clothes being blown out the window.”

      Alex nodded, trying to work out why the Great Barrier seemed absent on this one. How far could Monroe dig before it kicked in?

      “What about Mr. Clovis?” Alex asked.

      “He’s fine. He was out at the time.”

      More silence as Monroe watched Alex before speaking again.

      “Birthday plans with your friends seems a strange thing to miss... but I can see from your girlfriend or two girlfriends out there why you might do that. Is that what happened?”

      Alex silently cursed himself for bringing along both Nia and Juno. From the time they'd been living in the house together it now felt natural to kiss both of them, to have both his mates with him. He'd forgotten to normal society it was unusual see a guy with two girlfriends.

      “As I said, things got a bit wild. Do you have any evidence who destroyed the building? Did you find anything?” Alex asked, hoping to redirect the conversation.

      Monroe pulled the folder from a pile next to the ancient computer and passed it across to Alex. It was full of photographs of the rubble and surrounding area.

      “They used a significant amount of explosive material. They were definitely professionals. Building fell straight down. If you know anyone who works in demolition who might have reason to hate you please let me know,” Monroe said.

      Alex shuffled through the photos, not seeing anything of use before handing it back to Monroe.

      “Sorry, I can’t help with that. Is there anything else or can I go?”

      Monroe shook his head and then stood up, holding out his hand, which Alex quickly shook.

      “Just the weirdest thing – up and over the fence. He landed, no problem, not a broken ankle, no skinned knee, not a drop of blood. You see so many weird things being a police officer,” Monroe said.

      Alex nodded and then followed Monroe back up to the corridor and into the large waiting area where Nia and  Juno were waiting for him. He wished he could have given some signal to the girls to tone it down because they broke into huge grins and rushed to his sides.

      Alex didn't look back, but he saw in the reflection of the sliding doors Monroe watching the three of them. The sleepy grandpa thing was definitely an act Alex concluded as he pulled the two girls out of the police station.
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      “You son of a bitc–” Howey started to say before Nia and Juno stepped out from behind Alex. Howey gave a double blink and looked at each girl in turn.

      “So this is what you've been doing? Or who you've been doing?”

      Both the girls giggled and each laid a hand on Alex.

      “Okay, I deserve that,” Alex said.

      “Oh, he deserves that. You disappeared the day before your birthday, you’re gone for weeks, we don't hear from you, your building blows up and we still don't hear from you and now you finally show up at work with a girlfriend on each arm. I think you deserve a lot more than that.”

      Howey was standing there with his arms crossed and a somewhat angry expression on his face but Alex knew his friend. Yes, he was furious but also quick to forgive.

      “I have a six-part detailed apology for you, which I shall be able to deliver sometime soon,” Alex said.

      “Is there a musical interlude?”

      “Two actually. Plus a dance section.”

      Howey glared at him for a moment before finally relaxing. “Six parts is probably enough,” he said.

      “Hey Puzo, Alex is here with two girls who are way too hot for him,” Howey called out.

      With that, Alex hugged his friend, feeling an ache in his soul. They’d known each other since college, had been inseparable for years, and since they’d started making a game had virtually lived on top of each other. The last few weeks was the longest they hadn’t seen each other in years. They pulled apart just as Puzo came in from the other room.

      “What have we got going on here?” he asked, looking at Nia and Juno

      “Nia, Juno. This is Howey Rush and Andreas Puzo, known as Howey and Puzo. We were making a game together,” Alex said.

      “Puzo? What is your opinion of The Godfather?” Juno asked.

      “Best movie ever made. Damn good book, too,” Puzo said.

      “Correct answers,” Juno said and gave him a high five.

      “At college, he’d tell girls he was related to Mario Puzo. He was your uncle or something?” Alex said.

      “Let's not go into the lies told the girls in college, Herr Schwarzenegger,” Puzo said.

      “I want to hear that story,” Nia said.

      “You want to go down that road Mr-whoops-I-must-have-knocked-on-the-wrong-door-but-now-I’m-here-how-you-doin’?” Alex said.

      “Tell us, tell us!” Juno said.

      Howey held up his hands. “Okay, okay, let's not go crazy now,” he said. The three of them laughed and just like that it was like the missing chunk of time had never happened. Despite the fact he had two hot girls by his side Alex felt like it was a normal day again back at work with his two best friends.

      “So you okay? Someone blew up your building right? Why’d they do that?” Howey asked.

      Alex shrugged. “I don't know. The police are looking into it but I have no idea,” he said.

      On the drive over Alex, Nia and Juno had debated exactly what they would tell Howey and Puzo. Alex had been curious about what would happen if he told them he was a werewolf or showed them some small magic. Despite the fact he'd seen people on the street turn their gaze away from seeing their hybrid forms he felt like it was impossible that his friends would simply ignore him summoning fire to his fingertips.

      The girls had explained that they wouldn't believe him. They might get upset that he was playing some kind of trick on them, or suddenly ill or whatever it was to get away from the situation.

      They explained that the Great Barrier could seriously screw relationships and if he persisted in trying to explain that he was supernatural or kept trying to show them magic, his friends would turn on him.

      As a result, Alex was stuck lying to his friends. He couldn't tell them he was a werewolf mage, the Juno was a witch and that Nia was a werewolf. He couldn't tell them about weredogs or psychotic mages attempting to kill him.

      “Are they going to come here to blow us up?” Puzo asked.

      “Is there much to blow up?” Juno asked. She’d walked over to the open door that led to the next room (where they worked) and the rest of the office building. Only two rooms were finished. The rest of the office appeared to be under construction.

      “The building owner was renovating but he ran out of money after fixing these two rooms. That’s how we managed to get it so cheap. Sometimes he comes in and tries to do a bit more work, but somehow I don't think he’s going to get it completed all on his own,” Alex explained.

      Alex turned to Puzo. “Can I get that wooden ball back?,” he asked.

      “Follow me,” he said, leading the group into the second large room that was filled with desks and computers.

      “Hey Howey, can you show the girls the game while I have a quick talk with Puzo?” Alex said.

      “Yes, yes, post-apocalyptic farm game, yes!” Juno said, clapping her hands together.

      “If there isn't a mutant bloodthirsty eggplant I don’t want to know,” Nia said.

      “We have a mutant telepathic strawberry. Is a good enough?” Howey asked.

      “I guess so,” Nia said with a fake sniff of disapproval before breaking into a grin.

      “Okay, come take a seat,” Howey said, leading the girls over to the computer that had their beta test model of the game running.

      Alex followed Puzo out into the unfinished part of the building where there was a table they usually left their bags and various junk food. Puzo got out the ball and carefully opened it, showing Alex the circuit.

      “If you solder where I’ve drawn that line, I think it’ll connect up and be functional.”

      Alex saw a fine red line drawn on the circuit.

      “Any idea as to the power source?” he asked.

      Puzo shook his head. “Nothing I could see. I can't work out why it’s connected to that quartz either or why there’s a feather in there. Was that some joke to take my mind off the fact that you suddenly vanished off the face of the earth and people might be trying to kill you?”

      Alex felt a faint tugging pain in his body, the Great Barrier twitching. It must have been working on Puzo, preventing him from realizing what exactly he was looking at. To him it was a joke or something unknown.

      “It’s not a joke. I found it after my apartment got blown up and thought it might be a clue. Maybe it would help track down who did it, “ Alex said quickly, putting the ball away into his bag. As soon as he did, the tug of the Great Barrier vanished.

      They stood there for a moment, before Puzo looked away at the piles of junk food on the table.

      “You know this stuff has really been piling up without you here. Didn’t realize how much of this you were eating pork chop,” he said and poked Alex in the stomach. He quickly withdrew his hand with shocked expression on his face.

      “The hell? You been secretly doing sit-ups or something? That's meant to be a fat little belly,” he said

      “Decided to get healthy. I guess you guys hadn't noticed I've been doing a lot of exercise and stuff beforehand,” Alex lied.

      “No one loses fat that quickly. What are you buying some weird drugs or something?”

