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      “All I’m saying is that it’s not grave robbing if you put it back. It’s more like... grave borrowing,” Nia said.

      “There has gotta be a time limit on that, right? Like once you’ve had it for a few days, it’s definitely stolen. Here, put your weight down on the crowbar,” Juno said.

      There was a creak as the heavy stone covering the coffin slid sideways.

      “Really when you think about it, archeologists are just graverobbers with a degree,” April said.

      “I have a degree,” Nia said.

      “Yeah, in poetry and fine arts. It doesn’t count.”

      “I’ll have you know it’s in poetry, fine arts and a minor in Latin. So, you know, vae victis.”

      “And what exactly does that mean?”

      “Woe to the conquered,” Nia said and stuck out her tongue.

      “I’ll vae victis you,” April said.

      “Do you want any help down there?” Alex called out.

      “Nope!” three voices chimed back.

      He sighed and leaned back on the headstone as the three girls bickered and worked on getting the coffin open.

      Only a week ago they’d fought off a Blood Golem and multiple weredogs. After defeating them, Alex had taken his two mates, Juno and Nia, to bed to celebrate life after such a close call with death. April had taken the opportunity to vanish, leaving a cryptic note behind that she was going to seek aid. She’d only returned today, late in the evening, refusing to say where she’d been but that they needed to go grave robbing immediately in one of Baxter’s many cemeteries.

      It wasn’t the best timing – Alex had been practicing magic all day long and was near exhausted. He was along tonight for protection but banned from participating so he could get his strength back. Nia had told him to sit down, be quiet, and eat his bag of salt and vinegar potato chips while they worked. He was happy to oblige – although the crinkling of the plastic bag sounded abnormally loud in the cemetery at two in the morning.

      He took a chip from the bag and crunched it.

      “Could you eat louder up there? I want to make sure I definitely can’t hear anyone sneaking up on us,” Juno called out.

      He grinned as he grabbed out a handful and crunched them extra loud.

      He heard Juno sigh.

      “Nia, can you vae victis Alex?”

      “I can coitus more ferarum if you like.”

      “I know what half of that means, and somehow I think that’ll be louder than that bag of chips you gave him.”

      Alex leaned over to look down into the grave. It was a cool night, but the three girls had worked up a sweat digging. Nia had stripped down to a tank top that showed off her luscious form. Juno was wearing tight camo pants and a black wifebeater and had dirt smeared all over her.

      Then there was April.

      She was halfway between Juno and Nia in height and the curviest of the three. The first time Alex had seen her, she’d been wearing overalls, and was naked underneath.

      She was in overalls again, although wearing a t-shirt under them, perhaps in deference to the fact they were now in civilization.

      Alex looked down at April and caught her looking up at him. A week ago they’d had a moment, coming face to face while Alex had Nia and Juno over his shoulders.

      Some deep part of him wanted her. Wanted her to be his entirely, to be part of his pack, wanted her body...

      It seemed the other two were fully aware also and onboard, both Nia and Juno making a few comments on the drive back to push conversations in that direction.

      Although Alex was gradually getting used to being a werewolf, there were times when there was still a division inside him, a split between his human and wolf sides. The wolf was happy to have a pack, delighted to have two mates and eager to add another. The human sometimes freaked out, swearing that this alternate reality was false somehow, a soap bubble soon to burst.

      If Alex was honest with himself he had to admit the wolf was winning the argument. April’s curves were certainly helping, too.

      Locking eyes with April, he gave a wolfish grin.

      “You three snacks better get this done quick because this food is nearly finished and then I’m going to be hungry for something else. There could be some coitus more... um... fur... anthem.”

      “Sex in the manner of furry rock music?” Nia asked.

      Alex shrugged and crunched some more chips. “Sounds good to me,” he said through a mouthful.

      “Damn, has this been welded shut?” April complained.

      “What about giants?” Alex asked. Although he still felt like he was a lost traveler on a new continent, he was determined to fix that as fast as possible, and so he was using every opportunity to squeeze knowledge from the girls.

      “Real, but extinct,” Nia grunted, chipping away at a weld.

      “I think around the civil war they went out,” April added.

      “The civil war killed them? Were they in the North or South? Or was it just at the same time?”

      “Not that civil war and it was a coincidence. Giants couldn’t cross-breed or hybridize so it was the same old story – loss of habitat, encroachment on their traditional lands, mass death and then the stragglers can’t find each other,” April said.

      Alex chewed a handful of chips, his mind spinning somewhat. Not that civil war... man, it opened up another bottomless box of questions. He decided to put it aside for now and stick to mythological creatures who were turning out to be anything but.

      “What about fairies?” Alex asked.

      “Real, thriving. Integrated well into normal society,” Juno said.

      “So they’re not tiny like Tinkerbell?”

      “They can be. Some of them can even fly. Most have minor magic powers. Because they pass for human so well, they’re doing just fine,” Juno said.

      “Mermaids?”

      The three girls all stopped what they were doing.

      “Very real, extremely hot,” April said.

      Nia was fanning herself. Alex wasn’t entirely sure if she was just putting it on.

      “They’re cousins to sirens and every single one is a work of art,” Juno said.

      “Remember that time we all went to Cancun?” Nia asked.

      “You had so many love bites,” April said.

      “Hey, I’m sitting right here!” Alex said.

      “Oh shush, I’m sure you had girlfriends before us,” Juno said, leaning down to inspect the weld.

      “Sure... just not mermaids,” Alex said.

      “Well, we can rectify that if you like. It will mean installing a pool wherever we end up living though,” Nia said.

      “Apart from incredible hotness they don’t have many other magical powers though, so there is that to consider,” Juno said.

      April turned to the two of them. “So what, you’re trying to build some superhero team-up pack here?”

      Juno shrugged and tested her shovel against a loose bit of weld.

      “The strength of the wolf is in the pack,” she said.

      “Maybe you should see if Wonder Woman is available then. I hear the Avengers broke up recently,” April said with a healthy dose of sarcasm.

      “She’s not in the Avengers,” Juno said.

      “Yeah, totally different group of superheroes,” Nia added.

      “Well, that other one then, Captain Marvel or whatever,” April said.

      “You afraid your application won’t get accepted?” Juno asked with a sly look.

      That shut her up. Although it was dark, Alex saw the April blush. She immediately tried to cover it up by bashing away at the weld holding the coffin shut.

      “Okay, let’s get this happening,” Juno said after a moment.

      With much struggling, swearing and Latin phrases, they finally got the coffin open.

      Alex expected bones or maybe a desiccated corpse but the body inside was... perfect. It was a woman, mid-twenties with blonde hair. She had a red blush to her cheeks that matched her red lips. If he didn’t know she was a corpse, he would have sworn she was just sleeping. His eyes went down from her lips to her neck and the necklace she wore. It was chunky gold with a brilliant green emerald set in an amulet.

      It was also crawling with spells.

      “Before I take this – see anything dangerous Alex?” Juno asked.

      Alex had cast Analyze and knew Juno had done the same. He was tired from working magic all day and so the spell took more out of him than he had expected. He let out a huge yawn as it went to work on the necklace, quickly returning a screen full of data and question marks.

      “Are you getting question marks Juno?” Alex asked.

      “Yup, damn,” the little witch said.

      Alex saw a flash of screen above her head as she compressed Analyze on to itself, making it far stronger in an attempt to decipher the spells. He couldn’t see the result but he guessed it when Juno stamped her foot and swore.

      “That’s six times strength and still question marks, argh!”

      She looked up at him, giving him an excellent view of her cleavage.

      “How’s your recovery? Can you beat six times?”

      Alex waved up a screen, casting Know Thyself as he did. His mana was still low and only slowly regenerating. It seemed physical and mental exhaustion affected the rate. There was no way he could cast a more powerful Analyze spell than Juno right now.

      “I’m going to need some sleep to be more useful,” he said.

      “I’m only getting question marks, too. I think we have to risk it,” April said.

      “Well, I didn’t come down here to listen to Latin and some wolf eating the loudest bag of chips in the world to return home empty-handed,” Juno said.

      With that she reached down and unclasped the necklace. Everyone held their breath for a moment but then nothing happened. Juno stuffed the necklace in her pocket and then looked down at the corpse.

      “My dead darling dearest Marisol, we thank you for jewelry and for not being a gross maggot infested body that smells worse than Nia’s cooking.”

      “Hey! There’s nothing wrong with my cooking!”

      “Quiet!” Juno suddenly said and clasped Nia’s arm. Alex felt goosebumps rising on the back of his neck. Then the magic in the area pulled, a great surge, and he, Juno and April shivered.

      “What the hell was that?” he asked Juno.

      She didn’t get to answer because right then dead darling dearest Marisol opened her eyes and screamed like a banshee – a scream matched by others throughout the graveyard.

      “Necromancers!” Juno yelled as the three girls scrambled out of the grave.

      Alex dropped his chips and shifted into this hybrid form. With the time out at April’s his shifter charm had now exhausted itself and so he obliterated his clothes.

      “Damn, I liked that shirt,” he said as it fell to the ground in pieces.

      His hearing immediately improved and he grimaced. More than a few dead were screaming, drawn back into life by the unseen necromancers.

      “Do we fight or run?” he asked.

      Nia had already shifted and had her claws out. She was watching Marisol attempting to pull herself out of her coffin.

      “Alex, this is a graveyard. It’s pretty much the worse place on Earth to fight a necromancer. We should run!” Juno said.

      Red sparks were flickering at her fingertips, waiting for her to cast a spell.

      Alex’s wolf was grumbly about it – it would prefer to fight – but it wasn’t the one in control right now. Although there were four of them, Alex could see it was a bad move to fight against mages who used the dead in a place where they were sometimes buried six levels deep per grave.

      Besides that, he was low on mana and had no idea how strong the dead – or the mages controlling them – were.

      “Back to Boris then,” he said.

      There was a thudding sound from inside a row of mausoleums that sat alongside the path to the exit where Boris was parked. A moment later it was followed by a loud crashing of stone tomb lids falling to the ground.

      “Run!” April yelled.

      They bolted but they were too slow to avoid the newly awakened dead that came lunging out of the mausoleums.

      A man in a suit rushed out from the dark. His eyes were glowing bright green and he was growling, a low guttural moan. Alex swiped and tore out this throat... normally a killing blow but his enemy was already dead and so it did nothing.

      The corpse swung at him and connected, nearly knocking him over. Alex felt his head ring like a bell. Damn it was strong!

      “You gotta dismember,” Juno yelled. She’d cast a spell that gave her a fiery whip in each hand. She was using them to devastating effect on nearby corpses, slicing legs off. Nia was aiming low too and April had summoned vines with sharp talons that were ripping feet apart.

      Alex shook off the ringing and swiped again, this time ducking down and taking its leg off at the knee. The corpse swung at him, lost its balance and toppled over.

      There were more crashes as stone tomb lids hit the ground. They had to keep moving or soon they’d be overwhelmed.

      Despite his tiredness, Alex roared and slashed like a madman, aiming for knees. The corpses were unnaturally strong. An old woman who must have been only recently deceased punched him in the face and Alex felt bones crack and some of his teeth snap off.

      He quickly spat out blood and teeth, took out both her legs and then moved to the final corpse that was struggling against April’s vines.

      Within a moment it was down and they kept moving. The man in the suit had managed to get back up and was attempting to hop in pursuit but kept falling.

      “Can we just kill the mages?” Alex gasped, his heart jackhammering as they ran.

      “Too many,” Juno yelled back.

      “I don’t know where they are,” April said, looking around.

      Alex looked across the cemetery, hoping to catch a glimpse of their true attackers but there was only row after row of headstones, statues and bunches of flowers scattered about. On the far side he spotted more dead lurching out of their mausoleums, green eyes glowing like deep-sea jellies.

      The four of them ran through the dark for the exit.

      Alex was nearly at Boris when he realized something was seriously wrong with him. His balance was suddenly off and a wave of vertigo washed over him. Boris was nearby but the path was suddenly like the deck of a ship in rough seas. Alex toppled, crashing into the ground and losing another tooth when he failed to get his hands up in time.

      He rolled over on to his back but it was no better – the sky itself was heaving. He rolled over again and tried to get up but every direction seemed wrong. He lunged towards Boris where Nia had the door open but missed completely, smashing his face into the rear wheel.

      “Can’t get my balance,” he called out, squeezing his eyes closed.

      “We gotcha,” Juno said, the witch grabbing one arm. He felt April on the other side, the two of them straining as they hauled him into Boris, Nia helping at the end by literally grabbing the scruff of his neck like a mother cat.

      Alex forced his eyes open and tried to focus on his spell screen. Know Thyself was still running. His injuries were listed – fractured nose, broken teeth, minor blood loss – and under Active Spells there was a new section he’d never seen before: External Spells. It listed one spell, a row of four question marks.

      “Don’t puke in my car dude,” Juno said as Boris roared to life and they raced off into the darkness.

      Alex tried to cast Analyze on the question marks but his screen kept hopping around. Waves of vertigo washed over him, each one threatening to bring up his lunch.

      “Hold still,” April said and placed a cool hand on his forehead.

      He heard an orchestral score as she cast a spell and then smelt mint as a blissful cold emanated from her hand, quickly spreading through his body.

      It didn’t entirely wipe about the mysterious spell that had afflicted him but rather soothed it enough that Alex could keep his eyes open without wanting to vomit everywhere.

      He eventually managed to sit up, April moving her hand to his arm to keep connection.

      “What the hell is that spell?” Alex said. His mouth still tasted of blood and his gums were aching as his broken teeth slowly healed.

      “There are lots of variations but basically it’s Vertigo. We definitely need to get some spell protection rings but they cost a lot of money,” Juno said, sliding Boris around a corner like she was in a rally car.

      Alex saw the question marks change, the spell now titled Vertigo.

      “Who are you?” April asked suddenly.

      Alex looked at her and saw her face was grim.

      “I’m no one. Alex. Werewolf Mage. Former game designer. Target of every crazy mage on the planet apparently. I don’t know why they’re after me.”

      Alex suddenly shivered as the cold from April’s hand deepened. The Vertigo spell on him vanished and April quickly removed her hand.

      “Blood Golem and weredogs. Now necromancers. Assassins sent by Corvus. Who are you? Who made you?” April said.

      “That’s what I said!” Juno said, throwing her hands up in the air.

      Alex sighed and sat back, feeling his skin tingle. The aftereffects of April’s spell made him feel like he’d taken a bath in minty mouthwash.

      “I don’t know who my parents were,” he said, skimming over his list of injuries. His mana was dropping as his body healed. With a grunt he began pulling on the magic around them, managing to halt the decrease for the time being.

      “Juno, give me the amulet,” April said, tapping the witch on the shoulder.

      She passed it back and April began examining it, the single emerald glimmering.

      “Can you tell us what that is now and why we had to get it?” Nia asked.

      April shook her head and then slipped it into her pocket.

      “I was told only that it would help us. But I have no idea how.”

      “Who told you that?” Alex asked but April didn’t answer, staring out at the night as they drove to Juno’s home.
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      Alex awoke near the back fence with April pressing hard on his chest with her two hands. Then she suddenly slapped him.

      “Alex, wake up!”

      Alex brought up his hands to ward her off, his head still a confusing mixture of dreams. He felt a tight pressure around his feet and ankles and when he looked down saw thick tendrils had bound him to the ground. He also saw that he was standing there completely stark naked.

      “Okay, I'm awake,” he said as April raised a hand to smack him in the face again.

      “Yeah, you said that a minute ago. What's five times sex?”

      “It's a million and one. I promise you I'm actually awake now. Can you let my feet go?”

      “Not until you answer my math question.”

      Alex shook the sleep away and looked at April properly. She was wearing one of his t-shirts, oversized on her, and not much else. Around her neck was the stolen necklace.

      Standing so close to her, Alex could smell her delicious scent. It was like the wet earth after rain and a mixture of things growing and thriving. She had a pink blush to her cheeks, perhaps from the exertion of trying to stop him doing whatever it was he was going to do in his sleep.

      “Last chance,” Alex warned.

      “Math. Now.”

      Alex was getting cold, plus there was the whole stark naked thing, so he shifted, quickly growing to just over eight foot in height, towering over April.

      His body layered over in muscle and thick fur and the bones of his face reshaped, forming a snout with sharp teeth. As he grew, the thick vines around his ankles and feet gave way, shredding to pieces.

      April stepped back, holding up her hands. “Okay, I believe you’re awake. It's a good thing I was here. Otherwise you’d have jumped the fence.”

      Alex rubbed a hand across his eyes, feeling a lack of sleep weighing down upon him. Now he was in his hybrid form the night lit up for him, aided by the three-quarter moon sailing high above. He could hear crickets and other nighttime insects going about their business. Above all those things he could hear April's heartbeat, faster than normal. She was either scared, or excited.

      “Parasomnia. In my case sleepwalking and sleeptalking. It gets worse when I'm stressed or sometimes for no reason at all.”

      He glanced back towards the house in through the open back door and saw on the clock that was four in the morning. That meant he’d had all of an hour and a half of sleep since the four of them had returned from the successful grave robbing. He turned back to April to see that she'd crossed her arms and was watching him with a curious look on her face.

      “So, what's the deal with the burnt grass in the shape of an eight-foot-tall werewolf?” she asked and pointed to the spot near the lemon tree where Alex had piled up leaves a week ago to cover the results of a failed magical experiment. In the intervening time some of the pile had shifted, revealing the burn mark and a few new sprouts of grass.

      “I was testing out a virtual spellcasting system to see if I could work out how to cast spells in a safe virtual environment. Unfortunately it turns out it uses far more mana than normal and so is pretty much useless. When I cast flame shield in virtual it consumed all my mana, knocked me out and then somehow did that.”

      “Which you covered up so Juno and Nia don’t end your life,” April said with a smirk.

      “I'm an eight-foot-tall werewolf – do you really think I'm scared of those two?”

      He saw April look him up and down, taking in his body.

      “I think happy wife, happy life. Here, let me do you a favor.”

      She walked past him and he struggled not to breathe in her scent. He was having a hard time keeping his eyes off her shapely legs as well. His t-shirt only came a few inches below her butt and then her legs were golden, sleek and strong.

      April stood next to the pile of leaves and raised a hand. As Alex watched, he saw a translucent screen appear above her and code began to stream down it. A chime of music rang out as the code quickly compiled and she cast her spell.

      From her hand, specks of green drifted down like magical glitter. Grass sprang to life everywhere they landed. It was the work of a moment and the black mark was gone, April kicking aside some of the leaf pile to finish the job. She gave one last shake of her hand, as though she was flicking water droplets off her fingertips and canceled the spell.

      When Alex breathed in he could smell pine needles, dry and deep in a cool forest.

      April turned around and crossed her arms, shaping the t-shirt around her curves.

      “There. Now you owe me,” she said, arching an eyebrow.

      “Hey, I never agreed to that deal.”

      April held out a hand over the newly regrown grass. “I can reverse it if you like?”

      “So I owe you a favor now? I already owe Juno a favor for casting cleanse one time. Is this the same sort of thing? Is this the witch method – do small favors and then collect favors in return?”

      “Firstly, I'm not a witch but yes generally. I save you from getting chewed out and sometime in the future you do me a favor. Sounds like a good deal to me,” April said.

      They stood there regarding each other for a moment before Alex nodded. “Okay, fine. You can have a favor, Juno can have a favor, everyone gets a favor, why not?”

      “Good.”

      “So I know why I was out here, sleeptalking and walking but why are you up?” he said, changing the topic.

      “I couldn't sleep. Part of it is being far from home and my trees and earth. The other part is this amulet. I can't work out what it does. I was hoping if I wore it long enough something would happen,” April said, flicking the amulet that hung around her neck.

      “Maybe we just need to cast a really super powerful Analyze spell on it?”

      April shrugged, a delightful movement that Alex was more than happy to watch. “Maybe. But it’s going to have to be one hell of a spell because I’ve already hit it with high power.”

      In the garden there was a long bench set against the fence line. April walked over to it and sat down. Alex felt there was a moment trembling in potential. Should we go over and sit next to her? Or should he say goodnight and take himself inside? His wolf certainly had some strong opinions on what to do that.

      Alex wasn't so sure that the wild thing within him was the cleverest when it came to women given most of the advice was of the pounce nature.

      He took a breath and then decided to take the third path for a moment, walking over to the garden shed to collect the watering can. The new succulents he’d planted a week ago could do with some water. He filled the watering can and gave each plant a good soak. As he worked, he could feel April watching him.