      “Just healthy living and the love of two good women,” Alex said, it slipping out of his mouth before he could stop it.

      “So… they really are both your girlfriends? How the hell did you pull that off?”

      Alex ran a hand through his hair. “To tell you the truth, I don't know sometimes myself.”

      “Die you son-of-a-bitch tomato. Nia, I need backup!” Juno suddenly squealed from the other room

      “The potatoes are about to break the wall, I need you to back me up!” Nia yelled back.

      Alex and Puzo gave each other a grin at the sound of the girls having fun playing the game. Puzo clapped a hand on Alex’s shoulder.

      “It’s good to see you man. I don't know what any of this stuff with the building getting blown up is, or you vanishing of the face of the earth but I’m very glad you’re not dead, even if it's sad you can’t be working on the game. You sure about that?”

      Alex suddenly remembered he had a chunk of cash to hand over. He opened his bag pulled out fifteen hundred dollars. He’d kept five hundred in case they needed to buy more rings or food.

      “For now, it’s done. You need to go on like I’m never coming back. I managed to get some money to help pay a chunk of the rent,” he said and dropped it on the table beside the junk food.

      “Thanks. Better get back out there before Howey tries to steal your girls.”

      “I think he’d be biting off more than he could chew,” Alex said with a chuckle. They went back to their main room to find Nia and Juno frantically pounding away on controllers that were connected to the computer.

      On the screen the farm was a disaster. Most of it was on fire and there were mutant fruits marching their way through a breach in the fence. The wall holding the bloodthirsty potatoes back was beginning to crack.

      “You gotta stop those potatoes,” Alex said and then the wall broke, letting a flood of them wash across the farm.

      “Quick to the corner,” Juno said as she and Nia went to the final defensive position but were quickly overwhelmed. Soon they were dead, the fruit and vegetables marching around the farm, followed by the robots who orchestrated the whole thing stomping in.

      “That was fun. I like having a kick-ass gun,” Juno said.

      “So you three staying a bit longer? Maybe we can get lunch?” Howey asked.

      Alex shook his head. “Sorry, but we need to go. I left some rent money out there. As soon as it’s safe, we’ll be back in touch,” he said.

      Howey stood up and hugged Alex.

      “Anything we can do to help. Seriously, whatever this is, we can help you if you need help,” he said.

      “Aww,” Juno and Nia said together, melting.

      “He's faking it just so you like him. Sometimes in college he’d put a fake cast on his arm to catch all those girls who like to attend wounded birds,” Alex said with a grin.

      “I don't recall you complaining, Captain I-hurt-my-wrist-donating-boxes-of-toys-to-orphans-so-I-have-to-wear-this-cast,” Howey said.

      “I definitely want to hear that story,” Juno said.

      “Some other time!” Alex said, hustling the two girls out of there after saying goodbye to his friends. They headed back to Boris.

      “Wearing a fake cast on your wrist and claiming to be helping orphans, huh?” Juno said.

      “I was nineteen. It was the best idea we had,” Alex said.

      “The best idea you had. Pulling all the tricks on the girls were you?” Juno said.

      “Like you’re any better, Miss my-heel-has-broken-off-can-you-help-me?” Nia said, mimicking a damsel in distress.

      “Shut up,” Juno said, pinching her on the arm.

      “Oh please sir, I need to get to an important appointment but my heel has completely broken away from my shoe. What can I do?” Nia teased, dancing out of the way of Juno's swipes.

      “Oh really Miss my-it-looks-like-my-top-buttons-have-come-undone-and-I-hadn’t-noticed,” Juno said.

      The three of them got back into Boris laughing before they set off for home.
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      Alex sat back against the lemon tree in Juno's backyard and signed in contentment. The sun was shining, the day warm and he'd finally done something practical, which felt good.

      He looked over at the garden bed where he’d planted the cuttings taken from his old house. Each of them were tiny but with enough watering and attention they would soon grow. In the garage there was a large plastic plate with various other leaves taken from the succulents waiting for roots to sprout so they could to be planted in the soil.

      It was just after two in the afternoon. Upon returning from visiting Howey and Puzo, Juno had immediately insisted they change some of the shield rings from three shots to thirty.

      Altering a single ring had drained Alex's mana entirely and also taken some of Juno's. They’d waited until the mana refilled and then changed another ring, repeating this pattern until they had four of them.

      Nia and Juno had gone to sell the rings and collect supplies for the traps they were planning to set. Alex had been given extremely strict warnings not to do any experimental magic while they were gone.

      So now Alex was sitting outside, his screen up, scrolling through various spells and studying them. Although he now had ten spells he could cast it still wasn't enough of a sample size for him to fully understand the magical code. It was like only having a few sentences when what you really needed was the dictionary.

      He flipped over to studying the long pages of code from the stolen spell he'd acquired. He’d discovered recently there seemed there was a limit to how many pages of unfinished spells he could hold.

      Juno had explained that as he grew better and stronger, the spells he knew would take up less space, allowing him to learn new or more powerful ones.

      In effect the extra space meant he had ten spells stored plus room for another one or two, depending on what code he dropped into the screen.

      Alex read through the code again, taking guesses as to what it meant but he was lost and soon closed it.

      He was casting Flame Finger repeatedly, lighting up multiple fingers when he suddenly wondered if he could combine two distinct spells into one. After all, he could layer Analyze on top of itself and make it stronger.

      But what spells could he combine? He brought up the list.

      Know Thyself

      Analyze

      Shield

      Purify

      Flame Finger

      Haste

      Unlock

      Find food

      Conceal

      Know Thyself and Analyze would be no use combined. Purify removed poisons and toxins from himself, water or food. Again, no clear way to combine that with anything. Telekinesis, although sounding incredibly cool, was virtually useless. He could throw a pebble across a room. He’d cast it on a fallen lemon and moved it about a foot. Unlock would open physical and digital locks. Find food produced a small ball of light that moved to the nearest edible food. It was an interesting spell – it required the caster to concentrate upon casting. If cast with no intention it would simply fly to the nearest edible food, even if that was a crumb on the floor or a bug. You had to focus on finding enough food to eat for it to be useful. Alex considered it a virtually useless spell but Juno had assured him that later he’d be able to adapt it to find things other than food.

      Shield was a shield... combined with Purify maybe? Make a toxin removing shield?

      The final two spells he had were Conceal and Haste.

      Haste was another of spell that was near useless in his opinion. It gave just five seconds where he could move far faster than usual. But as a werewolf, he was already faster than he'd ever been in his life. Adding extra speed via a spell seemed ridiculous given he was still having trouble controlling what he was doing already.

      Conceal was very useful, if incredibly draining. It hid the caster, the spell pushing away the gaze of anyone who might see them.

      Alex went through his list of spells trying to work out which ones he could combine in a useful way. Finally he focused on Flame Finger and Shield, thinking the he could create a fiery shield. Offensive and defensive all in one.

      Despite the fact Juno are now told him not to engage in any experimental magic he was too curious to stop.

      He opened up a new window and dragged across the Shield spell and Flame Finger, placing them beside each other. They just barely fit. He was close to his limit, given he was still holding pages of the stolen spell elsewhere.

      “Please don’t die,” he whispered to himself as he pushed on the two spells. They resisted for a moment before merging. The code altered entirely, looking nothing like the origin code of either spell.

      Normally, spells had a title above them. This one had a blinking cursor awaiting his input.

      Flame Shield appeared as Alex thought the name.

      Alex had Know Thyself running already. He quickly checked it – everything good so far.

      Alex shuffled himself away from the lemon tree in case there was an accident with the fire and then he cast the spell, hitting the execute button. If it was useful he’d have to tie it to a physical movement later. The pull on his magic was high, taking three quarters of his mana.

      All at once, a faint flame burst out from all over his body, covering him entirely. On his screen Flame Shield appeared in the active spell list. The small image of him was surrounded in flame.

      Realizing the need to test it before he ran out of power, he grabbed a fallen lemon and tossed it straight up in the air so it fell down on his head. It hit the shield with a sizzle and then landed on the ground, burned. Then the shield collapsed. The code still apparently held the limiter the original Shield spell contained.