      “So you’re a game maker and a green thumb as well?” she finally said.

      “I guess so. Jane, my adopted mother, had a garden full of these plants. She’d given me many of them, which I lost when my apartment block got detonated the other week. Me and Nia went back to take some cuttings so now here they are.”

      April came to stand beside him. She didn't say anything and he only saw the briefest of flickers of the screen above her head and a light chime before her fingers were twinkling again, a rain of green specks falling down on to the garden bed.

      “This will help them grow,” she said.

      “So who you? Who made you?” Alex asked, repeating back to a full the questions that she had asked him.

      Her magic was unlike anything he had seen. Of course it wasn't like he had a large sample size. April finished sprinkling green specks on the garden bed and then returned to the bench. This time Alex followed her. He sat down carefully on the bench, wary that his weight might break it, but it was a solid piece of furniture, although it creaked a little.

      “They found me abandoned in the woods. Nymphs don't pay much attention to hybrid babies. There only care for the pure nymph or satyr children,” April said.

      “Satyr children? You mean those men with the legs of goats? Big into panflutes? They’re real?”

      “Yup. Horny little buggers too. Not so much into panflutes though. Satyrs and nymphs live in the forests, basically playing and fucking. They both don't live long, maybe forty years at most and if a nymph has a hybrid child they’ll just drop it somewhere. It’s not malice – they just put the babies down and wander off.”

      Alex could hear pain in April’s voice. He didn't say anything but reached over and squeezed her hand gently. In his hybrid state he was enormous compared to her and for a moment it seemed ridiculous – his gigantic hand with sharpened claws and her tiny one. But he couldn't shift back now to human form unless he wanted to be naked again.

      “So someone found and raised you?” he asked.

      “It was a teacher at the school. My house was a school, of sorts. I grew up there with a bunch of other lost children.”

      “When I was searching for clothes at your house after I went wild, I went into some of the rooms. They felt like they hadn’t been opened in years. Why are you the only one who lives out there?”

      Alex saw April frown before she let out a sigh and abruptly plastered a fake smile on.

      “I think I need to get some sleep now, so don't go jumping that fence!” she said, waving her finger at him like he was a naughty puppy.

      She bolted out of the backyard and into the house like she was a jackrabbit with a wild animal chasing it, leaving Alex sitting on the garden bench wondering what it was he'd said. This was the second time in only a few hours that she’d declined to answer him.

      Alex sat there for a few moments as April’s scent slowly faded away. The wolf inside him was practically cursing about letting such a luscious morsel slip from between his paws.

      “Don't worry dude, I’m sure it’s going to happen,” Alex murmured to himself.

      He looked up at the moon and suppressed the urge to howl at it. Despite the Great Barrier working to hide supernaturals from the rest of the world he was sure a wolf howling at four in the morning in the middle of suburbia would likely cause some problem with the neighbors.

      Alex took himself inside, raiding the fridge for cheese and a glass of milk. He then headed back to bed where Nia and Juno were soundly sleeping. He shifted back to human form and found his boxer shorts that Juno had pulled off and thrown across the room earlier.

      Just seeing his two mates made him want to grab them again, strip them naked and spend what was left of the night feasting on their bodies. But both of them were exhausted and Alex could feel the tiredness pounding behind his eyes. So instead he crept in between them. Nia sighed and moved, placing a hand on his chest while Juno turned over and folded herself into him. As Alex drifted off to sleep he wondered exactly how the mechanics of having three wives in bed with him all at once was meant to work.
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      Alex examined the complicated diagram and list of names he'd written out.

      “So they were the Habsburgs and before that they were the Washingtons and before that they were Bonaparte?” he asked.

      Juno was driving Boris as they headed into the city. Today she was wearing her schoolgirl outfit again: tartan skirt, white shirt, half undone tie. She’d tied up her blonde hair into a severe librarian bun and stuffed a pencil through it, completing the outfit with a pair of stern librarian glasses. The entire effect was so sexy that Alex was having a difficult time concentrating on his diagram of vampire houses and organizations.

      “Maybe it's Bonaparte, Washingtons and then Hapsburgs? I can't remember. But that's why the bitey ones do it – they want to hide, to be unknown. Smaller groups will always give you fake names. If you’ve met a vampire it's almost certain they lied to you about what their name,” she said.

      Alex read back over the list of vampire houses that Juno had rattled off. They were all famous names from history, which Juno had explained was another strategy designed to confuse. The way she told it, the vampires gathered into groups the same way the mages did, except their extreme desire for secrecy meant that they didn't keep the same name for long.

      “This is ridiculously complicated,” Alex said.

      “You’re telling me. The witches have a registrar because it is in our interest to track them and all their land and holdings. There are literally witches who spend all their time trying to figure out what the vampires are calling themselves right now and what they have their fingers in. Vampires are utterly obsessed with messing with property records, too. You try to follow the path of ownership of a single piece of land that the vampires are interested in and it’s guaranteed to be screwed up.”

      They turned a corner, Juno taking the drive at a leisurely pace. After being up so early in the morning Alex had slept in and so had his two mates. He’d finally been roused around lunch by the delicious scent of food from the kitchen.

      Alex had been expecting a slow start to the day but as soon as he was up, Juno force-fed him and then hustled him into Boris, telling him that they were going to Bailey's. In the meantime, Nia and April had their own business to attend to, Nia still digging into what adoption records she could find for Alex.

      Now Alex and Juno were driving to Bailey's. The day was warm and sunny and Alex was relaxed with a stomach full of bacon, eggs and fried tomato. Juno had been giving him a crash course in the supernatural but it was so complicated it made his head hurt.

      The best he could see was that most groups arranged themselves into enclaves, houses, covens, packs or whatever it was, depending on what their species was. The mages had enclaves all over America and around the world whereas the vampires had houses.

      Werewolves were less formally organized. Outside of Baxter, stretching across the land and up into the mountains werewolf packs held whatever land they could defend. There were rough alliances and vague borders, but according to Juno, stability wasn't a word that werewolves were much familiar with. He'd written down the names of a few packs, only to discover that most of them had been destroyed by warfare between the werewolves and sometimes with mages or vampires. Alex took one more look over the list of names and the diagrams he’d drawn before dropping the pad and pen at his feet and leaning back in Boris' comfortable front seat.

      “I assume the witches keep a register of the mage enclaves as well then? Can we get a look at it so we know who to target to get them to leave me alone?” he asked, closing his eyes and enjoying the warm sun that was streaming through the window.

      “They got a list, but they’d want payment and it would be more than you have. The best move would be to steal it but we’d want to do a lot more training before we did something like that,” Juno said.

      “What’s with witches and payment? Last night April helped with something and then demanded a favor as well.”

      “April’s not a witch,” Juno said immediately. “What do you mean she helped with something last night? What are you talking about?” she said, glancing sideways at him.

      Alex realized he’d blundered, squarely inserting his foot into his mouth but he quickly recovered.

      “I was sleepwalking last night. April cast that vine spell so I didn't jump the fence and after that she used a bit of magic to help those succulents grow.”

      “Doesn't really seem enough to warrant a favor,” Juno said, still glancing sideways at Alex.

      “Well, she seemed to think it was so eventually I agreed. Can you stop looking at me like that? Maybe keep your eyes on the road?” he said and poked her in the side.

      “I’ll keep your eyes on the road,” Juno muttered, but did as he said.

      Wait, was she jealous? Alex thought. From his read of the situation so far, it seemed that Juno and Nia were well aware of the attraction between him and April, were even encouraging it. Now it seemed like Juno was unhappy to learn that April and Alex had been alone together.

      He wondered if he should ask her directly but then decided to keep his mouth shut. They kept driving in silence, although it wasn’t uncomfortable. Juno reached over to lightly squeeze Alex’s hand before returning both to the wheel. She started humming some song to herself.

      Alex took the opportunity to bring up his spellcasting screen. He cast Know Thyself. Even now the screen was still rearranging itself to fit his expectations better.

      He scanned over the stats screen, seeing that some of them had improved slightly. Strange things were happening however. Sometimes it showed numbers (although Alex had no idea how it measured dexterity). Other times arrows or other symbols appeared and there was no consistency between the stats. Dexterity had a number and directly below it was Perception +.

      He knew it changed to his expectations – did that mean he wasn’t certain what he wanted to see?

      He flicked back and forth between various scenes before returning to stats. A new window had appeared.

      Resistances

      Vertigo

      Alex blinked. It hadn’t been there a moment ago.

      “So I have a new screen with resistance to vertigo listed. Is that because some mage cast it on me last night?”

      Juno threw her hands up in the air and then slapped them down on Boris’ steering wheel.

      “Oh, screw you, Captain Handkerchiefs out of the Butt. Are you serious? You have resistance to vertigo after one measly spell?”

      Alex tapped on the entry but there was nothing more to see. There was no level or number associated with it.

      “Looks like it. It says resistance, but it doesn't tell me how much.”

      “Seems like you don't need us! And here we were planning to beat the living hell out of you magically later on. Now what are we supposed to do?” Juno said, waving her arms about, being hyper-dramatic. Alex saw she still had a slight smile on her face though. He reached over and gently ran his fingers down her thigh.

      “I can think of a few things we could do,” he said.

      Juno took a sharp breath of air and her cheeks flushed.

      “Stop it, I need to concentrate on driving,” she said, returning her hands to the wheel.

      Alex knew she could have pushed his hand away and hadn’t, so he reversed direction with his fingers, gently tickling them up her leg until it touched the hem of her short tartan skirt.

      “Please just concentrate on driving the car, little witch,” he said, moving his fingers in small circles below the hem of her skirt.

      The blush on her cheeks spread out to cover her neck. Juno let out a shaky breath.

      “I am just driving the car, just going to the shop to get some rings and other stuff. Nothing else is happening,” she said in a singsong voice to herself.

      Alex moved his fingers higher, brushing under her tartan skirt and up against the front of her panties. He could feel the heat of her, and even in his human form smell that mixture of warm spice and chili that was the scent of her magic and her body together. He started moving his finger against the front of her panties, gently rubbing against her, the slight sound of it seeming unnaturally loud in the car. Juno's breathing became ragged and she kept blinking rapidly as though she was trying to force herself to snap out of the moment.

      “I'm just driving the car,” she said.

      The good thing about Boris being an old car was at the front seat was one long bench, so there was no console in the way between them. Alex unclipped his seatbelt, hoping Juno wouldn't crash and then leaned over to rest his head on her thigh.

      “Oh what is this nonsense?” Juno whispered.

      Alex planted a kiss on her skin and continued rubbing her, her panties quickly becoming wet.

      It wasn't the most comfortable of positions to have greater access but Alex was able to push up her skirt and then he pulled her panties to the side. He gently kissed Juno and then placed his mouth over her, the little witch letting out a moan.

      “Please just focus on driving,” Alex said and then licked her again.

      “We crash, it's your fault,” Juno said. Alex managed to maneuver so he could continue licking her and slide his fingers into her wetness. His head and hand occasionally got bumped as Juno hit the gas or brakes but the slight movements seem to help. Alex kept swirling his tongue and listened to Juno gasping. Eventually it must've become too much for the little witch to bear because she abruptly pulled over to the side of the road, slamming the brakes so hard that Alex suddenly went flying off the front seat.

      “Don't stop,” she said, turning sideways, spreading her legs on the front seat and laying back against the door with their eyes closed. Alex dived right back in again, pushing up her skirt and pulling her panties to the side. He started licking in circles, as he worked his fingers within her.

      As usual, his connection to the magic that surrounded them strengthened. Juno was far more powerful than he was at making that connection. The magic felt like an ocean with tides and currents.

      Alex saw deep red glints of magic popping into existence around them. As Juno had explained, there was one source magic, but you could color it, change it by what you drew it through – sex, nature, death and others.

      Alex kept licking and then realized with surprise that the deep red glints of magic were drifting towards him, as though his body was pulling them. One of the sparks landed on the back of his hand and was absorbed. It was a little distracting but Juno sighs soon brought him back to task. They were like music to his ears and his inner wolf was howling.

      It wasn't long before Juno's thighs started to shake. She began moving her hips, trying to get closer and away, simultaneously. The magic around them was swelling now, hundreds of red sparks, appearing from nowhere and flying towards Alex. As each hit his skin it was like a tiny burst of heat. It seemed harmless so he ignored it.

      From his angle between her legs he saw Juno open her eyes and look at the flowing red sparks that were bursting like fireworks around her.

      “Oh, c’mon,” she murmured, closing her eyes and biting her lip. It wasn't long before the little witch tipped over the edge, her legs jerking as she moaned. She entwined her fingers in Alex’ hair. Alex kept licking until Juno clamped her legs shut on his head and then eventually pushed him away.

      “No it's too much,” she gasped. Alex pulled away from her and then sat up, discovering they'd parked on the side of some random road in suburbia in the shade of a large tree. The street was thankfully empty, with no traffic, although the nearest house had a golden retriever standing in the front yard at the gate with a ball of its mouth, watching the car. It began wagging its tail when it saw Alex, before running off with its ball.

      “Wait, this isn't Bailey's,” Alex said, reaching across to poke Juno in the stomach.

      She fended away his hand. “We weren’t gonna make it to Bailey's, not with what you were doing Mr. Wolf,” Juno said. She sat up and straightened out her clothing. Her face was still flushed and her hair slightly messy. Anyone seeing her would have no doubt as to what she’d been doing.

      “Can you pass me my water?” she asked.

      Alex reached into the backseat and grabbed Juno's water bottle. She gulped down half of it in one go before finally sitting back in the front seat and letting out a relaxed sigh.

      “That’s certainly one way to say hello,” she said to herself. Then she turned Alex and suddenly smacked him in the chest before poking him.

      “And you again with the handkerchiefs out of the butt! What is the deal with absorbing all that sex magic? Who taught you that?”

      Alex spread his hands. “Were they the red sparks? I mean, yeah, they landed on me with but I didn’t do anything for that.”

      “Oh were they the red sparks?” Juno said, mimicking him. She smacked him again in the arm but this time Alex grabbed her hand and pulled her close to give her a kiss. When they broke apart her cheeks were flushed again. She pushed herself away and put on her seatbelt.

      “None of that for now please. We’re on a schedule here, so keep it for later,” Juno said. She took another gulp of her water and a few deep breaths until she calmed down before passing the bottle to Alex who finished it off.

      Although they were in a suburban street and the golden retriever had returned Alex wanted nothing more than to jump his mate, to tear her panties off and go crazy in the front seat of Boris in the middle of the day.

      “Cast Know Thyself again Houdini and tell me if you have some sex magic now,” Juno said.

      Alex did as she instructed and immediately saw a new bar had appeared under his mana. The top bar was blue and fully charged. Under it was another bar, deep red and half full. As Alex watched sex magic appeared next to it.

      “There's a bar about half full and it says sex magic. Does that mean I can use it?”

      Juno didn't answer but then threw her hands up again to the sky. She looked up at Boris’ roof.

      “Oh, great and powerful JP, tell me what am I to do with this turbulent werewolf. He is doing magic he should have no idea how to do. This is probably why they want to kill him right? I await your wisdom,” she said before lowering her hands.

      “Did you just seriously pray to a goddess or something?” Alex asked.

      “Sorta, but listen, you've just skipped like ten years worth of magic training and stored up some magic drawn through sex. You can use it to supercharge spells and do incredible things. Some spells only work with a certain type of mana. For now, just hold onto it. I'll see if I can figure out something to teach you that’s safe to use.”

      Juno started Boris up and pulled away from the curb. The golden retriever watched them go.

      “I didn’t know you were religious,” Alex said, poking Juno again.

      She swatted his hand away. “When it comes to an extremely frustrating werewolf mage I am.”

      “I've never heard of JP before. Is that some kind of witch-only goddess?”

      Juno snorted. “Pfft, no. It's Joe Pesci. As the great George Carlin said, he’s a guy who can get things done.”

      Alex laughed and then leaned back in his seat, returning to his ever-evolving spellcasting screen and the new bar of mana that he’d just acquired.

      Even though Juno had been making a joke about mages wanting to kill him for his magic abilities perhaps there was some truth to it. He had no frame of reference, of course, but it seemed his abilities so far exceeded any other mage or witch, according to Juno. He was definitely learning at an accelerated rate.

      Although Alex had to admit his spells weren’t that powerful or impressive still. Flame Shield was the only one that came even close to being a useful offensive spell.

      But perhaps Corvus and the necromancers didn't want to kill him for what he was, but rather what he might become, Alex thought.
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      “Is this pawnshop owned by Bailey? It looks pretty much the same as the other one. Look, even the sign is missing the G, so it says We Buy Old,” Alex said, standing next to Boris as Juno retied her hair.

      “That's because it is the same one. I don't know exactly what Bailey’s species is but it's a kind of a frog race. One of the things they do is build a nest that has multiple magic exits that all lead to different places. Thus you end up with this a single pawnshop with multiple locations around Baxter and in other cities.” she said.

      “So you’re seriously saying I can walk in this door, see Bailey, and then walk back out the same door and be somewhere else in the city? Isn’t that basically teleportation?”

      Juno shook her head and then pulled a hairpin out of her mouth, which she quickly used to pin back a wild lock of blonde hair that had escaped.

      “No, you can't do it. Not unless Bailey wants you to, at least. You start a fight with him, he runs out. You can follow him and who knows where you go. Sometimes the frogs set up a few exits that lead over cliffs, into volcanoes, just to take out their enemies.”

      She finished straightening her clothes.

      “How do I look?” she said, doing a twirl in front of Alex. He stepped forward and grabbed her, pulling the little witch close against his body.

      “Like a delicious meal,” he whispered and then nipped her earlobe. Juno quickly shoved him away and took two steps back before pointing a finger at him.

      “You're going to stop that right now. I need to go in and negotiate with this frog and I don't want to be doing that with flushed cheeks and no panties which, thanks to you, I have to do because the ones I had are soaked.”

      Alex's gaze trailed down to her tartan skirt.

      “No panties huh,” he said.

      Juno crossed her arms and stamped her foot. “Wolves,” she said in frustration, but then gave him a smile. “Get your game face on,” she said.

      Alex followed her across the road, unable to take his eyes off her cute little bubble butt or the way her tartan skirt barely hid it.

      They went in through Bailey's front door, the same corroded bell feebly clinking as the door hit it. The main corridor in was still stacked with bits of useless junk although Alex saw that Bailey must've updated some of it since last time he'd been here. There was now a child's tricycle with a bent wheel, some chipped vases and a framed etching of a dog that was for some reason enclosed in a lamp.

      Juno spread her arms out as they entered into the main area.

      “Bailey my good frog we’re here to do business,” she said, calling out across the shop.

      Just like last time, Bailey was huddled behind the counter still looking like the unfortunate cross breeding result of a man and a rat. He made a garumphing noise in his throat. Last time he’d been polishing glasses. Now he was polishing a small collection of teaspoons.

      He didn't bother answering Juno but just waved his hand at the assorted cabinets and displays throughout the store.

      Alex followed Juno directly to the collection of the cheapest rings in the shop. Unfortunately, their funds were running very low and so the plan was to buy a bunch of cheap rings, preferably shield/protection rings. Alex could easily edit to make them far stronger so Juno could resell to bring in some cash.

      As Juno went through the display of rings Alex wandered over to a locked cabinet that was filled with wands, clothing and pieces of armor that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a medieval knight.

      The last time Alex had been at Bailey's he hadn't known how to cast Analyze and so had no idea what anything was, or what spells they held. Now he cast Analyze on a chain mesh glove, curious what it was for.

      A small screen appeared above it:

      Glove of Strength

      Increases user’s strength by ten percent for ten minutes. One use per day.

      “Hey Bailey, how much is the glove of strength?” Alex called out.

      “Twelve thousand,” Bailey said without looking up.

      Alex looked back at the glove not sure if Bailey was just screwing with him. It couldn’t be worth twelve thousand just to be ten percent stronger for ten minutes once a day surely?

      Alex quickly skimmed through the rest of the cabinet. There was a jeweled tiara which only brought up ???? when he analyzed it.

      “What is this tiara and how much does it cost?” he asked Bailey.

      “Fifty thousand, protection from magic spells, good for fifteen minutes a day,” Bailey said. He spat on one of the teaspoons and rubbed it with his dirty rag. Just like last time Alex had seen him there seemed to be a slight delay between his movements and his face, Alex becoming more convinced that there was an illusion overlapping his true form that wasn't quite keeping up with the frog beneath it.

      Juno came to his side with six rings, all of which were protection and ranged between one and four charges and two new shifter charms to replace the exhausted ones.

      “Magical spell protection rings and artifacts are ridiculously expensive and usually one use, which is why most mages just go down the route of building resistance to spells by getting the absolute hell beaten out of them magically on a regular basis. If we’re going to take on you know who it would still be advisable that we get ourselves a couple of rings. Oh, you know who isn’t Voldemort by the way. I mean those mages. The C-word ones. But not that c-word,” she said in a low tone so Bailey couldn't hear.

      “No secret plotting in my store,” Bailey grumbled.

      “Although I guess you could call them c-words,” Juno mused.

      Alex went with Juno over to the counter and then stood there as she and Bailey argued back and forth, bartering for the rings until finally Juno got him down to the amount of cash she was actually carrying and paid Bailey for them.

      Suddenly curious about what exactly he was, Alex held out his hand.

      “I'm Alex Lowe by the way. Nice to meet you. I don't think we've been properly introduced,” he said.

      Bailey glanced out of his hand and then reluctantly shook it. Although in front of him Alex could see essentially a grumpy old man, the sensations from his hand told a different story. It felt like he was touching crocodile skin, and he definitely felt talons. The scent in Bailey's wasn't great at the best of times, a sort of wet and damp and as Alex touched his hand it grew far stronger as though he was now down the bottom of a deep well left to wet and mold in the darkness for fifty years.

      “So any werewolf news you have for me?” Alex asked.

      “Aren’t you a werewolf? Shouldn't you be telling me the werewolf news?” Bailey said.

      “As Juno said last time, I'm new in town. You seem to have your finger on the pulse of what's happening. Hear anything interesting lately?”

      Alex felt for a moment he was almost playing a videogame where he had to pump shopkeepers and tavern owners for information that led to the next quest. They had no more money, but if this were a game, at this point he’d be sliding gold coins across to the reluctant shopkeeper to spill the beans.

      Bailey glanced at him once more as though assessing whether Alex was making fun of him, but then shrugged before returning to polishing his spoons.

      “I hear a lot of werewolves went missing quite recently. At least eighty that they know of, and still more unaccounted. Like someone was mad enough to cast some incredibly powerful blood magic.”

      As soon as he finished speaking, he looked up at Alex, who was trying to keep a straight face and not reveal his shock. It had only been a week ago that they’d fought the blood golem that had made its way to April's home, along with eight weredogs.

      “I did hear about that,” Alex said. “Apparently someone made a blood golem,” he said, watching Bailey in return. Alex saw out of the corner of his eye the Juno had crossed her arms and was studying Bailey intently, having caught on to what Alex was doing.

      Bailey for his part seemed unperturbed, focusing on his spoons again.

      “Bad business all that blood. Bound to get the werewolves riled up,” he said. There was a moment of silence, Alex watching Bailey, impulsive thoughts jolting around his head. Despite knowing Juno and Nia, a witch and werewolf respectively, and now April, whatever you called a half-nymph, half-earth elemental, Alex still felt disconnected from the magical society that clearly surrounded them.

      In Bailey it felt like he had a connection. That information could flow to him and perhaps go the other way too. Not really knowing whether this would be a bad idea, he decided to let his impulsive thoughts out into the light.

      “They sent the blood golem after me Bailey. It was Corvus using mercenaries, attempting to kill me,” he said.

      Juno's eyes went wide before she composed herself. Bailey dropped one of his spoons in shock before picking it up again and rubbing at it, although it was clean.

      “That's certainly a wild story Alex. Did you say Lowe was your surname?”

      “That's right. Alex Lowe, werewolf mage.”

      With that he cast flame shield, stepping back slightly from the counter so he didn't accidentally burn anything. In the gloom of the store, the flames seemed far brighter than when he was outside.

      Bailey scrambled to get away from Alex, tipping his stool and crashing to the ground. By the time he stood up, Alex had canceled the spell and the flames vanished. He saw Bailey's gaze immediately look to his hands but Alex wasn't wearing any rings or other charms.

      “You wearing some magical piece of jewelry I can't see? The underpants of flame shield or something?” Bailey said, his voice a harsh croak. He’d moved back against a rear door and held it slightly ajar. Alex heard croaking frogs and the sounds of nighttime insects and when he moved closer he saw it was night on the other side of the door.

      “I can strip naked if you want. I’m a mage and a werewolf. Apparently the only one people tell me, and for some reason Corvus tried to kill me with a blood golem. Perhaps that's information you could trade to others and then you could tell me what they said,” Alex said. He stepped forward to see if he could get a closer look at what was on the other side of the door.

      Bailey saw what he was doing and closed the door, seeming to relax a little.

      “What do I get in return for such information?” Bailey asked.

      Alex picked up one of the protection rings they’d just bought.

      “I've been able to edit the spells on some of the rings to make them far more powerful. What you get is you bring information and I’ll edit ten protection rings for you, free of charge. You can then sell them for a lot more. What you're going to give me are names and addresses and any other piece of information that can help track down the mages or vampires or other magical beings who are attempting to kill me. Does that sound like a good deal?” Alex said. He held out his hand again and stepped closer to the counter.

      Bailey gulped and then let out a garumphing sound again. He edged forward to quickly shake Alex's hand before leaping back to stand near the rear door.

      “Give me some time and also don't cast a fire spell anywhere near me ever again,” he said.

      “It's a deal,” Alex said. Then he turned on his heel and walked out of there with Juno following close behind.
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      “Slow!” Juno yelled hitting Alex square in the chest with the spell as he struggled to get his balance, before toppling over on to the concrete floor.

      After leaving Bailey’s, Juno had been quiet but clearly plotting something. They only stopped off at her house long enough to collect April and then together the three of them drove out to the abandoned factory where they'd twice now faced off against mages. Nia was still somewhere in town, following up on Alex's adoption records.

      Although Juno had mentioned her plan to beat the living hell out of Alex magically, talking about it was very different from the reality, mainly being far more painful.

      Now with his shifter charm, Alex could keep his clothes, so he shifted into hybrid form just in time for Juno to hit him with a dose of vertigo. It had been an hour so far and Juno and April weren’t letting up on him.

      “Cold,” April shouted and thrust to hand out towards him. Alex's fur immediately crisped over with frost and a deep chill sank into his bones. He had Know Thyself running and under the section of external spells now had slow, pain, and vertigo. A line of ???? changed to cold as April said the spell name.

      Although it only been a short time, Alex was already adapting to vertigo, the small resistance he'd gained overnight lessening the worst of its effects. Most the time he could manage to get to his feet although walking was still impossible.

      “You should have seen Bailey! That frog hopped so fast away from the counter to his exit when Alex cast flame shield. He was so scared he opened the door to the other side of the planet. It was night out there!” Juno yelled over the sound of her and April casting spells.

      “Maybe it’s the greatest idea wolf boy ever had or possibly the worst,” April replied.

      Alex rolled over to his hands and knees and struggled to stand up but the slow that Juno had cast upon him was simply too strong for him to overcome. He was literally moving in slow motion. Thankfully, it was only a short-lived spell and soon broke. Alex's sudden change in speed caused him to stumble and fall again flat on his face.

      He rolled onto his back with a groan and then stood up once more as the spells the two girls had cast on him exhausted themselves. In his spell screen his list of injuries as long as his arm. He was bleeding, missing a tooth, covered in scratches and thanks to April's cold spell was verging on hypothermia.

      “Stop, I have a question,” Alex gasped, holding up a clawed hand.

      “Is it can we stop because the answers gonna be no way Jose. In this scenario, you’re Jose if that’s not clear,” Juno said.

      Alex shook his head and then immediately regretted it. He had a pain in his neck and it felt like something had been squeezing his brain, probably caused from crashing into the concrete floor of the abandoned factory one too many times.

      “Why didn’t those mages who attacked us twice never bother with any of these spells?” he asked.

      “No mage likes to drain their mana if they have a wand or a gun they can use. Their reliance on artifacts or devices is their weakness,” Juno said.

      “Why don’t they just carry wands that shoot vertigo or cold?” Alex asked.

      It was true he was stalling for time. The spells April and Juno will casting were no joke, especially pain, which was sometimes an all body agony in every muscle and other times specific. Juno had hit him in the gut with it earlier and the pain had been so sharp he’d blacked out for a moment on the way to the ground.

      “Most spells don't do well sticking to wands. They’re temperamental. You never know how much the mage you’re going up against has done either. You fight someone trained against vertigo and they’ll just brush it off like it’s nothing,” Juno said.

      Alex finally managed to get his breath, standing up straighter. He glanced at the spellcasting screen as new resistances appeared. Vertigo and pain were already there. Slow and cold shimmered into the list as he watched.

      Still no numbers no matter how much he concentrated on it but he’d still take it.

      “Four resistances now,” he said to Juno with a grin to deliberately tick the little witch off.

      Juno turned to April throwing up our hands. “Do you see what I'm dealing with here? This is his butt and here are the handkerchiefs,” she said, making a very explicit gesture.

      April waved Juno away and turned away from her.

      “Okay, okay, I get it. I don't need the puppet show too, it’s gross.” She walked over to where Alex was standing and looked him up and down.

      “Shall we continue?” she asked.

      She had a bag of earth on her hip, collected from the abandoned property next door to the factory. Alex had learned that most of April's magic was very closely connected to the earth itself and so fighting on a pure concrete floor put her at a disadvantage.

      Although the factory floor did have a few cracks in it, giving access to the earth below, it simply wasn't as good as the handful of dirt tossed down to cast a spell on.

      “Hell yes,” Alex said and then a wild impulse rose up inside him that he obeyed without thinking, stepping forward and kissing April on the lips. When he stepped back her eyes were wide and so were Juno's.

      “Well, I don't have all day,” Alex said to the two of them.

      Juno and April glanced at each other, some unspoken message passing between them. Alex saw that April had blushed a little too, a pink spot appearing on a cheek that matched her pink hair.

      “You asked for it, you cheeky wolf,” April said finally. She tossed a handful of earth across the ground and then shouted vine. Above her Alex saw the translucent screen open up and the code streaming down and heard the music he’d heard before, out at the house when they were fighting blood golem and the weredogs. From the earth near his feet thick vines shot up, wrapping around his ankles and climbing to his knees.

      “Fireball,” Juno said, flame suddenly appearing in a hand. She hurled it without waiting for him to be ready. Alex raised an arm to block it. The fireball hit, immediately burning off his fur and charring his skin. He couldn’t dive out of the way because of April’s vines around his ankles.

      He roared in pain, howling at the roof and saw both girls jumped back in shock, before they recovered. Although Juno was his mate and April waited in potential, the pain of the attacks was pushing the wildness up, seeking to transform him into a mindless animal.

      Alex let out a breath and tried to calm himself, wondering exactly what would happen if he did go wild around Juno and Alex and April. Surely the mad wolf inside him wouldn't kill his own mate, right?

      “Vertigo,” Juno called out, hitting him with the spell again. This time Alex managed to stay on his feet, even as he felt his stomach lurch like he wanted to puke his entire breakfast onto the floor.

      “Oh let’s do that again,” Juno said, seeing she hadn’t managed to knock him down.

      After that, the spells blurred, Alex frequently hitting the floor, getting charred by fireballs and getting flung across the room.

      He knew eleven spells himself but it seemed that Juno and April had an endless list virtually. At one point April hit with a spell she called gasp and he'd found his mouth shut sealed shut, his lungs unable to move.

      It was only short-term, a minute or so but he’d been on the brink of passing out before the spell had broken.

      It had obviously taken its toll on April, who was swaying on her feet from the effort of it.

      Alex lost track of time, but eventually at some point the two girls ran out of mana. He found himself on his back, looking up at the rafters and the roof high above, feeling every part of him hurting. After a moment of laying there he managed to get to his feet, feeling the sickening lurch of vertigo still working on him.

      Juno and April were sitting with their backs against some giant piece of machinery, the pair of them exhausted. Alex managed to take three steps towards them under the influence of vertigo before he fell to his knees, finally losing his balance.

      “You two would be so screwed now,” he said crawling on hands and knees toward them.

      He saw the translucent screen open above Juno, the little witch looking like she was about to pass out from exhaustion.

      “Yeah, well, telekinesis,” she said and waved towards a little pebble that was sitting on the concrete between them.

      Alex wasn't quite sure what happened next. All he saw was a blur of walls and door as he went shooting away from Juno and April, out of the building, through the open gate and halfway down the street. Thankfully, vertigo had canceled out and despite his exhaustion he managed to land on his feet, although his claws left long gashes in the road.

      Somehow, Juno had thrown him hundreds of feet with little more than a wave of the hand.

      The moment Alex got his balance he felt the digging sensation of fishhooks in all of his muscles, the Great Barrier pulling on him. He looked around but he couldn't see anyone, but that didn't mean that there was no one there. Although this part of town was the dying industrial section, interspersed between factories were abandoned homes and in them sometimes there were squatters.

      The pain of the Great Barrier grew, lancing through every muscle, the fishhooks pulling with extreme force. Despite the fact he was still quite injured. Alex couldn't maintain his hybrid form and instead immediately shifted back to human. The agony of the Great Barrier receded the moment he did.

      “Holy crap,” Alex said to himself, looking around. He saw a shadow moving away from a dusty window, probably the person who’d seen him land in the street and the cause of the Great Barrier acting on him. The pain of it had been so extreme it had literally shifted him back to human? He’d have to remember that.

      Alex decided not to hang around out there. As he hobbled back to the factory he looked over his stats again, seeing that now he was in human form he was healing far slower.

      There wasn't much he could do about it. He could feel eyes upon him, curious people watching from abandoned homes.

      Eventually that feeling vanished as he reached the factory and went back inside to find April and Juno sitting together. Juno was unconscious, laying back with her mouth open, as though she was asleep. April had her hands around her, hugging the little witch. Now he was out of sight of curious onlookers, Alex shifted to his hybrid state and immediately felt better as his healing accelerated again. He crouched down beside Juno and touched her. Her skin felt cold like she’d just emerged from chill water.

      “Chaos magic must've surged but then it took too much,” April said, stroking a hand down the side of Juno's face. Alex realized that April was drip-feeding Juno what little mana she had left.

      Although he needed his mana to heal, Alex pushed most of what he had into Juno. As he watched, a pink flush returned to Juno skin and she opened her eyes, looking up at Alex.

      “Did you see how far I threw you? Should get a medal for that,” she murmured and then gave a smile.

      “It’s lucky we parked Boris to the side. I would have taken the poor guy out,” Alex said, squeezing her hand.

      The stayed like that for a little while until Juno was able to get to her feet. It was obvious the day was well and truly done. They went back out to Boris, April taking the driver's seat and Juno and Alex sitting in the back.

      Juno was awake but silent, the surge of chaos magic seemingly to have exhausted her.

      April yawned as she started Boris. They drove out of the abandoned industrial part of town, heading for home. Alex and April talked a little on the way back about his newfound resistances, April confirming they were growing far faster than any other mage she’d ever heard about.

      It was late afternoon by the time they arrived home. Alex was still in his hybrid form, the last of his injuries healing up. He got out of Boris and immediately smelled blood. Werewolf blood.

      Nia’s blood.

      “Something’s wrong,” he said. Juno was finally steady on her feet unaided so he rushed out of the garage and into the house to find Nia calmly sitting at the kitchen table in hybrid form, doused in blood, methodically eating cinnamon donuts. She had long cuts down one of her arms that were slowly seeping blood as her body worked to close the wounds.

      “Nia, what happened? Are you okay?” Alex said, reaching out to touch her hand. Nia nodded and swallowed a mouthful of donut.

      “I had a run-in with some mages when I was on my way back from the central records office. I had to leave two dead bodies in a park a few streets in here, unfortunately.”

      She must have seen the expression on Alex's face and knew what was happening inside him. The wild rage felt like it had risen to his ears, and now he was barely keeping his head above the water. She reached out with cinnamon sugar coated fingertips and touched him on the cheek.

      “I want to know where that Corvus outpost is,” Alex growled. April and Juno had finally come into the kitchen. Both approached Nia who quickly reassured them that she was fine and recovering well.

      “I really am okay, but I agree with Alex. We need to get moving on Corvus as soon as possible,” Nia said and then calmly took another donut.

      Alex stood up, feeling the urge to howl into the sky. In his hybrid form the wolf was much closer and had much more sway over his decisions. He wanted to run straight to where these mages were and tear them to pieces.

      The rage didn’t care his mana was almost exhausted and still receding from what it took to heal his injuries. It was dumb and violent and wanted mage blood.

      With great effort he managed to turn his thoughts away from murder and violence. There were only four of them against who knew how many Corvus mages plus any mercenaries they might have hired. He had to be smarter than he felt in his hybrid form.

      “Here, eat,” April said, passing him a sugary donut and then stroking him down the arm.

      Alex took a bite of it. As he did he saw a glance pass between Nia and Juno laden with meaning, Juno trying to hide her head nod towards April. Nia raised her eyebrows and Juno forgot all pretense of secrecy.

      “He kissed April in the middle of training,” Juno said, gossiping as though Alex wasn't standing right there.

      April blushed and looked at the floor. Although Juno and Nia were tired, they laughed, the sound of it calming Alex's fury.

      The four of them here were safe together and although April wasn't part of his pack the wolf inside him was certain that she would be. That calmness the contentment, the feeling that everything was as it should be was overwhelming.

      “We need to get to the shower and then cleanse all this. Otherwise when my mother and grandmother get back they’re going to kill me,” Juno said.

      There was more than one bathroom in the house and despite the undercurrent between April and Alex she went her separate way to get clean. Nia, Juno and Alex went into the large shower together. Nia’s wounds had finally stopped bleeding but she was still exhausted from the effort, Alex noticing she was regrowing fangs. He and Juno gently washed the blood off her.

      Not long after that they were in the kitchen eating the dinner that Alex had prepared. He was too tired to put much effort into it so it was mostly cold cuts, salami and cheese and olives, some strawberries, chopped apple with bread with butter and orange juice. Despite the simplicity of it they all gulped it down.

      By the time they finished it was only just past seven in the evening. But soon the house was quiet and dark as everyone went off to bed early. As usual, Alex found himself between Juno and Nia. Juno was asleep the moment she touched the pillow. Alex was still in his hybrid form, the last of his injuries fading away, facing Nia, who was falling asleep.

      “So was your day as exciting as mine?” Nia asked him sleepily.

      “Well… April and Juno beat the hell out of me and I may have made a deal with Bailey to spread to magical society my name and the fact I’m a werewolf mage and that Corvus attacked me and were behind the blood golem. So I don’t know how that’s going to turn out.”

      Nia raised her eyebrows at him in the dark.

      “Well, that almost beats my news. There's paperwork at the central office about your adoption. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of bureaucracy they want us to go through, so when we’re feeling up to it I think we all need to break in and steal what we want,” Nia said.

      With that she gave him a gentle kiss and then closed her eyes, quickly falling asleep.

      Alex rolled over on to his back and stared at the ceiling. Despite the exhaustion flooding through him, he found sleep elusive. The idea that just a few miles away there was a building and in it some paperwork that might reveal who his parents were was suddenly unnerving.

      He'd never even glanced at the papers that Jane had given him, stuffing it into a box, deciding in his teenage mind that she was his mother and not the ones who’d abandoned him.

      Now that he was an adult he was realizing perhaps that wasn't the entire story. Someone had cast a spell on him, something incredibly powerful that lasted until his 25th birthday, keeping him hidden and also separate from his true werewolf nature. It had also protected him from the insanity that took over werewolves who didn't shift.

      Such actions spoke of protection and care. Maybe even love. Considering the significant forces arrayed against them and the attacks they'd endured, Alex was starting to piece together a hypothesis that seemed to make his stomach turn worse than vertigo did.

      This was it: there was something very different about him, his magical nature, and when it had been discovered, someone had attempted to kill him. His parents had hidden him and perhaps had given their lives to preserve his.

      Alex could feel his old teenage anger still. It didn’t care about excuses or reasons or motivations. There was a hole in his childhood. The knowledge that he’d been abandoned. Although Jane had been wonderful a mother to him in every way she could be, there had been some kind of loss, a kind of crack in his soul.

      Alex let out a breath and tried to get comfortable, but his thoughts continued to chase themselves around. In his hybrid form he could hear everything around him. Nia's soft, slow heartbeat and Juno's. Outside the house he could hear insects and the occasional passing car many streets away.