      “Yes!” Alex cheered, and carefully picked up the burnt lemon. It was charred on one side and still warm to the touch.

      Alex sat down and waited for his mana to regenerate before doing it again, this time throwing two lemons above him. Both hit and sizzled, charring black before falling to the grass. He spent the next hour throwing lemons at himself and burning them. Just as he was about to stop he saw a new slot open up in his spell list. Practicing Fire Shield had increased his knowledge and abilities.

      He quickly dropped the Flame Shield spell into the slot. He wasn't intending to keep it there – he’d talk with Juno when she returned and tell her he could learn another spell. Maybe she had something more useful. Perhaps an offensive spell better than telekinesis.

      Now that Flame Shield was stored, the pages he’d used were empty again, a blinking cursor waiting. For a moment Alex was tempted to combine Flame Shield and Purify just to see what might happen but then decided against it. Besides, all the practice was tiring. He sat back against the tree and let his mind drift to the plan they’d hatched.

      The plan. They’d decided to go to the same abandoned factory where they'd crashed Boris and Alex had accidentally incinerated the mages and their car. It was remote and they knew the area. It also only had one gate in.

      Juno was going to set up a variety of magical traps but they also would use the physical layout to their advantage.

      The plan thus far was to use the soldering kit they’d bought to repair the circuit. Alex would find a cafe bathroom, somewhere with a power point, and fix the circuit. Juno’s hypothesis was it fed on magic and would either work on its own or require a jolt of Alex’s magic.

      Then he’d drive around in Boris, hopefully attracting some mages he could lead to the factory. Their intention wasn't to kill all the mages but rather capture one and get the hell out of there, driving to April’s.

      Alex felt himself relax as he leaned against the tree. It was good to be outside. His wolf definitely needed to run, and to see the sky and the trees.

      He idly cast Know Thyself, looking at his stats page. Across the board they were improving. His strength had gone up while his body fat percentage had gone down. He was getting stronger and faster still. It appeared he’d stopped growing, topping out at just below eight feet in his hybrid form.

      Alex wiped it away and went back to studying his eleven spells. Although the main reason to capture a mage was to discover who was trying to kill him, Alex hoped he’d be able to talk to them about how they used their magic. So far he only had Juno to compare with and her methods for making new magic were alien to him.

      He needed to find a way to limit the use of mana or to contain spells so he could experiment with writing and creating his own spells without killing himself. At the moment he had no idea how to do that. As Alex pondered, his mind slipped back to computer programming. When testing a new build, you often do so in a virtual environment rather than a live system in case something went wrong.

      But it could there be a virtual environment for magic? As Alex flipped through various spells and wondered if such a thing was possible he saw a new icon shimmer into existence – a picture of a box within a box.

      “Oh c’mon,” he said aloud. Could it be that simple?

      He tapped on the symbol and a screen opened that was sitting inside a large box. Virtual Spell System appeared at the top. Down the side screen his eleven spells were listed. Inside the box was a blinking cursor plus a small image of himself.

      Not believing it could be this simple, Alex dragged across Flame Shield and then tapped execute.

      Immediately the small figure of himself was shrouded in a fiery shield.

      He had the barest of moments to look at it though before his mana zeroed out, and pain roared through his body. Casting the spell in virtual cost far more than it did in real life.

      Alex could barely concentrate on the screen due to the sheer agony running through his muscles. He swiped his hand trying to find some way to close the tab or to shut it down but there was nothing obvious to do so.

      Alex grimaced as he searched the screens for some way to stop the virtual spell.

      “Time limit, stop, halt, pause,” Alex groaned. He could feel small wounds opening on his arms and legs. The taste of blood was in his mouth.

      As his vision grew blurry he saw a timer appear next to the virtual spell, counting down from ten. It reached nine before Alex passed out.

      It wasn't long before we woke up again, laying on his back in a large patch of burned grass. He didn't need Know Thyself to know that he was injured. He could smell blood and ash.

      He was in his hybrid form, somehow shifting while unconscious.

      He groaned and sat up, feeling his body protesting. The virtual box was still open, having completed its ten second countdown. Alex closed it before anything else could happen. His mana was slowly recharging as it healed his injuries.

      Alex managed to get to his feet and then looked down at the unmistakable shape of a large werewolf burned into the grass. It wasn't quite sure what had happened. Somehow his clothes were still intact and unburned, protected, but the heat from the virtual spell had escaped?

      There was no way he'd be able to hide this from Juno and Nia but that didn’t mean he wasn't going to try.

      Walking gingerly as his wounds healed. Alex retrieved a leaf rake from the garage and scraped together enough leaves to cover up the large black patch. By the time that was done he was healed, although his shirt still had a few droplets of blood on it.

      Alex had just put the rake away when Juno and Nia got home. Both girls were smiling until they saw Alex.

      “What happened?” Nia said, rushing over.

      Juno came over and crossed her arms. “I told you no experimental magic. What’s that burnt smell?”

      “I was just practicing flame finger and burning some of the lemons. I overdid it a little. Some wounds opened and I bled but I’m okay” Alex said, hoping that neither of them would think to kick the pile of leaves aside.

      “Hmm,” Juno said. They look like they're about to question him further but obviously both of them were too happy to worry too much.

      “Come inside and check out what we got,” Nia said. The two girls went inside and Alex was happy to follow. It seemed the safest thing to do at the moment – the longer they spent in the backyard the better the chance of being discovered.

      In the kitchen Juno pulled out a pair of handcuffs and a key.

      “I thought you were getting supplies for the traps, not things for the bedroom,” Alex said with a grin.

      “Mage cuffs. They prevent magic users from doing any magic. Try them out,” she said.

      Alex held out his hands and Juno slipped the cuffs around each wrist. As soon as she closed them, the sensation of magic around him cut off entirely. Alex realized how quickly he’d become accustomed to it, a comforting constant in the background. Suddenly it felt as if he’d gone from a hot shower into a cold room.

      “Now cast Know Thyself just once. Nothing stronger than that,” Juno said.

      Alex found he could still bring up the screen and see his spells. He cast Know Thyself.

      Immediately, the cuffs reacted, the one on his left wrist growing hotter and the one on his right colder.

      It was hot enough and cold enough to be uncomfortable and this time when his mana drained down it didn't regenerate, but rather just sat in place.

      “We sold the shield rings and added a bit of cash to buy those. They can hold any mage or magic user for two days straight before they break down. They try to cast a big spell they’ll get burned by fire and cold and it also stops them regenerating their magic. They cast a powerful spell it’ll burn and freeze their hands right off their body. This is gonna be perfect for capturing a mage,” Nia said.

      “No way out of these?” Alex said, experimentally testing the chain between them.

      “I don't know if they would hold up against a really strong werewolf. They have spells that strengthen the metal the more you pull on them. If you really want, cast a double strength Know Thyself but you’re probably going to get burned and frozen,” Juno said.

      Alex wasn't keen on the idea but figured it was a good idea to test in case he was ever in mage cuffs for real. He brought up two copies of Know Thyself and compressed them together before casting it.

      The bracelet around his left wrist burned him with a sizzle. On his right the freezing cold cut into his skin.

      “Dammit,” Alex swore.

      Although it was short-lived, the pain didn’t go away. The cuffs were draining his mana as fast as he made it and that meant he couldn’t heal.

      “That's enough now,” Juno said. She unlocked the handcuffs and Alex sighed in relief as the wounds around his wrists began to heal. His skin and fur was charred on one arm and frozen on the other.

      “Should we capture someone tomorrow?” Nia asked.

      Alex took the cuffs from Juno and cast Analyze 4x on them until the number of spells within appeared. There were thirty-six simultaneous spells operating, most of them just ????.

      Alex scrolled through the list, only finding one with a title – Mana Drain.

      He didn’t have enough mana to look into it (not without severely hurting himself and probably having Juno and Nia kill him shortly thereafter) but it seemed a contender to replace Flame Shield. Learning how to drain mana from a mage or magic user? That sounded very useful. Alex canceled the spells and let the mana continue healing his body.

      “I think we’re definitely ready to go,” he said.

      “I’ll be doing preparations for the rest of the day then,” Juno said, heading off to the downstairs room after giving Alex a kiss.

      “I’m going to start looking into your adoption. Capturing a mage is important but I think we really need to find out who your parents are,” Nia said. She gave him a kiss as well, one that lingered a little too long. She pulled away from him with a disappointed sigh, her cheeks flushed before forcing herself to go off the lounge room to start using Alex's laptop.

      These two girls otherwise engaged, Alex went back outside to continue casting magic, taking the cuffs with him. He delved into the Drain Mana spell but it was too large for him to copy across and he definitely didn’t have enough mana to return the compiled spell to its readable code state.

      Alex spend the rest of the afternoon practicing spells. He flung the same lemon across the yard multiple times and worked on remembering physical movements to cast spells. Setting aside Know Thyself, Analyze, Purify, Unlock and Find Food as non-urgent spells that didn’t require a physical movement still left six spells to link up.

      Eventually, night fell and Alex went inside, deciding it was his turn to cook up dinner for his two mates. He made a bacon, onion, mushroom and tomato frittata with a side salad and crusty garlic bread. Soon the girls were at the table salivating at the delicious food. Over dinner they discussed the plan again, Alex trying desperately to stay awake. His day of practice had wiped him out.

      It wasn’t long before he and Juno were sitting in the lounge while Nia took a shower at the other end of the house. They had the television on, Alex idly browsing the guide while struggling to keep his eyes open.

      “The Godfather is on later,” Juno said.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Alex said with a yawn.

      “What do you mean maybe? What’s wrong with The Godfather?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing is wrong with it. It’s a good movie.”

      Alex had clearly missed the warning tone in Juno’s voice. He couldn’t miss it now – or the butterfly knife she’d pulled from somewhere.

      “It’s a good movie. That’s what you want to say?” she said, her voice low and dark.

      Alex looked over and saw her twirling the butterfly knife in intricate patterns.

      “It’s a great movie. Possibly one of the best and I can’t wait to watch it with you,” he said, feeling like Juno was going to leap on him any moment and not in a good fun way.

      “Correction: it is the greatest movie ever made and a copy of it should be issued to each child upon their birth.”

      Alex saw Juno had the crazy eyes on. He tried a placating tone.

      “Yes my dearest darling one. Then after that we can watch” – he took a quick look back at the guide – “um... Air Bud, which isn’t going to be anywhere as good as The Godfather.”

      Juno suddenly flung the butterfly knife towards him. It embedded itself in the sofa, a hair away from his ear. She shot to her feet and pointed a finger at him.

      “You come in my house, on this day, the day of my daughter’s wedding and talk shit not just about The Godfather but Air Bud, too? You disrespect Air Bud?”

      She lunged at him and he caught the furious little witch in his arms. She slapped him and then planted a vicious kiss on him before leaping out of his arms and heading towards the kitchen.

      “You’re lucky you’re pretty wolf boy,” she swore as she stomped out.

      Alex was careful to wait to roll his eyes only once she was gone. He’d have to be careful during The Godfather, and Air Bud too. Who knew how many knives Juno had on her?
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      “That’s six. We’ll put another one over here,” Juno said as they completed another trap. She let go of Alex's arm and he sighed in relief as his mana began recharging.

      It was early morning and they were at the abandoned factory setting up traps for their ambush. Nia was inside the factory setting up barricades using any spare bits of metal she could find, blocking off pathways so any mages entering would be funneled in the direction they wanted.

      Juno and Alex had placed four magical traps inside so far and now two outside.

      Alex examined the spells that Juno was casting to make the traps, but they were still too big for him to copy.

      She was using two main spells. The first was a Sleep spell that would knock anyone out for ten minutes. The second was one Juno had written herself called Launch. Anyone coming in contact with the invisible rune would be shot fifteen feet straight up into the air.

      Alex stretched his arms and wished that they hadn't sold off the wand they'd taken from the first mage who’d attacked them out at April's. Although it had been necessary, and certainly saved him in clothing costs, it would have come in handy right now.

      Juno had used the last of their money to buy more ammunition for her hand guns but explained to Alex not to rely on them. Most mages used Shield or spell rings to protect themselves from projectiles. That’s what Juno, Nia and Alex were doing, each wearing a thirty-shot protection ring.

      The guns were essentially a sapping technique – something to whittle away their shield and keep them distracted.

      With three spells outside and four inside, they hoped they’d take out enough mages to kidnap one and bolt. Alex and Nia were going to get up close and personal while Juno fired magic from the rear.

      “Last one then it’s time to go,” Juno said.

      As usual, Alex saw the window open above her head as she cast the spell. He put his hand on her shoulder and focused on simultaneously drawing magic from around them and sending it to Juno. Alex watched as Juno’s screen filled with code and then compiled, collapsing down to its purest expression. He kept a hand on her shoulder as she cast it, Juno drawing on his power as well as the magic around them to fuel the spell.

      As Juno was a Chaos Witch, her magic could go up or down at any given moment. Right now she described it as reasonably strong. They could only hope it stayed that way once the ambush was underway.

      With a final spell cast, another sleep trap, it was time to begin the next phase. Alex and Juno went inside the giant open-air factory and examined Nia’s barricades. They were careful to stay away from the traps, which were indiscriminate.

      There was a narrow pathway for Alex to drive Boris and a small area to turn around. If all went according to plan, he would drive in, turn around, pop the trunk and then they’d take up position, ready to ambush the mages. As soon as they stuffed one in the trunk they’d make their escape.

      “Time to get your game face on Wolfy,” Juno said and gave Alex a goodbye kiss. He kissed her back, lifting the little witch off the ground. Then he kissed Nia, wishing for a moment the three of them hadn’t been so exhausted last night. Who knew how this would go today?

      Alex pushed those dark thoughts out of his mind. They'd planned the best they could. They had magical defenses and weapons. In his hybrid werewolf form, he felt strong and confident.

      Now if he could only get himself to believe it.

      He drove Boris into the city, heading to a small cafe that he’d been to a few times. He ordered a muffin, making himself a paying customer and then headed to their single bathroom, locking the door behind him.

      It was the work of a minute to set up the soldering kit and fix the broken line Puzo had indicated. He ran the soldering iron under cold water and tossed it into his bag. Then he cast Analyze on the circuit. It didn’t reveal anything except for its weight and the required mana to activate it. Alex took that as a good sign – he could manually activate it and not get jumped while he was collecting his muffin.

      He put the ball into his bag, collected his muffin on the way out and went to Boris.

      “C’mon psychopaths, find me now,” he said as he cast Analyze on the circuit and then released a little mana into it. The circuit immediately came to life, a small active designation appearing on the screen. Alex closed the ball up and sat it on the passenger seat, wedging it behind his bag.

      With that he started up Boris and began driving laps of Baxter, eating his muffin. As Alex drove the streets he'd lived on since he was a child he realized just how pervasive the Great Barrier had been. He’d turn a street corner and expect to see a diner beside a law office except now there was a new building between them. He spotted a few more pawnshops similar to the one Bailey operated.

      He was sitting an intersection waiting for the light when he saw people averting their gaze from a little shop wedged between two other businesses. In the front window were various shrunken heads sitting on podiums. The shop had no sign but Alex could see into the back and the wizened old lady behind the counter, her wrinkled face looking like a shrunken head itself.

      There was a general feeling of unease or foreboding coming out of the shop like a chill wind. The old lady caught his eye and he shivered. Then the light went green so he hit the accelerator and got out of there.

      After an hour of driving around central Baxter, Alex was starting to wonder whether their plan was a failure when he spotted the red sedan behind him.

      There were two women in the front and it looked like three men crowding the back seat.

      As soon as he saw a screen appear above one of them he hit the accelerator, not wanting to wait for whatever spell they were casting. He turned a corner and roared down the road seeing the red car following behind. Whatever spell they'd cast must've been on themselves, as far as Alex could tell.