      He rolled over and listened to footsteps, April walking down the corridor and then the slight creak of the back door as she went outside to stand on the grass. She was having trouble sleeping again.

      Alex listed to the quiet nighttime noises for a while and sometimes heard the faint chime of April’s magic as she cast unknown spells outside.

      Eventually sleep found him, creeping up like a thief and Alex drifted off.
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      Alex woke up in the morning when Nia sat on him, stark naked. He opened his eyes to find Juno was gone and both he and Nia were completely healed from yesterday.

      “Good morning,” Alex murmured, his gaze traveling up Nia's body. She was like a work of art. Her flat stomach, the curve of her breast. Her luscious red hair spilled down over her shoulders, matching the color of her lips.

      “Good morning Alpha,” Nia said. She was sitting over his hips. During the night he'd shifted back to human form and so his boxer shorts was a barrier between them. Even so, he could feel the heat of Nia's resting against him. She leaned forward and kissed him. She tasted minty fresh.

      “No fair, you got up to brush your teeth,” Alex said. Nia sat up and stretched, which in itself was a thing of beauty.

      “Someone needs to bring standards to the bedroom,” she said with a cheeky look. Then she placed a finger on his chest. “Now watch and copy if you can.”

      She suddenly shifted, but only partially, a tail appearing and two furry ears. Alex felt the tug of it. He always did when he was near Nia and she shifted, that first connection made by their mingled blood calling to blood, pulling on him.

      This shift felt weaker but Alex had failed every time so far to do it properly.

      He focused on how it felt and then shifted. Just like every other time, he went the whole way, his body growing to just over eight feet, with Nia still resting atop him. Thanks to the shifter charms they'd bought yesterday his boxer shorts vanished and now she was resting against the hard length of him, which in his opinion was a great improvement.

      Without saying anything, Nia reached down and slipped him inside her, all the way. Alex let out a breath at the molten heat of her. He expected her to start rocking back and forth, but she just sat perfectly still, resting her hands against his abdomen and looked out at him.

      “So, what's on the agenda today? she asked, as though they weren't so intimately connected and she was just asking him about the weather.

      Alex went to answer but then Nia squeezed, clenching muscles around him and he let out a soft moan instead.

      “Why are you moaning? Do you have a plan for what we can do today?” Nia said. She had a cheeky look on her face as she continued to squeeze rhythmically. Alex opened his eyes and took a breath, but it was hard to concentrate.

      “I was thinking… we should see… Howey. He’s completely obsessed… damn… obsessed with war and is a huge history buff,” he managed to say.

      “Oh, that does sound like a good idea,” Nia said, continuing to squeeze.

      Then she reached down to the bed and picked up her phone that she dropped there, unlocking it and beginning to tap away.

      “I did get a message from Juno who said if possible it would be good if you could edit some of the protection rings. She and April have gone out.”

      Then she started swiping at a phone, making a big show that she was reading something.

      “Hey, look at that, new home approvals are up almost two percent this quarter,” she said. With that she squeezed again in a hypnotic rhythm that was driving Alex crazy. He went to reach for her and she swiftly slapped the back of his hand with the strength that only a wolf girl could summon.

      “Ah ah,” she said, waggling a finger at him.

      “Oh, look at that. They say that recycling rates have increased across the broader Baxter area,” she said, looking back at her phone.

      “This is a dangerous game you're playing,” Alex growled.

      Nia looked at him with a puzzled frown.

      “I don't know whatever it is you're talking about,” she said. She returned to her phone and continued to squeeze.

      Okay, find two of us can play that game Alex thought. The next time she squeezed, Alex tensed himself, moving inside her, keeping the rest of his body still. Nia’s cheeks were already slightly pink but now they turned red and she let out a slight gasp. She looked down at him, her pupils dilated.

      She didn't say anything but then squeezed again and in return, he tensed. They continued like this, Nia reading random things, squeezing and tensing until red glimmers began to appear in the air.

      Nia seemed surprised when they began to drift towards Alex and settle on his skin.

      “So you can absorb them like Juno?” she murmured almost to herself.

      Alex didn't answer but tensed again and something in Nia seemed to break. She couldn't hold her pose any longer. She bit her lip and then dropped her phone on the bed, giving up on reciting the world news to Alex.

      All of a sudden she started rocking, thrusting hips back and forth, Alex let out a moan at the pure pleasure of it all. The buildup had been intense and he had a slight case of blue balls from yesterday and going down on Juno in Boris’ front seat.

      They’d both worked each other up to a peak in the slow stillness of the morning and it wasn't long before Nia was riding him, rocking back and forth like crazy. He finally managed to get his hands to her hips and grasp them.

      Using his strength to move her back and forth, Nia lost control completely, shifting to full hybrid state, fur covering her luscious body. Alex could never have known that he would have found a wolf girl so sexy.

      Her large breasts were bouncing and her tail swishing. It wasn't long before they both raced for the peak. The red glints of magic were pouring out of the air around them, most of them splashing into Alex, pulled towards him by an unseen current.

      Soon, Nia’s rocking reached a crescendo and she let out a moan that was half a howl as she came. Alex soon joined her, the air around them bursting into red as a huge surge of magic was pulled out of it that immediately rushed towards him.

      For a few moments, Nia jolted back and forth, enjoying the aftershocks before she collapsed down on his chest, panting like she'd run a marathon as he wrapped his arms around her and held her close, still inside her, still connected.

      They lay there like that maybe five minutes more before Nia eventually slipped off him to the side, pulling one of the pillows under her head. He turned to face her, running a hand down her body and thinking that round two needed to start immediately. But then, Nia stroked a hand down the side of his face.

      “You still don't remember the first time?” she asked.

      Alex shook his head. The blackness of the first shift was still empty, a chasm cut between his current life and his old life. Apart from a fragment of a dream of him killing a boar, Alex still had nothing between blacking out the alleyway and then waking up on the floor of April’s the next morning, looking at a nodding monkey in a beam of sunlight.

      “Don't worry, it'll come back eventually,” Nia said, stroking her fingers through his fur. He kissed her. She still tasted minty fresh.

      As he came closer she rolled on to her back and pulled him atop her, lifting up her knees. He slid into her easily. Nia moaned as he began moving. Round two was faster and more frenetic than round one; Nia bit him a few times and he bit her in return.

      At some point, Nia grabbed one of his hands and held it to her throat, so he could hold her in place.

      There was something inside Alex that went wild at it. The dominance of the act, that she was completely vulnerable to him. He clasped his hand around her throat and she let out an urgent moan. There was so much red flying through the air that it was like someone had thrown glitter into a ceiling fan.

      Alex came first this time, closely followed by Nia who was gasping beneath him, holding onto his arm, the one hand around her throat.

      This time, Alex couldn’t hold himself in place so he collapsed beside her, the bed giving a warning creek at the weight of him. Alex woke up a short time later and found Nia looking at him, her eyes half-lidded, coming out of sleep herself.

      “As the witches say, goddess that was good,” Nia said. He kissed her again before his stomach grumbled, reminding him it was breakfast time. Nia’s did the same a moment later and the two of them laughed.

      Feeding two hungry werewolves was a huge task and both of them could be frequently found in the kitchen rummaging in the cupboard like teenagers going through a growth spurt.

      Nia kissed Alex and told him she'd make some breakfast so he took himself off to the shower and brushed his teeth afterward. By the time he got to the kitchen, Nia had served up two enormous omelets stuffed with peppers, red onion, some jalapenos, and cheese as well as the last of the bacon they had left. The two of them demolished the breakfast and went back for seconds.

      “So, you want to see Howey today?” Nia finally said, gulping down her second orange juice.

      Alex nodded, polishing off the last of his omelet “I think so. If he weren’t a computer programmer he would be a historian, specifically focusing on war. He loves all that stuff. I feel like we could do with a bit of outside advice. I obviously can’t tell him about mages and blood golems but maybe he has something useful to tell us.”

      “Sounds good to me. Corvus are clearly out looking for us and they must know me because why would they just attack some random werewolf in the street? I left two bodies in that park and the third one got away. They’ve definitely escalated things.”

      Alex's glass suddenly shattered in his fist, orange juice splashing across the table as his rage spoke up.

      “Dammit,” Alex swore.

      Nia put a hand on his arm.

      “I'm okay. I'm safe. We’re definitely going to come back at them,” she said.

      Alex took a deep breath and let it out, practicing what Nia had taught him. Although he was clearly advanced magically, he was at a disadvantage compared to other werewolves who’d grown up in their natural state their entire lives. They'd had years to deal with the wolf inside them. That mad being of rage and fury that wanted to fight and run and hunt.

      Alex had only been a werewolf for weeks now and the pure shocking rage of the beast inside him could rise up faster than he could contain. Thankfully, he hadn't gone wild again, not since that first time out at April's.

      It had been close though. On more than one occasion, he’d felt like he’d been inches away from potential disaster.

      Alex cleaned up the broken glass and orange juice and then helped Nia clean up the kitchen.

      Following Juno's request, they collected the protection rings and together the pair of them went down to the basement room with the house ward batteries.

      Alex had been growing stronger magically. He was almost at the point where he could edit a ring on his own. However, he was still under strict instructions not to do so anywhere other than next to the batteries in case something went wrong and it took more mana than he had available.

      Alex opened up his spellcasting screen, casting Know Thyself by habit and saw with surprise that the long red bar titled sex magic was now completely full, no doubt as a result of his early morning encounter with Nia.

      Juno hadn’t yet taught him a spell to specifically use that mana and had, in fact, told him to leave it alone until she could but he was far too curious to resist a little experimentation.

      Was it stronger or weaker than ordinary mana?

      He cast the standard Analyze on one of the rings to bring up the compressed gibberish of compiled code. This was a three-charge protection ring. Normally Alex would then cast a charged up version of Analyze on the gibberish to decompile it, so he could edit it.

      He wasn’t quite sure how to use the sex magic but he figured that like most things he could direct it with will and intention.

      He cast Analyze except this time he concentrated on drawing from the sex magic.

      The moment he did, the compressed code exploded open onto another screen. Alex smiled at the ease of it.

      When Alex had first seen spell code it had been unreadable to him, filled with strange symbols and sometimes images and even emojis in some cases. Now it was in basic English and getting closer to pure computer code.

      His knowledge of it was still deepening and he was beginning to understand the structures and the commands within, although his sample size of code still needed to be far larger.

      Alex quickly found the three and changed to a thirty and then there was a jolt as the ring sucked up half of the red bar before closing up. It had taken less than thirty seconds for him to edit the ring and not only that, he was still full to the brim with blue mana and still had half a bar of the so-called sex magic left.

      “I'm going to the next one,” he said, dropping the changed ring on the floor.

      “Is that dangerous? Didn’t you just use most of your mana?” Nia asked.

      Alex shook his head. “You really won't believe this,” he said.

      Without waiting for an answer, he repeated his edit on another ring. It took the remainder of the red bar and was complete in under twenty seconds this time.

      Alex picked up the ring off the floor and handed the two of them to Nia.

      “Two rings changed in about a minute thanks to sex magic,” he said with a grin.

      “Amazing!” Nia said and then grabbed him in a hug. Alex kissed her and for a moment the idea crossed his mind to drag her down amongst cushions to see if he could recharge that magic and change more rings, get them all done instantly.

      But the day was wearing on and he hadn’t even contacted Howey yet to see whether they could meet up, so he gave Nia passionate kiss instead and reluctantly pulled apart. With that, the two of them went upstairs. From within the safety of the house wards that blocked phone tracking, Alex rang Howey who quickly agreed to meet them at the Grease Trap, happy to hear from Alex again.

      They were about to leave the house, Alex's hand on the door handle when an odd feeling washed over him urging caution. He stopped and then stepped back, looking through the curtains of the front window. The instinct to pause served him well as a police car went slowly rolling past with none other than Officer Monroe driving, looking closely at each of the houses in turn.

      “That police officer is probably about those dead mages if they were found,” Nia said from beside him.

      In preparation for leaving, Alex had already removed the battery and sim card from his phone so he couldn’t be tracked. He quickly went to his laptop in the lounge room and sure enough, there was an article about two dead bodies being found in a local park, the journalist speculating it was the result of gang activity.

      “How does the Great Barrier handle this?” Alex asked Nia.

      “Depends what this is. I mean, magic rings to a normal are just rings and maybe the mages were dressed in robes but that's easily ignored. You also have to remember a lot of the major enclaves have people in positions of power.”

      The two of them returned to the front window and waited for a little while, but didn't see the police car again. Eventually they decided to make a run for it.

      Juno and April had taken Boris so they went in the opposite direction from the park until they managed to catch a taxi to take them to the Grease Trap.
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      “What is it called when the small group with barely any resources fights against the larger group who are overwhelming and have a lot of power?” Alex asked Howey as they sat down in the booth at the Grease Trap.

      Howey raised his eyebrows at the question. “Asymmetrical warfare is what you're looking for. Is that you want to talk about?”

      The waitress came over and handed out menus, promising to return in a minute.

      “Let's hypothetically say that a very small group with not many resources is facing off against a large group who have enough money to hire mercenaries, way more weapons, way more people and some unknown agenda to kill the first group. How does the weaker smaller group win that conflict?” Alex asked.

      Howey looked at his menu for a moment and then back to Alex.

      “Okay, so hypothetically, that small group needs to realize they have two main strategic objectives. Firstly, war is the continuation of politics by other means. So you need to realize it's going to get political.”

      “Carl von Clausewitz,” Nia said.

      Howey looked at her in surprise. “Yeah, you're right! You into war history too?”

      “No, not really, but my dad is. Wasn't it Von Clausewitz who also said to make sure you wrap it before you tap it?” Nia said with a smile.

      Howey laughed, which helped take the edge of the strangers he was clearly feeling. The waitress returned and they quickly ordered, Alex and Nia going for the Heart Attack Special again with plenty of sides. Although they’d eaten at home both were hungry again. Once the waitress took the menus away, Howey resumed, falling back into his lecturing.

      “So the first strategic objective is psychological not military. You need to intimidate your adversary directly or indirectly. This means fear and terror. That’s either direct use of violence or the threat of it. The reason you do that is to get them to comply with your demands or, and this is the most important one, to impress a wider audience. And this is where it gets political. Because the second strategic objective you want to achieve is that you must win the hearts and minds of those observing the conflict. These are potential supporters, sympathizers, maybe people who might join you. Others who might offer logistical financial support. A smaller group cannot survive or achieve its objectives without that outside support system.”

      Alex sat back and sipped his coffee, mulling over what Howey had said.

      “It seemed like those two things are a bit at odds though aren’t they? Become a terrorist, cut someone's head off and stick it on a pike to be paraded through the town but then that probably doesn't win you the hearts and minds of the rest of them,” he said.

      “Yeah, you're right, but you have to think about which audience you're trying to impress. Because the people you're fighting directly may appear unified but are in fact probably not. There will be some in that group you can intimidate and some who perhaps do not agree with the direction the group is taking. Weakening them can cause internal divisions such that they tear themselves apart. Also you might have a lot of outside groups who are quite happy to see a head on a pike,” Howey said.

      The food at the Grease Trap came quickly and soon the table was covered in plates. Howey talked as they ate, Alex and Nia barely getting a word in more than the occasional question here and there.

      He spoke about the element of surprise, making a cat and mouse relationship between the attackers and defenders and forcing the defenders to expend resources to defend potential targets that may never be hit. He talked about the weaknesses of large groups and how essentially every group was a bureaucracy that had a culture, personnel and internal stresses that worked upon them.

      As they talked and ate, Alex could feel his plan changing. The furious wolf from yesterday was ready to find the Corvus outpost and rush in to slaughter everyone without a second thought. But now in the calmer light of day he realized inadvertently they'd already begun the psychological battle against his opponents by directly telling Bailey who Alex was and that Corvus had attacked him with the blood golem.

      He still didn't have a clear idea of the rivalries between the various mage enclaves or the alliances but he knew that information that one group was out hunting a werewolf mage and kidnapping werewolves would surely bring some trouble down upon their heads.

      Howey was talking on the importance of gathering intelligence to identify adversary locations, capacities and targets when Alex interrupted him.

      “Does the smaller group need to declare itself? I assume yes if they’re trying to win hearts and minds. People actually need to know what they want and who they are, right?”

      Howey nodded, wiping some maple syrup off his face.

      “That's right, it's all about branding. That outside audience needs to know who the players are, what they want and most importantly, why it is unfair, unjust and/or illegal for the larger group to attack them. Speaking hypothetically, of course.”

      There was a moment of silence before he spoke again. “So say, for example, the larger force blows up an entire apartment building in an attempt to kill one person. That information needs to spread; both the severity of the attack and its utter failure. Hypothetically speaking, that person would want to find out the arrangement of players in the game and decide in some cases to go with brutal violence and in other cases to win hearts and minds.”

      With that Howey stood up and dropped some cash on the table, more than enough to cover the whole meal. Alex protested but Howey waved him away.

      “Dude, I get the feeling that you've got a lot going on right now so me paying for breakfast is the least I can do,” he said. He said goodbye to the pair of them and left.

      As soon as he was gone, Nia turned to Alex. “Your friend is very perceptive,” she said.

      “I really wish I could tell him the truth. I hate having to lie to him because of the Great Barrier,” Alex said.

      Nia nodded in sympathy, finishing off the last of her coffee. Although the breakfast had taken place over just forty-five minutes or so, Alex felt like his head had been stuffed with knowledge of so many new concepts Howey had discussed.

      Psychological programs to undermine the will of the enemy, how to attack the participation of allied groups that had a common cause with them, how to conduct diplomacy and intelligence operations, when and how to use military force, how to engage in special covert operations, how to win the hearts and minds of law enforcement, who traditionally were on the side of power, but could be convinced to look the other way.

      Alex could now see that just rolling up to Corvus' outpost and killing everyone within may not be the best idea, at least not just with him and the three girls. The fact that mages had taken werewolves to make the blood golem to attack them meant that Alex had many potential allies amongst the werewolves who might've been directly affected.

      After getting the stink eye from the waitress who wanted them to move along so she could seat new customers, Alex and Nia left and started walking through the city, heading nowhere in particular while they talked.

      “You came from a pack before you joined me, didn't you?” Alex asked.

      “Yes, my father's pack. I needed to make some money so I came to Baxter to get a job and of course found the weredog, found you and now here we are,” Nia said, spreading arms and then doing a twirl with a smile.

      “I think we need to travel out of Baxter to meet the werewolf packs which were affected when they kidnapped those werewolves for the blood golem. We need allies,” Alex said.

      Nia looked a little unsure. She pulled Alex to the shade of an office building and looked deep into his eyes.

      “I think it's a good idea but you need to understand werewolf society is not like human society. You're an Alpha which means you’re a threat and a challenge. Groups related by blood can get along most of the time, but even so it can be dangerous. You'll definitely be able to meet my father and be safe in his territory, but outside that it’s very easy to get attacked. There are always werewolves trying to climb the social ladder, one that is made of victory and dominance over other werewolves. My father has been working his whole life to change that aspect of us and it’s a constant uphill battle.”

      The sun was high above them and Nia’s red hair was glowing like fire. Alex admired her for a moment before he gave her a kiss, and her worried look dropped away.

      “It's a good thing I have a werewolf guide then, plus a witch wife and I'm sure I can bring that other girl along, what was her name again?”

      “April,” Nia said, smiling.

      “April that’s it, the one with the pink hair and the um…” Alex said, trailing off.

      “The what exactly, Alex?” Nia said. “Exactly what feature of April's have you've noticed?”

      “It’s obvious of course, her two round luscious perfectly formed… eyes,” Alex said with a grin.

      Nia tried to smack him one but he managed to fend her off.

      They caught a taxi and headed for home. On the way back Alex brought up his spellcasting screen, seeing that his resistances had increased in strength. The system was declining to show numbers but showing plus symbols instead.

      He saw he was still holding the code of the spell he had captured from the mysterious mage who’d been driving slowly around the business district. Although he'd read over it multiple times, he still didn't understand what the spell was for, nor did he want to spend the time to hide out the city at night hoping the mage would return so he could collect the remaining five percent of the spell.

      As it was taking up too much space he decided to get rid of it, clearing it away finally. Once it was gone Alex was left with an open screen with a blinking cursor.

      He had his list of spells down the side and knew he could cut, chop and change them. As he listened to the taxi driver’s music with Nia pressed up against him, and contemplating heading out to into the wild in an attempt to recruit werewolves, he realized he was going to have to take a significant step first.