      Although their car appeared to be an older model, it was fast and soon swallowed up the gap between them. It was the first time Alex had driven Boris and he wasn't quite used to the weight of the old car – he skidded around a corner, the entire frame shuddering and groaning, before punching the gas and shooting off down the road, nearly losing it as he struggled with the wheel to keep it straight.

      He was only a few blocks away from the factory, heading into the abandoned industrial area when the back window shattered, a bullet hitting it. Alex didn't bother casting Shield. He had the ring on and had to trust in it. There were more thuds as bullets hit Boris.

      Alex skidded around the final corner and there was the factory ahead of him at the end of the road. They’d laid out small pieces of trash on the ground near where the traps were. Alex had a line to drive between scattered soda cans just wide enough for Boris.

      He floored it, driving as fast as he dared through the gates before hitting the brakes, trying to slow without skidding and entering the factory itself. Boris shuddered as he passed giant pieces of machinery that would have ripped the car to pieces if they hit. Alex let out a sigh of relief as he finally stopped.

      He quickly turned the car around, popped the trunk and leaped out, shifting to hybrid form as he did. He grabbed his gun from the passenger seat.

      Nia was already up in the rafters waiting. Alex carefully judged the distance and leaped, landing gracefully beside her. Juno was nowhere to be seen. He supposed the little witch had a concealment spell running, and didn't look for her because he didn't want to drain her power any faster than it already was.

      From the rafters there was a small window that looked out over the front gate. The mages came roaring down the road and then stopped inside the gate, piling out of the car. Alex had been right – two women and three men. The two women had guns. The men were carrying wands. All of them had hands glittering with rings and one was wearing a chunky gold amulet around his neck. They were wearing robes that looked far more modern than the mage Alex had killed at April’s. Less monk and more Jedi Knight.

      One of the mages opened the trunk. To Alex’s surprise two weredogs jumped out. These were smaller than the ones he’d seen before, as though someone had taken a Jack Russell terrier and transformed it. They were both small balls of muscle though and clearly had a crazy look in their eyes.

      The weredogs ran straight towards the factory. The first one hit a Sleep trap head on – the magic surging and the little dog passing out, thumping and rolling to a stop, completely unconscious.

      The second one had been following directly behind it, avoiding the other spells until it ran through into the factory itself. It hit a Launch trap. It shot up into the air with a startled yelp and Nia swatted, ripping its head from its body. The body fell directly to the ground, splattering blood everywhere. Nia flung the head to the back of the factory to prevent it rejoining and becoming a threat again.

      “Traps!” one of the mages shouted.

      As Alex watched, one of the mages cast a spell, his screen filling up with code. Alex tried to disrupt it, mentally shouting the Shield spell, hoping something would go disastrously wrong. It seemed to rebound off the mage and Alex cast it himself. Alex quickly cancelled it but not before it consumed a chunk of mana he couldn’t afford to lose right now.

      The mage shook his head as though he was shaking off a punch and then the spell compiled before executing. There was a roar of power that swept out from the mage, ripping Juno’s traps to pieces.

      One of the women began firing into the open door of the building while the others scattered behind her. Alex only realized that they'd given away their position by killing the weredog when one of the mages shot a bolt of lightning directly to where they were hiding. The beams they were standing on was metal, conducting the charge easily.

      Nia took the worst of it, getting flung off the beam into the back of the factory in a burst of sparks. Alex managed to jump off, dropping straight down on to one of the male mages. There was a crack, like bone breaking and for a moment all Alex could see was burning white light.

      He sat up, finding himself in the back of the factory, his ears ringing and blood pooling in his mouth. The mage must have had a defensive spell running. Somehow he’d managed to keep hold of his gun.

      Alex had Know Thyself running and it wasn’t good. Although he’d only been slightly injured, the shock had taken half his mana. He was barely to his feet when the bullets began flying.

      Ducking behind a piece of machinery he saw he'd already been hit five times, the protective ring saving him. Across the other side of the room he saw Nia standing behind another piece of machinery, shaking her head to clear it from being shocked.

      Their plan was falling to pieces.

      They'd hoped that a sneak attack by two werewolves from above would be enough to disrupt the mages quickly, but so far it had failed. All five were still alive and well and advancing on them. Every now and then one of the mages fired his wand, shooting a bolt of electricity after into the rafters or into various pieces of machinery, one of which sprang to life temporarily, clunking up-and-down.

      With their leaping ambush strategy in tatters it was time to fall back on their secondary plan: shoot the mages, wear their shields down and then rips their heads off.

      Alex started shooting, going for center mass. Each time a bullet hit he caught a flash of a screen above the rings as the spells blocked the hit.

      One of the women had taken cover behind a piece of machinery with many gaps in it. Alex kept taking pot-shots at her, aiming for any body part he could see. Nia was doing the same, targeting a wand-toting mage hiding in poor cover.

      Alex was wondering exactly where Juno was when suddenly three of the mages shot up into the air, crashing into the metal beams above them. To make things worse, one of the mages had electrified the beams just a moment ago so all three received a severe jolt before crashing back to the ground, stunning them.

      Juno emerged from the darkness, her concealment spell falling away. She was behind one of the women. She pulled out her gun and emptied it directly into the back of her head from point blank range. Alex saw a shield spell flaring but then it failed and suddenly the mage’s head into a mess of blood and bone, her dead body toppling to the floor.

      Alex ran out of bullets so he decided it was time to get up close and personal. He tossed the gun towards Boris, hoping someone would grab it on the way out and then jumped on top of his piece of cover. Without pause he lined up one of the mages and shot across the room at him. They slammed back into a large piece of machinery and Alex felt a flare of magic as the mage’s rings desperately sought to protect him from damage. Alex disarmed him, knocking his wand away before dropping into a lower stance and slashing away at his body like a prize boxer on a tear.

      The mage’s robe disintegrated but he was still well protected magically. Every time Alex hit him it was like slashing a brick wall.

      But the mage was trapped, boxed in with nowhere to go. Alex felt pain in his back as something hit him but he ignored it, continuing to slash away. A moment more and the mage’s protective spells failed. With a final swipe, Alex cut off his head. They were down to three mages remaining, two men and a woman.

      Alex turned around, looking for a new target, and saw one of the men crashing to the ground with Nia on top of him. Working as a team they flipped him over, mage cuffed him and then Nia dragged him off to throw into Boris’ trunk.

      As she did, Juno cast another spell – something so fast Alex barely saw it. There was a surge of cold and then sharpened hailstones shot out of nowhere, hitting the three remaining mages, driving them to the ground.

      Alex was tempted to dive at them, his wolf howling at him to do it but that wasn’t the plan.

      They had a mage now and so it was time to get the hell out of there. Alex spotted a wand on the ground so he grabbed as he sprinted towards Boris, Juno close behind him.

      Juno took the wheel, Alex getting into the passenger seat. Nia slammed the trunk and dived into the back seat.

      “Help me power this new shield spell I came up with,” Juno commanded, not waiting for Alex to say yes. She cast a spell at the same time as hitting the gas.

      Alex put his hand on her shoulder and poured his magic into her as a shimmering shield expanded to cover Boris. They shot out of the gloom, narrowly missing one of the mages who dived out the way. There was a surge of magic as something hit Boris, the shield deflecting it. Juno clipped the side of the mage’s car before shooting through the gates and down the street.

      “You figured out that car shield spell!” Alex yelled.

      “Not just a pretty face and a spectacular ass,” Juno yelled back.

      Alex looked out the back window, expecting to see the mages in close pursuit. There was the dull thud of an explosion and then a fireball rose from their car, destroying it.

      “What was that?” he asked.

      “Just a little surprise I was preparing while you two were fighting them,” Juno said. She was grimacing, still powering the shield spell. As soon as they turned the corner and broke line of sight she let it go.

      It was only then that Alex realized his shield ring was exhausted and he’d been shot multiple times. His left arm was on fire and the were freely bleeding wounds on his back.

      His mana was nearly depleted as his body sought to heal him.