      He was going to have to write an original spell and attempt not to die doing it.
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      “I call the night vision goggles,” April said, neatly plucking them from Juno's hands.

      “Hey, no fair! She's my grandmother and they’re her goggles so I should use them,” Juno protested.

      April was already putting them on. “You snooze you lose. Besides plenty of other stuff in there,” she said.

      It was just past midnight and they’d parked on a side street down from Baxter’s Central Records office. As Nia had explained there were too many bureaucratic hurdles to jump through to get access to Alex's adoption file and so they decided to break in. April and Juno had gone out earlier that day to scout the area and now they were ready to go, Juno having retrieved what apparently was her grandmother's breaking and entering bag from the garage. Alex hadn't met Juno's grandmother but had to wonder what exactly an old lady would be doing with night vision goggles.

      “You can take one of these… kasers?” Nia said. She pulled out the black bag what looked like a Taser but with different branding on it and clearly poor build quality.

      “You’re gonna want to put that down. About one in ten times they shock the user because they’re a dodgy rip-off,” Juno said.

      Nia carefully put down the kaser beside four others that were sitting in the open bag and then pulled out a crowbar that was covered in shiny stick-on jewelry.

      Juno groaned in embarrassment and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Is that… bedazzled?” Alex asked.

      “Yes,” Juno said in a monotone.

      “What did she did bedazzle –”

      “She was going through a phase. She bedazzled a few things around the house. One of them was this crowbar,” Juno said. She took it off Nia and stuffed it back into the bag.

      They quickly went through the rest the bag to see if there's anything else that might be of use in there. There was a can of spray apparently useful for lubricating hinges to stop squeaking and helping break locks, a few pairs of black gloves, a stopwatch and, disconcertingly, an open box of condoms. Nia lifted it up and looked at Juno with a raised eyebrow.

      “Do you want to explain this one?” she asked.

      Juno pulled the box off her and stuffed it back into the bag.

      “I'm sure my grandmother has a very reasonable explanation for why a woman in her eighties has an open box of condoms in her breaking and entering bag,” she snapped before zipping the whole thing up.

      Alex looked at the four of them and nearly laughed. They were all dressed in black, looking like mimes.

      The moon, which had been growing brighter night by night, was thankfully covered over with cloud. On the downside, the records office was in central Baxter and there were still plenty of people out on the street. Nia had found a back entrance that was reasonably well-shielded from passerbys but they’d have to move quick.

      “Okay, when we get close I’ll do some magic stuff to screw with the surveillance system. Alex you unlock the door with a spell so we can get in,” Juno said.

      Alex nodded in agreement. They set off into the darkness, Nia leading them around the rear of the large government building. There was some temporary fencing in place for some recent renovations that were taking place.

      Juno pulled a pair of bedazzled bolt cutters out of the bag and quickly cut a hole in the fence. Nia went to say something about it but Juno waved the glittery bolt cutters and told her to keep her mouth shut. Nia did so but not without giggling in the darkness with April. Alex managed to keep a straight face but it was possible a small smile may have escaped that he hoped Juno hadn’t seen.

      When they reached the back door, Alex and Nia shifted into their hybrid forms.

      Juno had explained that the Great Barrier could be used to thwart security systems. Rather than seeking to hide from cameras, they had to expose magic and the Great Barrier would shut the system down somehow – maybe losing the footage, cutting the power or otherwise messing with it.

      To this end, Juno summoned a fireball in her hand, right outside the door. Alex could see a small camera inside up on the roof with a red light blinking on it. The moment Juno summoned the fireball, the light shut off, as did the power. Unfortunately, there was a loud clunk as the lock on the door automatically engaged.

      Despite the power being out, Alex cast unlock anyway. He’d been mostly practicing on padlocks that were kept out in Juno's garage. This was his first real-world test. He’d examined the spell many times and was getting a feeling for how it worked. The spell could undo both electronic and physical locks.

      In a section that Alex thought had to do with undoing physical locks he’d seen that some of the code there was very similar to the telekinesis spell, which made sense, especially if the spell depressed the tumblers inside the lock and then physically turned it.

      Alex's unlock spell hit the lock but nothing happened. He quickly doubled up and then doubled again but thanks to the power going out, the lock was well and truly bolted shut. Seeing his mana draining away he finally gave up.

      With a sigh, Juno pulled the bedazzled crowbar out of the bag and led the way down the back of the building until they found a window. She handed the crowbar to Alex who used his strength to pry the window open. Then he lifted the three girls in, one after the other before finally following himself.

      They ended up in a small office furnished in shades of bureaucratic gray.

      Nia had researched the floor plan so she took the lead, heading out into the corridor and down a set of stairs that led to the basement, where they kept the old physical files.

      They rushed as fast as they could through the dark, Alex hoping they hadn't set off a silent alarm by breaking in the window.

      Soon they found a locked door. Juno poked Alex again and waved at the lock. He dutifully cast unlock and this time it worked, the simple lock disengaging. The door swung open revealing a long almost pitch black room of endless filing cabinets. Alex smelt old paper, but also the faint scent of damp. At some point in the past it had been very wet down here and it seemed they’d never quite sorted out the problem.

      “Give me some light,” Nia whispered. Although her and Alex's eyesight was greatly enhanced, there was so little light to work with that they were still in the dark. Juno sighed again and turned on a bedazzled flashlight.

      “I don’t want to hear a word about it,” she said, pointing a finger at the three of them as they broke into chuckling.

      When Nia had gone to the central office she’d managed to squeeze information out of the receptionist and had learned that the old filing system was organized by year and then by month rather than name. This odd arrangement meant that they often had to search through multiple files to find someone who had been adopted in a particular period.

      They stalked their way through the dark, lit by Juno's flashlight checking file cabinets until they found the right section – twenty-three years ago. There were six large cabinets in total. After Juno and Alex cast unlock spells to open them they realized they’d be here all night if they had to go through them individually.

      “Here, take this,” Juno said, passing the flashlight April

      “I love the flower pattern on the top. Really makes it pop,” April whispered.

      “It a flashlight that really makes a statement,” Nia whispered back and then the pair of them giggled.

      “You know I've got like multiple off-brand Tasers is in this bag right,” Juno threatened. Then she turned to Alex. “This is why you need to keep the find food spell and work on it more. You can adapt it, taking out the food and replacing it with your intention, if the thing can be identified specifically and it’s close. Do all that and you can summon a light to find what you need.”

      With that she waved her hands and Alex saw her translucent screen appear. Her spell filled the screen and then vanished. Alex could feel it faintly tugging on the magic around them and smelt the scent of Juno infused through the spell.

      She held out a hand and a small golden light shimmered into existence and sat there for a moment before lifting off her palm and floating down the row of filing cabinets before finally sinking down to the bottom drawer of the end cabinet.

      Alex quickly pulled it open just as the golden ball of light merged through the front wall of the drawer and flowed along until it stuck on a file.

      Alex pulled the single manila folder out, already knowing something was wrong. The rest of the files were thick with inches of paperwork. This file had his name printed on a label but looked empty. Feeling his heart hammering, he opened it, only to find a single page of an adoption form. The only thing on it was a date. No name, no addresses, nothing else.

      “Three days after my second birthday,” Alex said.

      Juno’s finding spell had vanished but Alex went through the rest of the drawer anyway, hoping there would be something else. Juno tried casting the spell again but the light only drifted to the paper in Alex's hand, so she canceled it.

      “Well, the good news is that we know you were adopted three days after you turned two. That at least gives us a timeframe to work with,” Nia said and squeezed his arm.

      “I guess so,” Alex murmured. He felt like he'd been preparing himself for this moment for days now, thinking he’d open some file and there'd be names and addresses, information about who his parents were. Answers. To find nothing more than a date was a kick in the gut.

      “Let’s go home,” he finally said. They shut up the cabinets, closed doors and made their way back out through the gray office.

      The four of them were trooping in silence back to Boris when someone jumped off the roof of the building beside them and landed with such force they cracked the cobblestones in half.

      Immediately they were on alert. Alex and Nia had their claws out, Juno had summoned up a fireball, and April had a hand in the bag of earth on her belt, ready to throw.

      Then they saw it was an old lady who had to be in her eighties. Her hair was dyed with a blue rinse. She was wearing a grimy flower-patterned dress and for some reason had an apron on.

      She lifted her head and revealed her eyes were glowing brilliant green.

      “Necromancers again! How they keep finding us?” Juno complained.

      It took a moment before the old lady's features resolved themselves and Alex realized who she was.

      “That's my old downstairs neighbor, Mrs. Bronson. Or was her, I guess,” he said.

      “Let's get out of here,” April said. She cast vine and thanks to Mrs. Bronson cracking the cobblestones there was plenty of earth for the spell to attach to. The thick vines shot up from the ground, wrapping around her legs. Mrs. Bronson stepped forward and snapped them like they were nothing.

      “There must be more than one necromancer around here, giving her enhanced strength,” Nia said.

      “I’m getting tired of this,” Alex responded.

      He rushed Mrs. Bronson in a blur of speed, slashing at a leg, intending to take it out like he did with the corpses in the cemetery.

      She was so fast that he didn’t see her move. An agony burst in his left hand and he suddenly found himself flying towards a brick wall. He smashed into it headfirst before crashing down on to the cobblestones. Besides the pain in his hand there was a searing on his right as his protection spell ring overloaded and melted off his finger.

      Alex sat up and saw a spray of blood jetting into the air. He’d only seen that once before – the first time he’d been attacked by a weredog and it had pierced his jugular. In a daze he looked down and saw his entire left hand was gone. Mrs. Bronson had ripped it off somehow.

      She’d dropped it at her feet, the clawed hand matted with blood but looking oddly like a horror movie prop, sitting there in the moonlight.

      From his wrist came another spurt of blood as his heart pumped. Somehow the shock of it snapped him out of his concussion. He leaped to his feet, grasping his stump to try to cut off the blood flow.

      This got Mrs. Bronson moving. She attacked the girls, punching Nia in the face. The crunch was sickening as it seemed half her face caved in.

      The rage came, an overwhelming mixture of black and red. Alex felt himself let go of his bleeding arm and his last conscious thought was the hope his body was clever enough to close off the blood vessels to stop him from passing out.

      Sometime later, he didn’t know how long, Alex awoke in the dark. His wrist was burning and throbbing. It was only when he sat up and hit his head that he realized he was in the trunk of a car.

      “Hey!” he called out.

      Was this Boris? Or had he been kidnapped?

      The car stopped and he got his one good hand ready. The trunk popped open to reveal Juno and April standing there. Both of them were injured. Juno had long scratches down her face and April looked like someone had thrown a bucket of blood over her.

      Alex tried to get out of Boris’ trunk but his legs were barely working. He was jittery too, like he’d mainlined a gallon of coffee.

      “Sorry, we used the kasers on you,” Juno said.

      She and April helped him out and then around to Boris’ back seat. Nia was sitting there in hybrid form with her hands over her face. A steady stream of blood was running down her neck. Alex felt a burst of fear when he saw how badly she'd been injured.

      She'd been in hybrid form and her wolf snout appeared to have been caved in. Some kind of pink liquid was leaking from the corner of her ruined eye.

      “She’s alive but we need to treat her so let's go,” Juno said. Alex got in the back seat along with April and then they took off again, heading for home.

      “Nia… can you talk?” Alex asked.

      Nia gently shook her head. Every time her fingers moved Alex’s stomach lurched at the damage he saw. Her skull was crushed in too, her eye socket broken.

      “We managed to get your hand but it’s too late to rejoin it. You’ll have to regrow it, which is really going to suck,” Juno said.

      Some part of him knew she was trying to keep him distracted so he didn’t focus on Nia and go wild again. He was still in disbelief himself that the rage and overwhelmed him so quickly and completely.

      “What happened? How do we get away?” he finally asked.

      April patted him on the back of the hand.

      “You went wild and tried to attack Mrs. Bronson, which didn't work at all but the distraction meant we could grab Nia and get to Boris. We ran that old lady over and she ended up trapped underneath. Then we electroshocked you a bunch of times and stuffed you into the trunk. You were going crazy trying to get under the car. Then we escaped, leaving the old lady behind us,” she said.

      Alex sat back and looked at Nia who was breathing in short gasps. How could he be so stupid? So reckless? He knew it wasn't his fault that he’d gone wild… but on a deeper level it was. He’d turned into a mindless beast.

      Even his first attack had been foolish, leaping to attack Mrs. Bronson and separating himself from the three girls.

      He behaved like he was alone and as a result lost his hand. Nia was severely injured and the resurrected Mrs. Bronson might still be out there.

      They soon were home, Alex and April helping Nia down to the basement and laying her down amongst the cushions beside the house ward batteries.

      Juno pointed a finger at Alex and waved it.

      “This is really dumb and you never ever do it,” she said. With that she cast her one and only heal spell and simultaneously shoved a hand in between two of the batteries. A bolt of pure lightning conducted through Juno and into Nia in the form of a healing spell, hitting Nia like a truck. She rolled across the room and came to rest against the far wall. Juno went the other direction, airborne, and thudded into a wall.

      Alex ran to her and found she was unconscious, blood leaking from her nose. She was still alive and appeared otherwise unharmed. He awkwardly carried her back with one hand to where Nia was sitting. She was still clearly injured but the horrific injury of her caved-in face was now gone. Her bones were back in place and the bleeding had stopped. April was next to her, examining her face.

      Nia opened her eyes and looked up at them.

      “Were we just in an alleyway with an old lady?” she asked. Then she frowned at Alex’s stump which was still slowly leaking.

      “Oh, you lost your hand,” she said, like she was talking about a misplaced piece of clothing.

      Alex managed to get Juno to the ground without too much trouble. He turned to April. “Do you have anything to help Juno?”

      “This might help,” April said, laying her hands on Juno.

      Alex heard music and saw a small flash of light from April’s palms. Whatever she cast worked – Juno’s nose stopped bleeding and within a minute she had her eyes open. As soon as she could focus, she looked up at Alex.

      “And that's why you don't do that type of healing spell,” she said. Alex didn't know whether to laugh or cry. The fear of what might have been was starting to hit and his wrist was burning in pain, promising a long night ahead.

      He sat down beside the three girls, feeling fear and shame crashing down on him.

      “I'm sorry, this is affecting all of you. Maybe I should –”

      “Don’t you finish that fucking sentence,” Juno murmured.

      “We’re your wives, your pack. We chose you and you chose us, so shut the hell up,” Nia said.

      Alex felt April looking at him. When he glanced at her she merely nodded in silent agreement.

      They sat down in the basement until Juno had recovered enough to start moving around. As soon as she could, she and April went upstairs and gathered bottles of whiskey.

      By now the pain in Alex’s wrist was searing and he was struggling to hold it together. He was drawing on the magic to help heal his wounds but it wasn’t doing anything for the pain.

      “You’ll want to have some of this. A lot of this, actually,” Juno said, opening a bottle.

      Alex leaned back against the wall and took a huge gulp, the pain in his wrist growing stronger.
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      “Okay, I can see why you risked your life to retrieve that stick blender,” April said, taking another gulp of her banana honey oat milkshake.

      “I know, right? It's quiet but powerful and blends things to within an inch of their life. This stick blender is plenty pretty much the pinnacle of technology,” Alex said the moment he finished puréeing up his own milkshake.

      “Yup, it goes Alex's stick blender and then right below it is the International Space Station,” April said with a laugh.

      It was two days since Alex had lost his hand and had been forced to regrow it. Agony didn't begin to describe how painful it had been. Even the copious amounts of alcohol and handfuls of pills which Juno had fed him had barely done anything to reduce the fiery pain as his hand slowly reformed, cannibalizing his own body.

      Alex's spent the whole night gritting his teeth, pulling on the magic around him to help his body heal between gulping down high proof whiskey and whatever tablets were handed to him.

      It had been around six in the morning yesterday before the worst of it was over. His hand had reformed, albeit at the size of a child’s. Juno had made jokes about it but it was hard to laugh when it was still hurting like crazy and bleeding everywhere.

      Alex had virtually eaten them out of house and home to get the extra calories his body needed. He’d spent the entire previous day having his skin crack and split and bleed, over and again as his hand grew larger.

      Finally, yesterday evening, he’d recovered but wasn’t unchanged. His new hand was dotted with metallic flecks. It wasn’t silver but some other metal. The working hypothesis was that his body had taken whatever it could grab to heal him and perhaps there had been a bullet still in him. Juno had made plenty of handkerchiefs out of butt references. Nia said she’s never seen it happen to a werewolf before.

      In the light of day and after all the pain, Alex wished he’d been able to press his amputated hand to the stump. Apparently there was a good chance it would have rejoined and saved him all the agony. They missed their window though between driving over Mrs. Bronson and having to electroshock Alex.

      On the positive side of things, Nia had recovered quickly. She had gone out with Juno to sell protection rings for money so they could buy groceries and refill the decimated pantry.

      Alex followed April outside into the back yard. He stepped out of the grass, enjoying the feel of it under his bare feet and took a deep breath of morning air.

      Yesterday was rapidly becoming a blur, which he supposed copious amounts of alcohol had helped with.

      April sat down on the grass, crossing her legs and slipping away on her milkshake.

      Refreshed and revived, Alex couldn't help but notice April had borrowed some of Juno's clothes, which were on the small side for her. She was wearing a yellow sundress, her curves pushing it out in all directions and had braided her pink hair. Although Alex's wolf had some very strong opinions about what they should be doing right now, Alex wasn't going to do anything.

      He still wasn't quite sure if it had been jealousy Juno had shown in Boris all those days ago and although he’d talked with Nia and Juno about the fact that Alphas usually ended up with multiple wives, he was still uncertain.

      There was some idea in there about consent needing to be enthusiastic. Although it seemed there had been some kind of quiet permission and perhaps even from April herself, it hadn’t reached the level he was considering enthusiastic.

      He sat down, trying not to glance at her curves and the way the sundress fell on her body, and focused on drinking his milkshake and enjoying the sunshine.

      April certainly didn’t help things however – when he sat down she reached out and took his newly grown hand to examine it.

      “I've never heard of this before,” April said, examining the tiny flecks of metal that were throughout Alex's skin. In the sunlight as he moved his hand they occasionally glimmered as though someone had thrown a handful of glitter on him.

      Alex sat there and concentrated on drinking his milkshake, willing certain body parts not to do anything but damn it was hard with April’s soft hands rubbing against his. Eventually she let go and sat back, which was barely an improvement considering how the sundress fell down from the shoulders and barely came past her thighs. Alex lifted up his hand and rotated it in the light, looking at the silver glimmers.

      “I haven’t checked Know Thyself yet but maybe it has something to say,” Alex said. He brought up his spellcasting screen and cast the spell. The usual pages of stats and conditions appeared, showing he had resistances to various spells. Two major changes nearly caused Alex to choke on his milkshake.

      The first was that in the image of his body his left hand was now a different color to the rest of it. Beside it was a line with strength +1.

      What did that mean? If he encountered the old lady again and she tried the same move it wouldn't tear his hand off?

      He put that aside for now because the second change was so incredible he couldn’t look away from it. Up until now his stats had changed on their own. His body fat percentage going down, his strength going up, agility and dexterity sometimes showing numbers or symbols. All the figures had been grayed out however. He’d tried a few times to tap on to see whether he could edit his own attributes as easily as he could edit a ring but had no luck.

      Now there was a giant red circle with a number inside it.

      Skill Point: one

      The attributes weren’t grayed out now.

      “What is it?” April asked, seeing the look on Alex's face.

      “Something crazy…” Alex murmured. He experimentally tapped his finger on the strength attribute and saw a small plus and minus appear next to it. It appeared he could increase his strength by one point, whatever that meant.

      He tapped on other attributes and the same symbol appeared.

      Alex turned to April. “You know when you cast Know Thyself to see information about yourself? Have you ever been able to change that? Ever heard of anyone being able to change it?”

      April immediately shook her head. “I see mine like bar graphs. Height, weight, strength, whatever, but the only way I can change it is by like losing a lot of weight or practicing some spell over and over, and only incrementally. Are you saying you can change yours right now?”

      “For some reason I have a single point now that I can distribute. Ever play RPGs? I can add a point to strength, intelligence, whatever. I’m looking at memory right now,” Alex said and tapped the little plus symbol next to memory.