      Trying to ignore the pain, he sat back and took a deep breath, pulling on the magic around them. Although he couldn’t draw nearly as much power as Juno he’d certainly grown stronger in the last few weeks.

      He managed to slow his mana drain to a crawl. It wasn't long before a bullet worked its way out of a hole in his arm and fell to the seat, shiny with blood. He leaned forward as the ones in his back did the same.

      “Stop when we can so we can strip that mage. I didn't have time to take his rings and whatever,” Nia said.

      Alex glanced at her and saw she was mostly healed now. Her fur was stained with blood in places. She grinned back at him though.

      There was still within the industrial district, heading out to the edge of Baxter before they’d hit the city limits. Juno drove Boris like they were in a race, roaring down streets and sliding around corners. Soon they stopped near another abandoned factory and opened the trunk to the smell of burning and frozen flesh. The mage kicked at them.

      “Let me go,” he shouted. Alex advanced, ready to hit him but then Nia put a paw on his arm, stopping him.

      “You don't quite know your strength. Let me do it so his head stays on his body” she said and then hauled off, punching the mage in the face and stunning him.

      The two of them quickly used their claws to shred the robe his body, leaving him in nothing more than a pair of boxer shorts and the magecuffs. He had four rings on, which they quickly stripped off and another wand inside his robes.

      He’d clearly been attempting to cast powerful spells – one wrist was severely burned, the other frozen.

      The mage started mumbling, coming back to consciousness so Nia slammed the trunk closed and they set off again.

      Alex quickly analyzed the rings, finding three of them were used up with no spell left in them. The final was just a shield ring with only five charges left. The wand he had picked up from the floor was a lightning wand with a single charge left.

      The one they'd just taken from the mage however resisted identifying itself. Alex had to cast Analyze 4x before even the title appeared.

      “Juno, what's a Wand of Expansion, two charges?” Alex asked.

      “Seriously? That's about fifteen grand right there. That's what you call a killing wand, used by hardcore assassins. It essentially makes an air bubble in a mass then expands. They're incredibly tricky to use because it's so easy to land it the wrong place. You have to flick it, like you’re fishing. Land it in someone’s chest and kaboom, instadeath. In the arm and only it comes off. After this is over we can sell it, make a stupid amount of money.”

      Alex held this wand his hand, feeling the connection to the spells within. It felt like there was an invisible leaden weight and all he had to do was flick it and then activate the spell at the right moment.

      With only two charges there would be no time to practice firing it. Alex put the wand down on the seat between them and sat back, letting his body heal as they drove their way out of Baxter and to April.
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      Although April’s was only hundred miles away, it took them almost four hours to get there. The wide road became a dirt track and then little more than a faint trail on the grass between looming trees.

      Alex was thankful they’d loaded up the back seat with all the food they’d had in the house and the supplies Juno had picked up. Alex had spent most of the trip eating peanut butter sandwiches and chips. After expending much energy in the fight he felt like he could eat everything in existence. He’d finally healed up and shifted back to human form to give himself more space in the front seat.

      The mage in the trunk had remained quiet and there was no smell of burning flesh so it appeared he’d given up attempting to cast spells. The trip was a quiet one mostly. They all seemed shocked their plan had worked. Alex thought they weren’t talking much because of how close their plan came to not working too.

      Eventually they reached April's, coming out on to a slightly wider dirt road and spotting the house. Parts of the front fence were still flattened although was clear that someone had been slowly rebuilding it. Alex was surprised to find the front garden was pristine. The last time he'd seen it had been covered in blood and gore. Now it was back in its half wild state with neat and well tended garden beds carefully arranged. Even the bed where Alex had beaten the weredog to death and crushed the mage was back in place. As they approached Nia leaned out the window.

      “Hey, April,” she yelled.

      Alex spotted a flash of pink hair and a girl stood up from beside a garden bed, waving a spade. Even from a distance, Alex could tell she was curvy. She was wearing green overalls was still did little to hide her shapely form underneath.

      April waved at Juno to drive over to an open gate which led to the barn that was adjoined to the back of the house. They passed by her and Alex caught the scent of wildflowers and earth after the rain.

      Juno drove into the barn and shut off Boris, his engine ticking as it cooled. Alex was glad to get out and stretch.

      April appeared in the barn entrance, her arms crossed. It was only then that Alex realized she was completely naked under her overalls. She was halfway in height between Juno and Nia and quite curvy, with bright pink hair and a small nose ring.

      Her eyes were brown but as she stepped closer, they glimmered golden, seeming to shift in the sunlight.

      “So the wolves who destroyed my bedroom are back,” April said.

      “You know what an alpha is like when he’s chasing,” Nia said, waving an arm at Alex.

      “Alpha? Shift and show me,” April said. She was wearing a smirk but there was a kind of cool command her voice. This was at home and she felt in charge here. Alex shrugged and then shifted suddenly, towering above the girls. Thanks to the charm his clothes disappeared. He was covered in thick fur but it couldn’t be missed that he was completely naked in this state. April looked him up and down from head to foot and back again before nodding appreciatively.

      “Alpha indeed,” she said and then turned to Nia. “Did you have to shred my clothes though?”

      “I lost my shifter charm when he was chasing me. Shouldn’t be far from here if you send out some of your birds and mice to find it,” Nia said.

      “I guess a sex-crazed Alpha is a good enough excuse. Thank you very much for all the fertilizer my garden received. It’s going to produce some very good tomatoes this year,” April said. She came forward and gave both Juno and Nia a hug.

      “We got one of the mages in the trunk,” Juno said.

      As Juno opened the trunk, Alex walked over to the table set against the back wall of the barn. It was covered in elaborate chemistry equipment – all sorts of glass bottles and tubes. Something black and syrupy sat in the bottom of a flask with a small flame flickering under it.

      The girls pulled the mage from the trunk and dragged him over near the tables, sitting him down in a chair. April grabbed a rope and quickly tied him down. The mage was silent but glaring at them.

      Alex shifted back to his human form and approached the mage who was looking up at the four of them with undisguised rage. He was about the same age as Alex with pale blue eyes and brown hair. He had a growing bruise where Nia had punched him. Alex hadn't noticed before when they were shredding the robes off him but the mage’s body was covered in small dots and cuts like he'd been scarred and then healed again.

      “Look at my face. You’ve been trying to kill me. Who sent you?” Alex asked.

      “The hell with you werewolf,” the man said and then spat at Alex. He missed, but that was still enough for Nia to shift and leap forward, holding a sharpened claw to the mage’s jugular.

      “We can make you bleed and we can make you hurt so just tell us. Oh, and please don’t spit or I’m going to make you a eunuch.”

      The mage seemed cowered by this but refused to answer.

      “I can’t say I wasn’t hoping you’d put on the silent treatment,” April said. She went over to the complicated chemistry set and took the flask that was bubbling black off the heat. She removed a syringe from a drawer, sucking some of the black mixture up into it. Without warning, she plunged into the mage’s arm and injected it into him.

      “There's a little LSD, bit of MDMA, some psilocybin and a few drugs of my own invention so you’re about to have a really great time. You’re also going to tell us who sent you and why you’re attacking my friends,” April said in a soft voice.

      The mage gritted his teeth but then the concoction hit. He went limp, relaxing in the chair. Within a moment he was swinging his head around and smiling at them.

      “Let’s give him some time to warm up. I’m guessing the werewolves are hungry?”

      Alex's stomach grumbled as though it was directly answering and the three girls chuckled.

      “We only had junk food!” Alex protested.

      April looked the three of them over. “You have some blood on you but I’m getting the feeling we can’t wait for showers, so come on in as you are,” she said.

      Alex collected the two wands from Boris and the last active ring and then they followed April inside to find she'd prepared an enormous spread of food for them. She seemed to have an endless stream of trays she pulled from the fridges covered in grapes, cheeses, salami, crackers and dips. They wasted no time digging in, Alex feeling like he hadn't eaten in a month.

      “So Alex Lowe, werewolf mage, and only one of his kind, do you have any idea why these people are after you?” April asked, popping a grape into her mouth. Alex swallowed a cracker loaded up with sun-dried tomato before shaking his head.

      “Apart from being a werewolf mage, which no one has really explained to me why that’s such a bad thing, I have no idea. But they're definitely dangerous. We just fought five of them. They brought that Wand of Expansion,” Alex said.

      April's eyes widened. She picked up the wand and Alex saw a screen appear above her head. But her magic was different to his or Juno’s. Instead of code he saw musical notes and heard harmonious jingling, like tiny bells shaking in the wind. The music faded away when April put the wand back on the table.

      “That is a ridiculous amount of money to spend on one werewolf,” she commented.

      “That's what I said. They blew up an entire apartment block for one guy. I mean it's insane right?” Juno said before stuffing her mouth with berries.

      “You don't know who your parents were?” April asked.

      “Not yet. Nia has been looking into it,” Alex said.

      “I only just started yesterday. So far I know a record of adoptions from that time aren’t digital so you have to go physical at the central office in Baxter and hope the paperwork is still there. Apparently there was a flood years ago and they lost a lot of records. But I’ll keep looking.”

      April checked the clock. “Let's go see our guest,” she said.

      Alex stuffed as much food into his mouth as he could before following along, still feeling hungry. Out in the barn the mage was singing and laughing and sometimes talking to himself

      “Do I like turtles? Of course I like turtles my good madam. Why don’t you come over to my house and we’ll have a drink?” the mage said and then burst into laughter. A moment later, he was crying, his entire body shaking.

      “I don't know why you'd say that to me, it's not fair,” he moaned before laughing again.

      “Tell us who you’re working for,” April said in a calm tone. It was unclear if the mage heard her. His eyes were rolling in his head and he started singing a song about a sailor who married a snail.

      “He'll eventually give us the answer, right?” Alex said.

      “Definitely, and while were waiting maybe there's something we can do,” April said with a strange look on her face. She cast an appreciative glance in his direction.

      Alex saw Juno wink at him and Nia cast a sideways glance.

      Sex had been the last thing on his mind and certainly not with another girl, no matter how hot she was with her overalls and pink hair. Plus, what was Juno and Nia’s deal here? They wanted him to add another girl to the pack right away?

      Alex’s wolf had no problem with that but he wasn’t so sure.

      He couldn’t help himself looking her up and down again. Her overalls were only held in place by two straps that would easily break...

      April smiled at him but then her face went pale. A screen flickered above her head and there was a burst of music.

      “You were tracked. Are you carrying a tracker?” she said.

      “Oh crap,” Alex said and ran to Boris. In the heat of everything he’d forgotten about the wooden ball with the circuit inside. He found it wedged under the front seat, the signal inside still active. Alex snapped the circuit in half even though it was too little, too late.

      “Someone is here now, east side of the house,” April yelled and shot off like a rabbit. Alex and Nia shifted instantly and chased after her, with Juno following behind, leaving the mage tied in the barn. They bolted around the front of the house and skidded to a stop behind April.

      Coming over the fields was a monster.

      It stood a good thirty feet tall, a shimmering lumbering thing made of blood. It had gigantic arms and legs and a rudimentary head with two glowing eyes. Running alongside it were eight weredogs. They ranged in size similar to the small ones they'd encountered earlier today to three others that were as easily as large as Alex himself in his wolf form.

      “It’s a blood golem. Alex, it has a core. The only way to destroy is to wear it down and then break the core,” Juno said.

      Alex wasn't going to wait until it got closer. The thing was taller than the house and he wanted to fight it in the open field.

      He launched himself towards it, this time intending to leap as far as he could. He heard Nia shout something that was lost in the wind as he shot through the air towards the blood golem, heading directly for its head. The thing didn't even bother to raise an arm or perhaps it was too slow.

      Alex slashed with his claws and then unexpectedly went straight through its head in a wet splash.

      He landed twenty feet behind it, soaked in blood, his claws digging into the grass. He turned around and saw the small hole he’d made in the golems head reforming. It hadn't stopped and nor had the weredogs, heading straight for the three girls.

      Alex spat some of the blood out of his mouth. It was werewolf, but not his. The entire thing was made of werewolf blood. Gallons of it.

      Although Alex was soaked in the golem’s blood this was clearly no strategy. He couldn't keep leaping through it, hoping to reduce it drop by drop. The golem clearly had the ability to turn solid when it wanted to – it crushed April’s fence under its foot as it lumbered towards the girls.

      As Alex set off sprinting back towards them he heard a discordant chime, April's magic again, and watched in amazement as tendrils covered in sharp thorns burst out of the ground, grabbing two of the smaller weredogs and ripping them to pieces before pulling the chunks back into the earth.

      Juno cast a fireball that hit another head on, leaving behind a charred mess with no legs or other features. It wasn’t dead though – Alex could hear its heart beating – but it was out for now.

      It was a good start though – eight weredogs to five in under ten seconds.

      Alex ran towards the blood golem wondering if the core was center mass. He gambled it was, launching himself with claws out hoping to hit something within it but this time it was like hitting into a brick wall. The blood suddenly turned solid. He fell to the ground, ears ringing. Before he could get to his feet the blood golem grabbed him in an enormous hand, fingers of blood closing around him. The pressure was immense and Alex couldn’t breathe.

      He cursed himself as he realized he hadn't put on the shield ring from the mage. It was almost empty but it would have been something. Alex had only one free arm and with it he flailed for a spell, casting Fire Shield.

      It came and went in an instant, flames bursting around him. The golem let go with a roar and he fell to the ground. The golem was shaking its enormous hand as though it had nerves in it. The palm was black and scabbed where Alex had burned it.

      Even in its agony it was still focused on killing him. It tried to grab him with its other hand but Alex dived between its legs and towards the girls who were fighting the five remaining weredogs.

      Maybe if they could wipe them out then the four of them could take on the blood golem, work together to bring it down.

      Alex dived towards one of the largest weredogs that had Nia by the arm. She was slashing at it with her free hand and tearing chunks off it but it had a lot of muscle to sacrifice. Alex landed on its back, driving his claws into its spine. He heaved, pulling out a piece of meat and bone the size of a side of beef. Half its spine went with it and the weredog died. Nia got her arm free and scrambled away as the dead body fell to the ground.

      Juno was firing spells for all she was worth but Alex could see she was flagging or having a Chaos Witch problem. Her fireballs were getting smaller and less effective. She shot one of the weredogs up into the air but did little more than delay it a few seconds. She cast something that held the blood golem for a moment before it shook it off, advancing on them and crushing a garden bed under its gigantic foot.

      “Hey, my tomatoes!” April yelled out. She waved her arms towards the blood golem. Alex heard a faint chime of music before tendrils burst out of the earth, grabbing for its feet. But they failed to find purchase. Every time they wrapped around a foot it became permeable, the vines losing grip.

      The blood golem lost a little blood doing this but not enough to reduce it at the rate they needed.

      Alex and Nia tore another weredog to pieces together. Now they were down to three, but two of them were the hulking giant ones. There was a discordant jangle of music and vines burst out of the ground, grabbing one of them.

      “Get the Wand of Expansion!” April yelled to Alex.

      Feeling the wild rage rising, he leaped up at the blood golem and swiped at its head. His claws passed right through it, simply getting wet from the blood. In return it smashed him, seeing him flying across the yard and crashing through another garden bed and a trellis.

      “They were my grapes!” April yelled out.

      Although he didn't want to leave the girls behind, Alex could see they were in serious trouble. He ran for the house, jumping over the fighting weredogs, trying to hold down the rage he felt when he saw one of them clamp onto Nia's leg.

      He couldn’t afford to black out and become some mindless animal.

      Alex slid into the kitchen, knocking into the table, and winced as plates still filled with food and cheeses crashed to the floor, splattering the contents everywhere. He grabbed the wand and then ran back to the front door.

      He could feel the heavy weight within and knew instinctively how to use it but it only had two charges. If he screwed this up they were done.

      Although he’d only been inside a few seconds things had gotten far worse. The weredog in the vines had broken free and latched onto Nia, who is now trying to fight off two of them. Both April and Juno were casting spells but clearly running out of magic.