      The moment he did, he felt a change within him. It was subtle but he suddenly knew he had more space to work on spells. There had been a restriction there, a limit of some kind, which had been most evident when he’d attempted to copy spells from Juno. For most of them he simply didn’t have enough space.

      Now with increased memory he had far more space to play with.

      Alex hit the minus button before he lost his nerve and then shivered as the feeling of the expansiveness vanished. It felt like he was cutting into his own brain and he tasted something strange in his mouth, a metallic flavor and wondered if it was safe to screw with attributes like this.

      “You'll revive me if something goes wrong?” Alex asked April.

      She put up her hands. “If you die, Juno and Nia will kill me, so please don't do that.”

      Alex took that as some sort of agreement and hit the plus button next to strength. Immediately a shift washed over him. He was already incredibly strong but he felt his muscles grow a little more. He was in human form and the shirt he was wearing complained as the stitches strained.

      April's eyes widened and when she went to put down her milkshake, it fell over on the grass. She ignored it.

      “You seriously just grew more muscle. How do you do that?”

      Alex shrugged, gritted his teeth and hit the minus button on the strength attribute. This one was worse than cutting back memory. It felt like chunks of flesh being ripped out of him. A sudden sharp pain went through his body and that strange taste returned.

      After a moment the pain faded and Alex was left staring at his attributes, deciding he didn’t feel like experimenting anymore. He was having the familiar problem anyone who has ever played in RPG has: what do you increase first?

      Unlike a game however, he had no idea why he’d acquired this point or when, if ever, another one would appear.

      Although he could see advantages to being faster or stronger or even to heal quicker, his eyes kept coming back to the memory attribute and the expansive feeling of having more space to work in.

      One of the major barriers they'd encountered was he simply couldn't copy larger spells from Juno. He was unable to cast a fireball because he didn't have enough space to hold the spell at all. Juno had explained that practice would expand this space and enable him to cast more complicated spells, but for a normal witch or magic user it took years of study to do that.

      With the psychotic mages who after them, and now necromancers, Alex knew he didn't have the time to wait. Feeling that he could spend all day second-guessing himself, Alex finally hit the plus button on memory, feeling that same expansiveness return. Down the bottom of the screen a small square with commit appeared on it. Alex hit it before he could change his mind.

      Immediately, all the attributes grayed out and everything appeared back to normal, except of course when Alex checked, he had far more space to play around the spells now.

      “I think I just directly modified myself to improve my memory so I can cast more complicated spells,” Alex said to April.

      April shook her head in disbelief. “It’s kinda gross the puppet show Juno puts on about you and your butt but damn, she’s right. No one had this power. I’ve never heard of it.”

      As Alex sat there looking at a blank screen with a blinking cursor he decided it was time that he should attempt to write his own spell.

      From reading the spells over and over again, he’d uncovered similarities. Parts of the telekinesis spell were within the unlock spell. The unlock spell needed telekinesis to push on the tumblers to open a physical lock. He’d also found similarities between spells that affected the body.

      For example, the shield spell had a section that had appeared after he’d tied a physical movement to activate it. It was ridiculously complicated but Alex believed that somehow the spell was tracking the palms of his hand, measuring where they were and then where they ended up. If it was in a specific narrow range that meant he’d thrust his hand out in a stop motion and the spell should trigger. Within that section of the spell there were long, complicated numbers that Alex believed referred to body parts. This was backed up by a similar section in the flame finger spell. When it was cast, a flame would appear on his right-hand pointer.

      Alex brought up the flame finger spell and looked through it. Scrolling down, he came to the section that had the numbers.

      52487503.3982.203.34202.3.2938820…

      It was long and ridiculous but he was convinced that this was the location of the tip of his right finger. That somehow those numbers broke down the exact location of the patch of skin where flame finger would appear.

      “When you make a new spell and you decide to make it appear on your right or left hand or somewhere else, how do you do it?” he asked April.

      “My spells appear to me as music. Sometimes it’s actual sheet music that I see. At other times it sort of appears as a song, bits of music that I can cut into pieces and move together. My left hand is a certain piece of music. My right hand is a different piece of music. Over time I’ve learned different locations from other magic users.”

      “So do you think every organ in your body would have a different piece of music?”

      April nodded. “Absolutely. I already know the heart is a different piece of music from the right kidney.”

      “Can you show me those?”

      April shook her head. “I don’t have any spells memorized targeting those body parts.”

      Alex went back to looking at his spell and opened up telekinesis in a separate window.

      “Why can’t you use telekinesis to reach into someone's chest and pull their heart out, Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom style?” Alex asked.

      “You can't penetrate through a body. Telekinesis is line of sight. Even if they had their mouth open, at best you could grab the tongue. Maybe their eyeball but even that is incredibly difficult. Telekinesis for most magic users is blunt force.”

      “That Wand of Expansion that we took from those mages that I used on the blood golem… Juno said you could use it on someone, fling the bubble into their body and kill them. How does it do that?”

      “That's why it's worth a stupid amount of money. The enchanter who made that wand has worked out how to penetrate into a body. You can guarantee there’s probably one or two enchanters who know how to do that and they keep that secret closely guarded.”

      Alex looked back to spells, scrolling through them, pondering what April had said. The very fact that the Wand of Expansion existed meant that it was possible to penetrate through a body. That meant something like telekinesis was simply limited because it didn't have the right code inside.

      Alex wished he still had the Wand of Expansion to study but unfortunately he’d had to use it to destroy the blood golem, leaving nothing behind but a fancy stick. He suspected though that other spells might provide clues on how to achieve the same result of penetrating the body. Even a healing spell might have something in it. After all, the one that Juno used was cast upon touch and then somehow the magic went through the body, finding wounds and repairing them.

      Why would touching someone allow the magic to enter? Alex had other thoughts in his mind about how exactly the magical code worked as well. The shield spell for example was somehow monitoring the entire body when it was in operation. When something hit, like a bullet, he thought it was concentrating power at that spot in an instant, to defend against it. That meant that the function of monitoring could be cut away and used separately. Perhaps it could run continuously in a passive state, waiting for an attack. Maybe instead of triggering shield it could trigger telekinesis and fling the bullet back at the attacker?

      “You have that look on your face like you considering doing something ridiculously dangerous that’s going to get me chewed out by an angry werewolf and upset witch,” April said. She picked up her milkshake cup and collected Alex's, taking them inside before returning to sit on the grass once more.

      Although Alex was concentrating on spells, he quite enjoyed watching her come and go.

      “I don't have years to wait to get good at this. I'm going to need to take some risks to work out how to write my own spells without dying, and I think today's the day to try,” Alex said.

      April put her hands over her face. “Oh please don't. Your wives will kill me,” she groaned.

      “This first one is going to be safe. All I’m going to do is work out how to flick a flame away from my finger. That's all.”

      April sighed. “Okay, fine,” she said.

      Alex went back to his empty screen and blinking cursor. So far he'd only talked to Juno and April about their magic, but it seemed the basics of what they were doing when they created new spell were the same.

      Juno described it as cutting and mashing together and so did April. Maybe that saved them from too many mishaps, operating at a higher level.

      He had code and an incredible level of granularity, more than either of them. Alex figured this had to be an advantage… although it did mean he might kill himself if he went too far.

      Alex already had flame finger and telekinesis open. Using the simple copy and paste commands he cut chunks out of both, assembling them in on an empty screen. He copied the section where the flame appeared on the tip of the finger and the bit that he thought was the creation of the flame itself, although he didn't understand any of the commands within.

      He had no idea how flame was created out of thin air, didn't even know what actually was burning. Was it was the air itself? What was the fuel source?

      From telekinesis he took the parts he thought had to do with pushing or throwing of movement.

      April sat back in the sun and closed her eyes, tilting her face back. Alex looked at her neck and the curve of her cleavage before returning to his work.

      As he assembled the new spell he could feel a kind of wrongness in his mind as he read through it. The disjointed pieces didn't fit together.

      He started cutting and deleting small lines and that feeling began to subside. It was like the code read smoother, even though he wasn’t sure what it did most of the time.

      Alex soon found himself typing, his fingers touching nothing in reality, writing new code half-remembered from the spells he’d studied. It almost felt like some other part of him was creating the spell. Whatever it was, it seemed to have a better grasp of the code rules and logic than he did.

      He finally entered the last symbol, a curved bracket, and to his surprise the execute button at the bottom of the spell lit up. He realized it had been grayed out until now, the spell unable to be cast.

      Alex glanced at April who was now watching him. He had so many screens open in front of him that it was like looking at her underwater.

      “I'm about to cast it, so be ready,” he said.

      “This is madness,” April murmured. She stood up in preparation and Alex decided that was a good idea too. He moved away from the lemon tree in case something went wrong.

      The new spell had no title yet so Alex named it flame flick hoping that this was actually what would happen.

      He took a deep breath and steeled himself, hoping he wouldn't burn to death or rip his body to pieces and then tapped the execute button. Immediately the spell compiled, running through and collapsing into smaller components until all that was left was a pure mathematical expression that vanished faster than Alex could read it.

      The flame lit up on the tip of his right finger just like when he cast flame finger. But Alex felt a different sensation in his body. The flame wasn't bound there. He could concentrate and throw it using telekinesis. Alex flicked his hand, hoping to throw the flame a little way across the yard.

      The flame moved but something was wrong. The drain on his mana grew stronger as the flame flung off the end of his finger, trailing fire behind it, stopping about eight feet away.

      It was like the flame had stretched from the tip of his finger. It looked similar to Juno’s fire whips, except in this case it was a long rigid line.

      “You tried to make a flame sword?” April asked, taking a step back.

      “Not exactly but I guess this isn't too bad,” Alex said, experimentally moving his hand. The line of fire felt lightweight, like he was holding a stick. The flames made a roaring sound as they washed through the air.

      At the speed Alex's mana was draining he wouldn’t be able to hold such a spell for long. It was like he'd cast flame finger thirty times over and each point along the line was a new instance of it.

      Still, he hadn't died so he was calling it a success. He canceled the spell and immediately saw his mana began to climb.

      “Okay good work for today. Now let's go inside and not do anything else. Let’s just sit quietly on the sofa and, I dunno, discuss chess moves. Nothing dangerous,” April said.

      “As soon as I try something else,” Alex said, already opening up a new empty spell screen. Since he'd increased his memory he now had much more space to work in so he could hold what he retitled as flame sword and also create an entirely new spell again.

      He duplicated the flame sword spell, except this time he cut some of the numbers out of it, thinking that perhaps he could summon the flame somewhere in front of him and then flick it so it wasn't bound to a body part.

      As he deleted the numbers he wondered what would happen if he just altered them. Would it summon a flame inside his chest, or in his brain, killing him?

      The execute button flickered between grayed out and active as he edited, the code switching between viable and not. For not the first time, Alex wished the virtual spellcasting system didn’t drain so much mana. It was, at this point, practically useless. He’d thought it would be a safe way to make new spells and test them out but it used so much mana it was actually more dangerous.

      Alex deleted a few more numbers and the execute button lit up again.

      The spell compiled and cast, pulling on his mana but nothing happened. No flame appeared in front of him or on his finger. He had a feeling that something was there, that he could push on it or throw it but there was nothing for him to grab that he could see.

      April must've felt the pull on the magic. She looked around and then back to Alex.

      “Was that it? Did you do something?” she asked.

      Alex stretched out his hand, seeing if he could feel anything.

      “I summoned the flame but it’s not here,” Alex said and then suddenly realized what that meant. The flame could be anywhere right now – maybe even in the gas line supplying the house!

      Alex hastily canceled the spell and then shot off toward the house with April rushing behind him. The second he was inside he caught the scent of smoke. They burst into the lounge and found the curtains ablaze.

      “Put it out!” April yelled.

      Alex turned about-face and ran for the bathroom. He grabbed a towel and turned on the shower to wet it. It only took a second but it felt like an eternity. Alex bolted back to the lounge room, barely realizing he'd shifted as he'd run.

      He found himself in front of the fire with no towel in his hand. The shifter charm had taken it, treating it like it was a piece of clothing.

      As Alex cursed and shifted back, the towel appearing again in his hands, April rushed past him with a saucepan full of water, which she threw onto the curtains. Her aim was good and she put out most of the flames. Alex then used the wet towel to beat out the last of the fire.

      The moment it was out and they were staring at each other in shocked silence, the smoke alarm started shrieking.

      “Those girls are going to kill you, and then me and then probably bring us back to life just so they can kill us again,” April said.

      “We can still fix this,” Alex said. He opened the front door and the windows and turned on the ceiling fans. Soon the air cleared and the alarm stopped.

      Alex returned to the lounge to survey the damage and realized that April was probably right. The curtains were absolutely destroyed. There was a black soot mark up to the ceiling and even a bit of the wooden curtain rod had been charred and would need to be replaced. It looked bad but he wasn’t feeling bad. He’d had an awesome day of magical experimentation and some burned curtains was a cheap price to pay for the new knowledge.

      “And here comes the execution,” April said as Nia and Juno pulled into the driveway in Boris.

      “We can make it to Mexico if we leave now. Tequilas for breakfast,” Alex said with a grin.
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      “One time I went to a party and I didn't even drink anything. I just was near someone who had a single beer and when I came home my grandmother sniffed me out,” Juno said.

      “I can see four guards I think,” April said, looking through the pair of bedazzled binoculars at the Corvus outpost.

      “It's true, her grandmother has an amazing nose for mischief. I've seen it myself,” Nia said.

      “Lots of spikes on the walls too,” Alex said.

      April passed him in the bedazzled binoculars so could take a closer look. The four of them were up on a rooftop quite a distance from the outpost.

      “This other time I came home and she just sniffed in my direction and then she suddenly was like where did you go, who were you kissing?” Juno said dramatically.

      “To be fair, you did have a love bite on your neck,” Nia said.

      “I covered it up with concealer!” Juno said.

      “Yeah, but it didn't quite match your skin color so… you know,” Nia said.

      Alex was only half listening as he scanned over the building again. The Corvus outpost must have been a factory in its past life. There was a large building, three stories, in the middle, lots of lights, four patrolling guards, spikes on the fences, and a single entrance at the front that was sealed by a large heavy electronic gate with a guardhouse.

      After Juno and Nia had returned from their shopping trip and Juno had freaked the hell out about the fire, Alex had immediately been put to work editing some rings that they could sell to raise some cash to add to their dwindling funds.

      Alex had suggested that a dose of sex magic would get the job done faster… but Juno was far too stressed out of her mind and Nia was siding with her out of sympathy (or perhaps fear the little witch would murder both of them if they vanished off to the bedroom). So Alex used his blue mana to edit the rings.

      He told Nia and Juno about his new “attributes point” level up but Juno was far too stressed to really take it in. It was, as usual, incredible, astounding, surely impossible for anyone else. He was the only werewolf mage so no one had any idea how any of his magic worked or what he was capable of. Alex himself wondered how it all would have presented itself if he hadn’t been a huge gamer and computer programmer.

      After editing the rings, they’d all gone out to buy new curtains, rods, cleaning products and paint. Alex had then played home handyman, sanding off the burnt paint and repainting everything.

      The wall was flawless in Alex's opinion but Juno could swear that she could still smell smoke and her grandmother would surely discover what had happened.

      Juno was quite fixated on it so Alex eventually suggested that they check out the Corvus outpost. Anything to take her mind off the fact that apparently Juno’s grandmother was going to kill them all. So now they were out at midnight in the darkness, watching the outpost.

      “Would they normally be patrolling like this? Or are they on some kind of alert?” Alex asked.

      “Give me the binoculars again,” Juno said. She examined the outpost and then nodded. “I think they're more stirred up than they would normally be. Maybe Bailey spread the word.”

      She passed the binoculars back to Alex who returned to scanning the building.

      “If this is just an outpost what does their main compound look like?” Alex asked.

      “It’s somewhere in Baxter but there’s no way a non-Corvus mage would see it. Just like Juno’s house, they have wards and a variation of the concealment spell that tells you to look away,” April said.

      “Sounds a bit like the Great Barrier,” Alex commented.

      “You’re kinda right. You might glance at their building, but then look away, like it’s not of interest to you,” April said in agreement.

      Alex watched the guards. They only stayed in the same spot for three minutes before changing positions. It seemed an excessively high level of security.

      “What if we grabbed one of those mages and tortured it out of him?” Alex asked.

      “Torture a pain mage? That just makes them stronger. Also, the sickos like it,” Juno said.

      “I don't have any of my supplies here, but I can probably whip up something we could use to drag it out of them, but it still depends on how strong the spells are on their main compound. Even if you have a precise address you might not be able to see it,” April said.

      Alex scanned over the outpost again, seeing the walls weren’t high enough to stop a leaping werewolf. That was what the spotlights and patrolling mages were for.

      Just as Alex was imagining how he would jump the walls he realized he was doing that thing again: forgetting that he wasn't just a werewolf but also a mage as well.

      He could cast a concealment spell on himself and then jump the fence. Maybe he could enter unseen. That meant probably going in alone however and after having his hand ripped off by a little old lady brought back from the dead, Alex was starting to think the old saying about the strength of the wolf being the pack was actually true.

      They stayed up on the rooftop for another half hour, the three girls eventually walking off to sit down to chat about the past, sneaking out of the house and back and often almost being caught by Juno's grandmother and mother.

      Alex kept watching the outpost and the guards moving on their scheduled routes. Eventually he was rewarded for his patience when a car approached, pulling up the gate. A mage came to the window to check something and then the gate opened, the car driving inside.

      Alex got a glimpse inside the outpost. It appeared the guard could either open the gate directly, or called in for someone to do it.

      He resumed idly scanning the buildings again, wondering what kind of magical protections were running on the outpost. Although today's burning of the curtains had been a disaster according to Juno, Alex had learned he could manifest a flame some distance from his body.

      He'd have to investigate more. Perhaps he could start a fire in their outpost without even being there, distract them and then break in.

      Alex had Howey’s advice running in the back of his mind. Acts of asymmetrical warfare were to impress a wider audience, to gather people to your cause and Alex knew that although he and the three girls were quite strong was no way they could take on this outpost alone.

      The plan to travel out to where the werewolves lived to gather them was the strongest option.

      Shortly after deciding it was time to go home, Alex spotted a man creeping down the alleyway below. Something about him raised the hackles on the back of his neck. A moment later his suspicions were confirmed when Alex saw the flicker of a small screen. It was a mage up to no good.

      “Get Boris running and leave the trunk open. I’ll grab him and then we’ll go,” Alex whispered.

      “That could be the necromancers though. The old lady could be here, What if this time she rips off something that we all need?” Juno whispered back.

      “Well it’ll be a really painful day for me to regrow it, won’t it?” Alex said, grinning in the darkness.

      “I’ll come with you,” Nia whispered.

      They quickly went their separate ways, Juno and April scaling their way down the building fire escape on the other side to make their way back to Boris.

      Alex and Nia waited on the rooftop. The mage had settled in the alleyway, the screen above his head flickering code. Alex tried copying some but could only grab fragments of code, which he stored for later study.

      After estimating that Nia and Juno would be at Boris by now, Alex and Nia leaped off the rooftop, landing in front of and behind the mage.

      He yelped in shock and fell backward, straight into Nia who put him into a chokehold. Alex grabbed the front of his robs and brought up a long claw close to the mage’s face.

      “Be quiet or you die, right now,” Alex said with a growl in his voice. The mage was young, maybe only twenty or so. He immediately nodded as best he could with Nia’s arm around his throat. Alex quickly stripped the rings off his fingers and checked he wasn’t carrying anything else.

      Then the pair of them ran through the dark, Nia easily carrying the mage like a sack of potatoes over her shoulder. They got to Boris, where Juno clamped the mage cuffs on him, and then threw him into the trunk.

      A minute later they were gone, heading off into the darkness.

      “We can't take him home. Where are we taking him?” Juno asked.

      “Abandoned factory,” Alex said. He was casting analyze on the mage's rings. He’d been wearing four but only one of them actually had a spell on it. There other three were merely decorative. He’d been carrying a shield ring which seemed to be a very poor quality, considering it hadn't activated when Nia had grabbed the mage around the throat.

      Alex stashed them into his bag and then they sped through the night until they reached the abandoned factory.

      They parked inside and Juno sat the bedazzled flashlight down to light the area.

      “I want to do good wolf, bad wolf,” Nia said in an excited whisper.

      “I want to be the bad wolf!” April said.

      “You’re not even a wolf,” Nia said.

      “Okay, bad half nymph half earth elemental.”

      “I want to be a bad witch,” Juno said.

      Nia groaned. “We can't all be bad. Someone has to be the good one.”

      “I'll do it,” Alex said, wondering if the three of them had done this kind of thing before.

      With that he opened the trunk and helped the mage out, being gentle with him. He led him over to sit on a small step.

      “You okay?” Alex asked.

      The mage was clearly terrified, his eyes darting everywhere as he looked between the four of them. Alex could see that the mage cuffs hadn't activated. He hadn't bothered trying to cast a spell.

      “What’s your name?” Alex asked.

      “Stephen,” he said.

      Suddenly Juno appeared out of nowhere and grabbed Stephen’s robes.

      “Stephen what? Master of horror, Stephen King? If that's what you're into, we got plenty of horror and blood for you if you want it!” she yelled at the mage, giving him a shake.

      “Hey, hey is no need for that,” Alex said, gently pushing Juno away and try to keep a straight face.

      The moment she was gone, a handful of dirt landed at Stephen’s feet. There was a chime and then vines burst out of it to wrap around his legs, creeping up to his knees.

      April walked out of the darkness, looking like a malevolent she-demon.

      “You ready for me to throw some dirt on your balls?” she said. “Maybe grow some vines to castrate you?”

      “Please don't hurt me,” Stephen begged.

      Alex tried to signal to the three girls to turn it down about ten levels but they weren’t really paying attention to him. Nia was stalking back and forth, flexing her claws, looking like she was ready to slice bits off Stephen.

      Alex stepped in front of him and blocked his view, crouching down in front of him. He shifted back from his hybrid state to human. He saw Stephen blink at him, as though he’d never seen a werewolf shift before.

      “You know who I am?” Alex said in a soft voice.

      Stephen nodded.

      “What's my name?” Alex prodded.

      “Alex Lowe. The werewolf who’s a mage as well.”

      “That's right. I'm guessing you're a necromancer. Why are you and your friends trying to kill me?”

      Behind him, Alex heard a whoosh of a fireball as Juno summoned one to a hand before extinguishing it, and doing it again, causing Stephen's eyes to go wide.

      “I don't know. I was told where to go, what to do. They don't tell me anything else,” he said.

      “Who told you?” Alex said.

      He had to give it to the kid. Even though it was clearly terrified with the three girls stalking around he held his resolve. Alex shuffled closer, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      “If you tell me what your boss’ name is, we going to let you go so you can take a message to them. If not, then I’m going to leave and these three will do whatever they want,” Alex said softly. He heard a slight chime of magic behind him and the vines tightened on Stephen's legs. The young mage frowned and then grimaced in pain. He looked across the four of them before hanging his head, defeated.

      “His name is Artemis Lore. He’s the head of our enclave, Xavo,” Stephen said.

      “We need more death boy, and quick before I fry you,” Juno threatened, coming close with a fireball in her hand.

      “That’s it. We were told to kill Alex,” Stephen said.

      “How do you keep finding us?” Alex asked.

      “Got your neighbors, the ones used to live below you. Artemis knows a tracking spell that works on the newly dead who were close to you, like physically close. It’s getting weaker though, which is why we couldn’t find you precisely tonight.”

      Alex looked at Juno and April but both shrugged like they’d never heard of this before.

      “Here’s what is going to happen Stephen. We’re going to drop you off in town and you’re going to tell your boss that Alex Lowe wants a meeting. I’m going to write my phone number on your arm, so don’t lose it. You’re going to message me so I can call you back. At some time, I’m going to call with a location. Your boss, and only your boss, will meet me there. If this doesn’t happen then we’re going to find you and you don’t want that,” Alex said.

      Stephen nodded and gulped but had a look on his face like it didn't quite believe it was true. Waving the girls off, Alex helped Stephen to his feet and then April canceled the vine spell, setting him free.

      Before Alex put him in the trunk again, he used a pen to write his phone number on Stephen’s arm, going over it multiple times. With Stephen in the trunk they set off back into the city in silence, aware that Stephen would be able to hear them.

      Eventually, Juno pulled into a random alleyway and they set him free, removing the mage cuffs and then driving away without another word.

      As soon as they were around the corner out of sight they started talking again.

      “So, what's this plan exactly dear leader?” Juno asked.

      Alex shrugged and rubbed his eyes. The late nights were wearing on him.

      “Well, I figure we call them, make them go from one place to another so they can’t set up an ambush and then finally send them to somewhere like a mall food court with lots of witnesses. I'll talk to this Artemis, see if I can get them to back off or otherwise extract some information out of him. Worse comes to worst he learns not to upset an angry werewolf.”

      “We could have just tortured that kid to find out where they hang out, though,” April said.

      “Yeah, or cut his hand off and leave him alive as a warning, instead of the whole interview thing,” Nia said. Alex nodded, realizing the three girls are feeling far more bloodthirsty than he was.

      “I wanted it to be a gesture of good faith to send him back unharmed,” Alex said.

      “I think you forget they've literally ripped off your hand and could have killed you,” Juno said through gritted teeth.

      Alex realized his suspicions were right. The three of them were far more upset about what had happened the other night than he was.

      “How about this doesn't work out, we can just go crazy and kill them all, okay?” he said.

      “Deal,” Nia said, flexing her claws.

      As they headed for home, Alex sat back with Nia snuggled up against him and wondered if setting Stephen free had been a good idea. The wolf part of him was more than happy to torture and execute him… but there was something about how young he was, so unprepared with a single poor quality ring that told Alex that Stephen was little more than a disposable foot soldier.

      Alex still knew foot soldiers were responsible for what they did and in a war could be killed just as anyone else but he just couldn’t shake the idea it was wrong to kill someone so young.
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      No living person had entered the abandoned building in years. Well, perhaps it was more accurate to say no living person had entered the abandoned building and escaped alive.

      The roof had seen better days and was pockmarked and broken in places, allowing both the moonlight and weather in. Inside spread about the place were piles of clay, gravel and sands of various colors and grades. It looked like a Tibetan monk’s mandala ready to be made.

      At precisely eight, three tiny balls of light glimmered into existence, the three controlling mages being sticklers for punctuality. They drifted down to the ground, each landing in a pile of materials.

      Quickly, three crude shapes of men formed. Soon the various sands and gravels coalesced to form expressive faces and clothing. All three were still in disguise of course. Despite the security of this type of meeting, they were incredibly cautious still.

      It wasn't long before the three golems stood up and made their way to the center of the building. Clay and dirt formed into chairs and a table and each sat.

      Knox,” said one of them.

      “Eric,” said the other.

      “Titus,” said the third one.

      It was an important part of the ritual that they said their true names, which would be unheard by anyone outside the spell.

      Knox looked around and then let out a sigh. “Where's Prince?”

      “Fashionably late as usual,” Eric said.

      “I don't have time to wait for him. Does anyone want to explain these rumors about Alex Lowe?” He glanced at Eric but then his gaze fell on Titus and stayed there.

      “I did as I was asked. We killed every single werewolf we found,” Titus said.

      “But yet you didn't. He escaped and has been hidden for twenty-three years. And what about his parents?” Knox asked.

      “They're dead,” Titus said.

      Knox waved his hand irritably. “Unless you saw the bodies directly, I'm assuming they're alive.”

      Titus snorted in disbelief. “They're alive but it just in hiding for twenty-three years? A witch, a Chaos Witch by the way, is going to stay away from her son all that time? An Alpha is going to stay away from their last surviving child? I doubt it. They're dead.”

      He crossed his arms, the gravel that formed them rasping in the night.

      “All those lies about the attack on your building, which by the way was razed to the ground. Why should I take your word on it?” Knox said.

      “What does it matter? Alex Lowe is the problem, not his long-dead psychotic father or mother.”

      “He wasn't psychotic. He went wild. There is a difference,” Eric said quietly.

      “Gone native have you?” Titus asked.

      A fourth golem came striding out of the dark. His chair formed up from clay and dirt. Unlike the others which were simple, this was elaborate, like a miniature throne.

      “Prince,” the newcomer announced. He sat on the chair and crossed on leg over the other.

      “Precision matters. Like with a stake to the heart. A few inches the wrong way and it fails entirely. The vampire then rips your throat out. Better to get it right, do it nice and clean,” Prince said.

      “Punctuality matters too,” Titus muttered.

      For a moment the four men regarded each other.

      “My sources tell me he's been in contact with the necromancers. Kidnapped one of them and then set him free. He wants to meet,” Prince said.

      “Should be simple enough to set up an ambush then,” Knox said.

      “One would think so. Yet he has survived multiple attacks. Even had his hand ripped off and still he lives,” Prince said. Although he was speaking to the group his gaze kept flicking to Titus.

      “I don't care whether we ambush him, burn his house down or drop a bomb on him. He needs to be dead as fast as possible,” Knox said.

      “Why not just leave them alone? He’s young, with mates to fuck. Just let him be and maybe he lives an ordinary life,” Eric said.

      Knox shook his head. These were the same arguments from Eric they’d heard decades ago.

      “We obtained one of the rings that he ‘edited’,” Knox said, making air quotes with his fine sand fingers. “It's flawless. There is no signature in the ring, no scent to him. It has been perfectly done. He's not on the path where he does such things, and then uses the money to buy a big TV and a house for all his women.”

      Eric stood up and walked around as though he needed to stretch his legs. Of course the golem needed no such thing, but perhaps Eric was doing the same back from where he was casting the spell.

      “Do you know what happens when forging steel?” he finally said. “If you hit hard enough you can break it but anything less than that and it just makes the steel stronger. Now I've gone along with many plans over the years, including the original one but I am telling you this – you must not hammer Alex Lowe. Unless you can obliterate him with overwhelming force you are going to do nothing but make him stronger.”

      “And what would you call obliterating force?” Titus asked.

      “I'm not sure really but a group of necromancers with the superstrong little old lady isn't it.”

      Titus waved him away. “I’ll complete the job. This kid is going to die just like all his brothers and sisters and his parents. Now there might've been a delay, but that is certain,” he said.

      “I hear he’s already planning an attack on Corvus,” Prince said.

      Titus was in golem form for the meeting, his expressions muted somewhat, but still failed to hide his surprise at the high quality of the vampire's spy work.

      “We observed him and those three women watching one of our small outposts. Put on quite a show for them, patrolling guards, lights, even had a car arrive so he could see the gate open. We’re going to hunt down and kill Alex Lowe but should he come to us first, that outpost will do just fine,” Titus said.

      “Get it done then quickly,” Knox said. With that he waved his hand. The mass of gravel, sand, dirt and various clays making up his body collapsed to the ground before spreading out, returning to their original piles. Titus did the same but not before first glaring at Prince.

      The moment they were gone. Eric turned to Prince.

      “One hundred werewolves vanished. All these years of the soft touch and then that halfwit takes one hundred werewolves for a blood golem,” Eric said.

      “Titus always was a blunt weapon… but perhaps he has become blunter of late,” Prince said.

      “Those who do not know the past are doomed to repeat it.”

      The vampire stood up and approached Eric. He reached down with a finger made of orange clay and stroked down the side of the other golem’s face, who sat still. Then Eric raised his hand and touched Prince.

      “Don't worry, it will all work out in the end,” Prince said.

      “Yes, but for whom?” Eric replied.

      He stood up, touched Prince on the arm briefly and then was gone, collapsing, leaving the vampire alone, standing in the moonlight in the middle of the abandoned building.

      Prince looked around, examining the room before looking up at the moon he could see through the hole in the roof.

      Then he suddenly threw his head back and howled at it before laughing. Then his golem collapsed. A moment later the abandoned building was quiet, the last grains of sands rolling back into place.

      Miles away, Eric was using a private room to cast the spell. He stood up, moving his arms and blinking, trying to get over the odd feeling of being in two places at once. Eventually he gathered himself and walked outside.

      His mate Alara approached him, gently waving her tail. She was near fifty with fine streaks of gray through her hair but still had the body of an Olympic athlete. She did not speak but instead led him outside and away from the pack. They sat on some rocks overlooking a stream that burbled quietly to itself in the night.

      “They’re going to try to kill him again,” Eric said.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Alara asked, touching him lightly on the back. Eric sighed and then looked up at the moon that was sailing high in the sky. This far from Baxter they'd escaped the light pollution so the sky was a glittering blanket of stars.

      “I think we’re going to have to stop them,” he said.

      Alara shuffled closer to him and wrapped an arm around him.
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      Alex was editing what he had now named his flame flick spell when Juno and Nia came barging into the bedroom.

      “Okay, get your pants off,” Juno instructed. “Nia, get the blinds,”

      Juno walked over and grabbed Alex's belt, trying to undo it. He quickly saved the magic work he was doing and closed the spell screen before grabbing her wrists.

      “Excuse me, what are you doing?” he asked with a smile.

      “We just bought a bunch of protection rings which you need to edit pronto so we can get some money before we go on this werewolf adventure,” Juno said.

      In between showers and dinners the three of them had had an ongoing conversation around their next move. They decided they would go to Nia's father, Julius Whitewood, and ask for his help to spread the word that the werewolves were taken to fuel the blood golem; that it had been done by Corvus to attack Alex.

      Their funds were still running dangerously low, which was largely attributed to the cost to feed two hungry werewolves. So Juno and Nia had gone out this morning to buy more rings for Alex to edit.

      “And it would be good if you could work out how to edit some different rings so we don’t flood the market,” Nia said.

      “I'm working on it,” Alex said, fending Juno off again as she tried to grab his belt.

      Although Juno had bought a variety of rings, including minor healing rings, flame finger and so on Alex could still only reliably alter the shield or protection rings.

      The code for the minor healing ring had been made readable but there was no clear three to change to a thirty. That particular attribute was encoded in some other way and unfortunately Alex didn't know what to change to make it stronger. There were similar issues with the other rings.

      Alex had found a number in one of the flame finger rings and changed it, taking a large hit to his mana. When he’d activated the flame it had been more intense but the ring had been unable to hold the new spell and shattered shortly after, cutting his finger down to the bone.

      “So we need to get these rings charged up straight away and seeing that sex magic is working let's do it,” Juno said, finally giving up trying to get Alex's pants off.

      She was wearing her Japanese schoolgirl outfit today: knee-high socks, tartan skirt and a white shirt. She had on a gold necklace with a small ruby hanging from it. She stepped back and slipped her underwear off. Keeping eye contact with Alex, she began unbuttoning her shirt.

      “Do you want some of this,” she asked in a low seductive voice.

      “What about romance? Can't I be wined and dined first? You could bring me some roses or something you know,” Alex said.

      “Next time. Now do as the girl said and get your gear off,” Nia said, coming to stand near Juno.

      Alex lowered his voice. “Where’s April? Is she going to hear?”

      “She’s out communing with nature. Should we invite her in?” Juno asked. She’d taken off her white shirt and now was standing in a tartan skirt and a red bra. The ruby on her necklace was resting in her cleavage.

      “Are you sure you don't want to join us?” Nia asked. She stepped closer to Juno and kissed the little witch on the neck. Juno closed her eyes and tipped her head sideways to allow Nia greater access.

      Alex swallowed and had to resist leaping up off the bed to grab the pair of them. It was still in the back of his mind the moment of jealousy Juno had had about April.

      “Not that I want to cock block myself… but with April, do you two really want me to invite her in?” Alex asked.

      “Mmm,” Juno murmured as Nia kept kissing her down the neck.

      “Yes we do,” Nia said. As Alex watched, Nia's fingers made their way around to Juno's flat stomach before trailing their way downwards.

      “No, seriously, because I thought Juno got a bit jealous that I’d spent time with April,” Alex said.

      Despite the incredible hotness in front of him and the wolf howling to consume the pair of them, it seemed some part of him was suddenly stuck on this point. All these days of flirtation with April and hints from his mates but nothing said aloud, nothing clear and explicit about what exactly what was on offer.

      Both girls sighed and Nia stepped a little away from Juno.

      “We’re a pack, a group. We end up loving each other,” Nia said.

      “What the werewolf said. Remember when we all held hands, so I could cast cleanse? That's what our pack is. The love goes around and around and we all contribute, growing stronger because of it,” Juno said.

      Alex was a little uncomfortable, his jeans pressing hard against him, and when he went to adjust himself he saw both girls follow his hand, and then Juno smirked.

      “But… jealousy. With you two, I really…”

      He trailed off, not quite sure how to finish that sentence. When you really looked at it, everything had moved so fast. It hadn’t been long from being with Nia and then suddenly Juno and now they were all together. He suddenly felt like a teenager worried that saying the big L word too soon would ruin everything.

      “We know what you mean. Jealousy is a thing that happens. Everyone might get jealous, sometimes,” Juno said.

      “I see how you look at that stick blender of yours… oh baby, you've got two speeds plus a blitz setting… marry me please!” Nia said. She and Juno started laughing.

      “I only want you to purée my bananas,” Juno said, turning to Nia and then dropping down on her knee like she was about to make a marriage proposal. Nia held out her hand as though Juno was about to slip a ring on it.

      “I only want to blend for you,” she said back. Then the little witch leaped up and they hugged each other, laughing, before Nia finally put Juno down.

      “I love that stick blender. I think it would be a great addition to our pack,” Alex said with a straight face.

      “We know you love it,” Juno said, laughing.

      “Like you don't love Air Bud,” Alex said.

      “This pack would be made massively stronger if Air Bud was part of it. We might actually become too powerful,” Juno said.

      “Do you mean the dog from Air Bud or like, the movie itself?” Nia asked.

      “Either or. No matter what way Air Bud is part of your life, he adds something to it,” Juno said, dead serious.

      There was a moment of warm silence before Nia suddenly flicked the back of Juno's bra. It fell off, Juno covering herself with her hands.

      “Hey, we’re having a very serious discussion here,” she said to Nia.

      In response, Nia smacked her butt.

      Juno’s face flushed and she bit her lip. She pivoted towards the end of the bed and bent over it, putting her hands on it.

      “Do that again please,” she whispered, looking Alex directly in the eye.

      Nia was happy to oblige, smacking the little witch on the butt once more. Alex saw Juno's pupils dilate and her gaze became half-lidded. In this position the gold necklace was hanging free, the small ruby swinging back and forth.

      “Mr. Lowe and I are very disappointed with you. You shouldn’t have been writing those erotic stories and passing them around class,” Nia said to Juno.

      Juno gasped as Nia smacked again.

      “I'm sorry,” Juno said.

      “I'm sorry Miss,” Nia said, smacking her again.

      “I'm sorry Miss!”

      “The principal and I are going to have to devise a punishment for you,” Nia said, glancing at Alex.

      Juno looked up at Alex. “Please Sir, I’ll do anything you want,” she said.

      Alex suddenly felt like the temperature in the room had skyrocketed. He is still in his human form, but his hearing had amplified every sound in the room. The sound of Juno's shaky breath each time Nia swatted her. The sound of the skin on skin. His own thudding heartbeat.

      “Come closer,” he said to Juno. Then he looked at Nia. “Keep going,” he instructed.

      “Yes Sir,” Nia said and swatted Juno again.

      “Yes Sir!” Juno yelped.

      She moved around the bed to the side and bent over, placing her hands beside Alex’s hips. He leaned back and undid his belt, before unzipping his jeans. Underneath he was wearing black boxers which were tented.

      “Come closer,” he said. Juno leaned over, bringing her face down to his boxers. She leaned forward and gave him a soft kiss along the length of him.

      “This little slut wrote a story about sucking your cock, Sir,” Nia whispered.

      “Is that true? Is that what you want?” he asked Juno. Alex’s mind was still spinning somewhat, feeling like a spell had been cast over them. They'd all slipped into their roles; him the stern principal, Nia the hot young teacher, and Juno the disobedient student who'd been caught writing porn about her teachers.

      “Yes Sir. It is,” Juno said. She nuzzled against him, giving him another kiss. She still had her hands on the bed and hadn't reached up to touch him with anything other than her lips. Alex reached down and pulled down the band of his boxers to let himself spring free.

      “How are you going to make it up to him?” Nia said, smacking Juno again.

      “I'm sorry, I'm sorry, Miss” Juno said and then began kissing up Alex's length.

      Nia smacked Juno one more time then Alex saw her brush her fingers over the reddened skin and down toward Juno's wetness. When Juno moaned, the vibration of it sent a burst of pleasure through Alex. Nia started gently rubbing her fingers against Juno.

      “Do you want to suck his cock?” Nia asked.

      “Yes, yes, yes, Miss,” Juno begged.