      One of the weredogs was getting hit with fireballs no bigger than oranges and easily shaking them off.

      As Alex emerged from the house, the blood golem kicked April, catching her square on and sending her flying across the yard. He heard a chime of music though and plants suddenly sprung out of the ground, cushioning her fall.

      “Now Alex, go for the core,” April yelled and then swore again was the blood golem crushed another trellis, this time with cherry tomatoes on it.

      Alex focused on the blood golem as one of the weredogs turned and raced towards him. He flicked the wand feeling the heavy invisible weight shooting towards the blood golem. The moment it hit he triggered the wand. The blood golem was suddenly shoved forward, the air bubble expanding behind the back of its neck but not inside his body. It stumbled to its knees. The air bubble burst and vanished and the golem stood up, unharmed.

      Alex only had one shot left but the weredog was already upon him. Alex tried to fall back and kick upwards with his sharpened hind claws but the weredog was moving too fast. It hit him straight on, spinning him, and he lost grip of the wand as he smashed into the side of the house. He went into a fury of slashing and kicking and biting. He could barely see the weredog but it felt like it was everywhere. Pain roared in his arm, his leg, his ribs as it attacked over and over.

      He heard a chime again and a single vine burst out the ground and wrapped around the dog, giving him enough time to slash its throat out and then decapitate it.

      Alex cursed himself for not summoning Shield when the weredog was coming for him. He had the mana and knew the move. But in the midst of battle he forgot all of it. Even the small screen floating around showing his health and spells was more distraction than useful. If they survived this, he needed battle training.

      The blood golem was reaching for Nia who gone down under the two weredogs. Alex saw the wand in the dirt, soaked in blood. He took a step and fell as his leg gave way. The weredog had crushed the bone and he hadn’t even realized.

      Alex pulled himself up and hopped, finally grabbing the wand.

      He had to get this right or Nia was dead.

      This time he aimed lower and hit the trigger a moment earlier. For a moment a perfect sphere of blood appeared in the middle of the blood golem. There was an enormous crack as the core shattered. The expanding globe must have caught the side of it, ripping it to pieces, shooting bits of metal and wood across the yard.

      The moment the core broke, the blood golem lost its animation and became mere blood again, hanging in the air. It dropped straight down and hit like a savage flood. One of the weredogs was washed away from Nia but the other held on.

      Alex did a one-legged hop across the yard, slashing at it and then grimacing when he realized one of his hands was broken. He still had one good arm which he used to disembowel the weredog. It died and let go of Nia.

      Alex helped Nia up. She was soaked in so much blood it was hard to tell how badly she was injured. She had large open wounds on both arms and legs and was breathing heavily.

      The final weredog roared at them and got to its feet before running back in their direction.

      Alex prepared to fight it with a crushed leg and broken hand. Before it reached him, there was a tiny jingle of music, the last of April’s magic. A small vine latched on to its foot, holding it in place. Then Juno hit it with a spell, launching it up as the vine pulled down, ripping its leg off.

      That was enough for Alex and Nia to attack it and shred it to pieces. Despite his injuries and his rapidly draining mana Alex checked every weredog to make sure they were definitely dead.

      The first one that had been charred by the fireballs was actually regenerating, regrowing legs. Alex quickly dispatched it before stumbling back to the girls.

      April and Juno were sitting in the grass, which was still soupy with blood. Juno had a hand on the back of Nia's head using what was left of her magic to cast a healing spell.

      Alex collapsed beside them and started drawing on the magic around him, trying to heal his numerous wounds.

      That's where they stayed for a good half hour, all of them recovering. April soon lent her power to Juno, helping fix Nia and her own wounds as well.

      Eventually they were recovered. They left the front yard, staggering away from the pools of blood and around to the outdoor showers. Alex stayed in his hybrid form to heal faster.

      April had no worries about modesty – she stripped off her bloody overalls and joined Juno under a shower, the pair of them soaping each other up.

      Despite the battle and near death experience he’d just had, Alex couldn’t look away as April ran her hands over Juno’s body. He was sure April kept glancing at him but every time he looked, she was looking away.

      “I don't know how that blood golem and weredogs got that close without me knowing,” April finally said.

      “They clearly have some incredible shielding. It wasn’t your fault. We’re sorry we brought this to your door,” Juno said, stroking a hand down the side of April’s face.

      Once they were clean of blood and wrapped in towels they went back inside the house and began cleaning up the mess Alex had made knocking the food off the table. Alex and Nia changed back to human form now their wounds were healed somewhat.

      There was a kind of strange silence amongst them in the aftermath of the battle but finally they started talking.

      “Did you see Alex go straight through its head? Splash!” Juno said and they all laughed.

      “It was so funny, the look on your face,” April said with a grin.

      “First time fighting a blood golem,” Alex said, putting up his hands.

      They talked about the battle, chewing it over, repeating the same lines to each other. Alex wondered if this was what PTSD was like.

      “That thing was made of werewolf blood. How many werewolves do you think they took to do that?” Alex asked.

      Nia shook her head in disgust. “A huge number and most of them are probably dead by now,” she said.

      “Do you think the mage in the barn has anything useful for us yet?” Alex said.

      April smacked her palm on her forehead.

      “I forgot about him!”

      The wolf inside Alex was growing antsy. He was angry that someone had come to attack his girls. Alex realize with a start that he'd unconsciously included April in that list. His wolf was inside him howling for vengeance but also he want to grab his two mates and drag them upstairs to celebrate life after coming close to death.

      “I want answers from that mage,” Alex said with a growl.

      They marched out the barn and found the mage still in his chair. He was sweating heavily, his skin flushed, his eyes rolling.

      “They want to hurt but they want to hurt that they want to hurt but they want to hurt but they want to hurt,” the mage was chanting.

      “Who sent you?” April asked. She stroked her fingers down the side of the mages head.

      The main grinned but didn’t answer.

      “Argh,” April said. Alex saw her screen appear and then she cast an impossibly complex spell that sped through in an instant. He only heard fragments of it: light delicate chimes, a low thudding hum and a tone that raised the hackles on the back of his neck, sounding like nails on a board.

      Whatever it was, it hit the mage like a truck.

      “Corvus!” he gasped. Then he died, his head slumping forward.

      “Oh wells, more fertilizer for my tomatoes,” April said with a shrug.

      “Who are Corvus?” Alex asked.

      “Pain mages. They use agony to enhance their magic,” April said.

      “She’s underselling it. They’re Marquis De Sade psychopaths who lash themselves and their slaves half to death so they can cast devastating spells. These nutjobs make the wound, salt the wound and then pour battery acid on the wound. You punch one in the face and he’ll thank you,” Juno said.

      Alex shifted into his hybrid form. He was just over eight feet tall now and finally appeared to have stopped growing. He stretched out a claw that glinted in the overhead lights.

      “What if I slice off their faces?” he said, flexing his paw.

      “Yeah, that could work,” Juno said, seeming transfixed.

      “How do we find them?”

      “I know an outpost in Baxter,” April said. “They have a compound there too but it is insanely well-guarded. Better to take the outpost first. Despite them being insane, they’re allied with other enclaves. We attack and we might bring multiple enclaves down on our heads.”

      Alex stretched his arms and saw the three girls’ eyes widen. He finally felt he was getting used to his werewolf form. With that new confidence came a feeling he could rip through a compound of mages easily.

      “I’m not feeling like I care too much about politics at the moment. I’m thinking more vengeance and death and tearing enough mages to pieces so the rest of them decide to leave us alone,” Alex said with a snarl.

      “Yeah, that could work too,” Nia said, her cheeks flushed and tail waving side to side.

      Alex was brought back from visions of blood and death by the look his two wives were giving him.

      “Time for bed,” he said in a low growl and then scooped both of them up over his shoulders. He came face to face with April who seemed a little pink in the cheeks. She let out a shaky breath, shook her head and then turned away.

      Alex grinned to himself as he carried away his wives kicking and screaming.

      His wolf had found a new meal to pursue.
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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
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