      Nia must have slipped her fingers into Juno then because the little witch moaned and Alex took the opportunity to push his cock up and into Juno's mouth. She let out another muffled moan before she started sucking, running a tongue around it, turning her head. Each movement was like a jolt of electricity down through his legs.

      From behind Juno, Nia began working her fingers in and out of her, holding on to the thin band of her tartan skirt with the other hand as she did. Alex saw the first red glimmers of magic pop out of the air and began drifting towards him.

      Juno kept sucking, moving her head up and down and occasionally moaning. This was a position that couldn’t last for long – whatever Nia was doing to Juno was having an extreme effect on her. Her legs began shaking and she clenched her fists into the bed.

      She suddenly broke free of Alex and rested her head on his thigh, squeezing her eyes shut.

      “Oh goddess yes,” Juno moaned. There was a burst of red sparks through the room that immediately converged on Alex. Everywhere they hit his skin was like a tiny burst of heat. Juno came, moaning into his leg. She lost her balance and collapsed over the bed.

      After a few moments of rest, Nia hauled Juno up off the bed. Her hair was messy and her butt was red from being spanked. She seemed almost stupefied.

      “Stand up so we can use this little slut the way she deserves,” Nia said to Alex.

      He got up off the bed. Nia laid Juno down on her back, with her head toward the end of the bed. Nia then quickly stripped out of her clothing, her damp panties hitting the floor last.

      Alex scrambled out of his clothes, pulling them off.

      “From behind Sir,” Nia said before stepping over to the bed. She carefully lowered herself onto Juno’s mouth, taking a sixty-nine position. She sat there for a moment as Juno began licking.

      “Make sure you use her mouth, too,” Nia said. Then she tipped forward, running her hands down Juno’s stomach before tickling them between her legs.

      “This was in your other story wasn’t it?” Nia said.

      “Yes Miss,” Juno said, somewhat muffled.

      Alex walked around the end of the bed. He was so rock hard he felt like it could almost burst. From this angle he could see Juno licking at Nia, see the curve of Nia’s perfect bubble butt and strong legs.

      Alex stepped forward and gently touched Nia, feeling the wet heat of her. Seeing he was close, Juno lifted her head and opened her mouth. Alex stroked closer and Juno pulled his finger into her mouth, sucking on it with great urgency.

      Alex could only hold back for a short while; the feel of the little witch’s mouth and tongue was too much to resist. He pulled his finger from her mouth and replaced it with his cock.

      Juno moaned as she sucked, wetting his length. Alex could have easily stayed there but Nia’s sex was so close and inviting. He enjoyed Juno for a few more moments before pulling out of her mouth, the little witch letting out a disappointed sigh. Without pause he slipped into Nia. The werewolf moaned and around them more red sparks burst out of the air.

      Alex began pumping his hips back and forth, thrusting into her, building up a rhythm. As he did, Juno kept licking as best she could. Sometimes he'd pause and pull out of Nia and plunge into Juno's mouth before returning.

      There was something about standing up that made it go longer or maybe it had been Juno sucking on him before that had slightly desensitized him. Whatever it was, the magic kept pouring out of the air as Alex thrust into Nia, the werewolf moaning and doing her best to keep her attention on Juno but beginning to fail as her gasps grew more urgent.

      “Come in her mouth,” Nia moaned.

      As soon as she spoke, a flurry of red burst into the air, some of it flying into Juno. Alex felt that familiar tingle in his legs and at the base of his spine. He sped up, holding Nia firmly by the hips.

      The werewolf lost all pretense of licking at Juno and rested her head on his stomach. She moaned as she came, screwing up her face. The sound of it set Alex off. He thrust into her one more time before pulling out and finding Juno's eager mouth, as hot as a furnace. He came, closing his eyes as red flashed through the room and the blood thundered in his head. Juno sucked and licked, the sheer pleasure of it making Alex want to collapse down onto the bed, his legs growing weak.

      He tried his best to stay upright but every time Juno moved her tongue it was like an electric shock jolting through his body.

      Eventually Juno let go of him, Nia collapsed and rolled on to the bed and then Alex climbed down between them, resting his head on the pillow. Juno's feet were beside him so he leaned over and gave one of them a gentle kiss.

      “Tickles,” Juno murmured, so he did it again before running a finger down her sole. Juno pulled her feet away and turned around so she could rest on the pillow next to him. On his other side, Nia had already slipped into a light doze.

      “Typical werewolf,” Juno said with a smile. Alex knew what she meant. With the blinds closed in the middle of the day and the dark warmth he was about to go to sleep too. Juno squeezed him on the arm.

      “Check that charge job,” she said.

      Alex cast Know Thyself and saw that the red bar labeled sex magic was indeed now filled to the top.

      “All the way,” he said. The calm relaxation that was running through him evaporated a moment later when a gray bar suddenly appeared under the red. It was filled to the top too. This one was labeled pain.

      “What the hell is that?” Juno murmured. They were connected still, Juno able to sense his magic to some degree.

      “Can you see that? Says pain and it’s full all the way,” Alex said.

      “Looks like a tarot card to me. A scarred man holding an overflowing cup with gray liquid pouring out of it, but yeah, it's pain filled to the top,” Juno said.

      “But how?”

      Juno suddenly smacked her palm to her forehead and then shook her head.

      “You were drawing magic to regrow your hand through the pain! I thought you would have needed a pain mage to show you that connection but I guess you figured it out all on your own,” she said.

      Alex shook his head, reading the label again: pain. He hadn't noticed any gray sparks the night he’d regrown his hand. But then again, he hadn’t really noticed much except for the sheer agony of it, constantly gulping down bottles of whiskey to numb the pain.

      “But I've opened Know Thyself plenty of times since then. Why wasn’t that there before?”

      Juno made the familiar sign with their hand again and began pulling out imaginary handkerchiefs.

      “Do I need to refer to the aforementioned butt and handkerchiefs? I mean, seriously, you’re getting upgrade points like you’re in a fricking videogame. No one does that! So you connected with the pain and now you have new mana to play with. You need to be really careful. Pain mana is quite powerful but it's an addiction.”

      Alex was still pondering how exactly that had happened when his gaze trailed down to Juno's red bottom.

      “Maybe it was because you were getting spanked by Nia,” he murmured.

      Juno shrugged and ran her hands down his stomach, lightly tickling him.

      “I know you want to sleep but you need to go to the lounge to convert some of the rings we bought.”

      It was true. Alex felt like if he closed his eyes he’d be gone in an instant. Trying not to grumble he forced himself out of bed and quickly got dressed while Juno crept around gathering her scattered clothing.

      He went to the lounge, finding a pile of ten rings sitting on the coffee table. They were all the same – protection rings, three charges.

      Knowing it was safe to use the sex magic to edit them he followed his usual process, except using a dose of the red mana to do the job. As with each time he practiced, the amount required decreased. To his surprise he saw it was down to a quarter of the bar, which meant he managed to convert four rings by the time Juno got down to the lounge.

      As Alex was doing so, he suddenly realized that the protection ring spells he'd been manipulating were all identical, as though they were made by the same mage, although oddly, there was no scent to them. When Juno had cast cleanse what felt like a lifetime ago, and drawn magic from artifacts he’d smelled roses from a wand and a ring had been sea and salt.

      “No way, you did four already?” Juno asked, running her hands over the rings, casting Analyze on them.

      “Is there some… mage factory or something that's mass-producing these?” Alex asked. “Because there’s no scent on them. Not like that wand that smelled of roses.”

      “It’s the mark of a truly gifted enchanter to be anonymous and to be able to make wands and rings and bits of armor that are pure spell. Protection rings spells have been worked on for a long time by lots of mages so by now they’re pretty much all the same. It takes a really sloppy enchanter to imbue their scent into a protection ring, unless of course it was intentional,” Juno said.

      Now the red mana was exhausted, normally Alex would use the blue. By now he was getting approximately two rings out of before he exhausted it and had to wait until it replenished.

      His gaze strayed to the gray bar labeled pain. How strong was it exactly?

      “I’m going to test using pain to edit,” he said.

      “Okay,” said Juno and gently rested her hand on his shoulder to connect to this magic to observe what he was doing.

      He cast Analyze on a ring, following his usual process and hoping he wasn’t about to do something incredibly stupid, fueled it with pain mana.

      It felt different this time, the spellcasting faintly uncomfortable. There was an odd sensation, like a buzz running down his nerve endings, as though someone had translated the sound of nails on a chalkboard into a feeling.

      The code quickly opened and Alex edited the three into a thirty before closing it up. It had only taken a tenth of the gray bar.

      Juno had seen or felt some portion of it. She gave him a hesitant smile.

      “So pain works, I guess?” she said.

      Alex quickly cast the spell again and again. Five rings were remaining. Four he changed to thirty charges and then he was down to the last one. He still had a significant amount of pain mana remaining, plus the stock standard blue was full. Before he could lose his nerve he changed the three to one hundred.

      The pain mana bar was consumed entirely and so was most of the blue bar. Alex felt it in his body, a lurch of pain as he came close to zero but he’d estimated well. The ring charged and he dropped it on the table, his mana starting to refill.

      Juno patted him on the arm. “Crazy magic is how mages die, so remember that,” she said, but didn’t seem all that upset overall. She picked up the rings and jingled them in her hands.

      “Okay, I’m going to get April from outside and go sell these. You get back to the bedroom for more naughty times with that werewolf, so at least you can charge up the red by the time we get back,” she said. Then she pinched his nipped through his t-shirt. Alex smacked her hand away.

      “Hey I’m using that,” he said.

      “Maybe the pain mana just got charged up. Worth a shot,” Juno said with a shrug before racing outside to get April, who was sitting underneath the lemon tree.

      Alex still had his spellcasting window open. He was looking at the three different mana bars, his thoughts swirling.

      Juno had told him there were all kinds of mana you could pull through the source magic. Fire, water, wind, earth, sex, pain, death, even nature itself. But it seemed a magic user who used that particular mana was required to connect to it first, in most cases.

      He’d managed to skip the queue somehow and connected to pain directly without instruction.

      Alex suddenly realized the perhaps he shouldn’t have just let Stephen the necromancer go, at least not without making a connection to death magic or demanding a spell from him.

      Juno and April came whirling through the house, talking at high speed. Juno gave Alex a quick kiss before the two of them rushed out into Boris.

      Alex went to the front door and watched them go. In the sunlight April’s pink hair was practically glowing as she sat in the passenger seat. She waved at him with a smile as they drove away.

      There’s a connection to nature Alex thought.
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      Everyone was on edge as they pulled into the mall parking lot. Things had moved quickly after April and Juno had bought the burner phone.

      At home under the protection of the ward, Alex had finally turned his phone on and received a message from the necromancers saying that they were ready to meet the moment he contacted them.

      They’d chewed over this plan back and forth for a while now and today had finally decided to enact it.

      First, they told Artemis to wear a red shirt so they could identify him. Then they sent the necromancers on a wild goose chase all over Baxter for the last hour to various locations so they wouldn’t have the chance to set up an ambush. They’d finally sent the mall address and told them to go to the food court, Artemis to meet Alex alone.

      It was lunchtime on a busy workday and was guaranteed to be crowded, which Alex hoped would mean they wouldn’t try anything stupid.

      “If I give you this signal it means get the hell out of there,” Juno said to Alex, pointing her finger at him.

      “Do you want to make a code word too?” Alex said with a smile, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Sure, it's get the hell out of there,” Juno said.

      They left Boris and headed inside. It really was peak time. There were crowds everywhere, people carrying shopping bags and the occasional child running around.

      Alex was rehearsing what he was going to say to Artemis but also knew he’d have to play it by ear. Because they were in public with so many witnesses he couldn't exactly shift into a werewolf if something went wrong.

      The girls had reiterated the warnings about the Great Barrier and how if he did something magical in front of so many witnesses it would cause anyone magical nearby to turn on him. Juno had described in vivid detail how magic users had been forced to attack rogue mages who’d come up against the Great Barrier. The normals might attack too. Because Juno, Nia and April would be the closest three supernaturals, aside from Artemis, if things really went sideways they might find themselves compelled to attack Alex.

      Alex was feeling jittery as he walked down the steps from the mezzanine level to the ground floor food court. He spotted a man sitting at a small table that was piled high with food containers. He was wearing a red shirt, his suit jacket hanging off the back of the flimsy food court chair.

      He spotted Alex and nodded to him before returning to his meal.

      “Damn, how did he beat us here?” Alex said.

      “We can always abort,” Nia said, looking about the food court.

      “We need to do this,” Alex said. They split up, the three girls going their separate ways to take up positions around the food court. Alex came over to the man who waved at him to sit down.

      “You Artemis?” Alex said as he sat.

      The man looked to be in his early forties. He had blue eyes and thick black hair and a small goatee. He’d also been stuffing his mouth with noodles as Alex came walked over. Finally he swallowed them and then gently shook his head.

      “Unfortunately, he couldn't make it today. My name is Henry Markovic, from the Xavo enclave. Please, eat, you’re giving my grandmother a headache sitting there with no food in you.”

      Henry pulled a spare plastic plate out of the pile and placed it in front of Alex, along with a plastic fork.

      Alex had to admit the smell of the food was making him hungry. It was salty and greasy and fried and everything good in the world. When he didn't make a move Henry looked up at him again.

      “None of this is poisoned, I promise… but of course if they were and what they say is true, you can just purify it, yes?”

      Alex nodded and surreptitiously cast analyze on an open plastic container of Mongolian beef. It definitely wasn't poisoned and apart from excessively high levels of salt was perfectly edible.

      Feeling somewhat off-balance, Alex picked up his small plastic plate and began serving himself from open containers, piling it up with noodles and Mongolian beef and fried rice and grabbing a few dumplings.

      “Do you wonder what the world would be like without the Great Barrier? It hides many crimes, yes?” Henry said. He caught Alex with a mouthful of noodles. He quickly swallowed them and then nodded.

      “I think a lot of mages get away with a lot of crimes, like attacking innocent people,” Alex said.

      “It's not just mages. The vampires feast, fairies steal, mages take what they want. Do you think of all the little children who go missing each year and believe supernaturals are never involved?”

      This conversation wasn’t going the way Alex expected. He’d been working himself up on the way here, rehearsing his lines and threats and now felt completely disarmed. The food, the man in front of him, it was like he was just out to lunch with a friend.

      Alex chewed his food to give himself time to think.

      “Doesn't the Great Barrier help keep supernaturals safe from the normals?” he finally said.

      Henry raised his eyebrows before wiping his mouth with a napkin. He picked up a giant soda and sipped at it.

      “Do you think werewolves with sharp claws really need protection? Or mages who can rip your body apart with the spell? Or vampires with their long lives and sharp teeth? It seems to me the Great Barrier is a great harm, especially to the normals.”

      Alex glanced around the crowded food court. It was packed with families and plenty of young children with food smeared on their faces. There were prams everywhere.

      He saw the three girls were watching him, perhaps a bit mystified as to why he was suddenly eating with the supposed enemy. Nia was standing against a pillar eating a falafel, Juno had an ice-cream and April was drinking a giant smoothie.

      “Why'd you attack me in the cemetery?” Alex said, suddenly determined to get this meeting back on track.

      Henry put his hands up and shook his head. “I do not know why you have been chosen to be attacked. Orders are orders. I do not agree, but I am not the boss. I can tell you this, however. To make it stop you must make it a terrible cost to dare to attack you.”

      “It sounds like you’re telling me to kill some of your mages,” Alex said.

      “As I said, they are not my mages. And yes, that's exactly what I'm telling you to do.”

      Alex was a little taken aback. This meeting wasn't going anything like the way he'd imagined it. He imagined threats of violence and death, growling under his breath at some mage, but Henry sat easy unconcerned, as though we didn't have a care in the world.

      “Why should I trust you?”

      Henry broke into a smile. “I have a token of good faith – I'll give you a spell. It can resurrect small creatures from death – birds, mice, perhaps a small cat. Or one of those tiny yappy dogs, if that is your thing. Do you want it?”

      He pushed one of the containers aside and put his hand palm up on the table.

      Alex hesitated for a moment, but the lure of obtaining a new spell, some necromancy, was too much to resist.

      He placed his hand on Henry's and then watched as the screen appeared above his head. It was dark, in tones of black but had pulsing red lines through it like veins. They were throbbing like a heartbeat. At the same time, Alex could sense his magic. It had that same heartbeat, like life itself, entwined with a deep and eternal nothing. Alex began copying, getting about five percent each time.

      “Necromancy is life-and-death mixed together. Always the way it is. Cells grow, but others die to make way. Life-and-death are always together. This is why the greatest healer the world has ever known was a necromancer,” Henry said.

      “What was her name? Alex asked, to be polite.

      “Miriam Stonewell. I believe she is still alive… or at least not dead in the traditional sense.”

      Alex had his spell screen open in front of him and Know Thyself running as per usual. Glancing over the three mana bars of blue, red and gray he suddenly realized he had a source in front of him who could connect to death.

      “How do you draw death?” Alex asked.

      It seemed an odd question to ask in the bright and sunny food court. Children were laughing and making noises and not too far away there was a fountain gently burbling to itself, sunlight shining in down through the clear glass ceiling.

      “You kill something of course and pull magic through it as it draws its last breath. Or you bring something back from the dead and draw your magic through it, usually by touch. You must be careful for it is quite addictive and soon you can cease to care about the living if you spend too much time with dead,” Henry said.

      Eventually Alex copied the entirety of the spell. It was titled minor necromancy. In the spell description it had what Henry had told him literally word for word: small creatures, birds, mice, a small cat, one of those yappy dogs, if that is your thing.

      Alex glanced over the code. Some was readable to him but other bits were gibberish. He wouldn’t be able to know, of course, whether it was a trick or a trap that Henry had set for him, passing him a spell that would kill him, but that was something to be investigated later.

      The spell copied, Alex removed his hand and the pair of them went back to eating. Out of the corner of his eye Alex saw Juno had finished her ice-cream and was scanning the room, on high alert.

      “Your wives are quite beautiful,” Henry said.

      “Two of them are my wives, one is just a friend,” Alex said, not understanding why he bothered to explain.

      “I have seen that look on a girl's face before. She is yours even if you do not yet agree.”

      “I want Xavo to stop attacking me. Can you make that happen?” Alex asked.

      Henry gently shook his head.

      “I am not the boss. Currently, there is an argument in our enclave, a division that is being shouted in whispers. There is a crack that will soon form a break. I suggest you follow my advice. Unless the cost is great, they'll continue to come after you.”

      “It appears we have nothing more to discuss,” Alex said, picking up a napkin to wipe his face.

      Henry held up a finger. “I think there is perhaps one more thing. It is my understanding you've been researching your childhood, your adoption, yes?”

      Alex managed to keep a straight face. How Henry knew these things he didn't know, but of course it seemed their enemies were always one step ahead of them.

      Feeling as though Henry was an ally rather than enemy, Alex decided to tell him what they’d discovered at the central records office.

      “Twenty-three years ago in April, I was adopted. I’d just turned two,” Alex said.

      Henry took a large slurp of his soda and then gently burped into the back of his hand.

      “An interesting thing twenty-three years ago around that time... Corvus lost an entire building, razed to the ground. Everyone within dead. I believe some vampires died too. Quite horribly, if you believe the rumors.”

      Alex felt his heart, speeding up. Did Henry have some clue about his parents?

      “Who did it?

      “A werewolf and a witch. I do not know what happened to them. For that answer perhaps you could speak to the witches. They do keep good records. Or you could speak to the werewolves. They're not much for paper and pen, but they never forget.”

      Alex saw that Henry was studying him, looking for a reaction.

      “Why would anyone want to kill me? I understand a werewolf mage is unusual but why is that a death sentence?” he asked.

      Henry shrugged, throwing his napkin onto his plate. “You are certainly one-of-a-kind, but this realm is full of strange things, so I don't know why one werewolf doing a little bit of magic required all those explosives, all those assassins. Certainly not a blood golem and all those werewolves taken from their packs.”

      Alex looked across at Juno, who was tapping her wrist, indicating time was up. They'd agreed to keep the meeting short so they wouldn’t be ambushed. Now that Alex was here he just wanted to ask Henry more questions. Why would a necromancer care about a werewolf? Why was he apparently wanting to help him?

      Alex was about to ask another question when he suddenly saw Henry's eyes go wide at something from behind him. At the same time Alex saw from up at the mezzanine level a bright pink water balloon flying out from somewhere in the crowd. It seemed so absurdly out of place that Alex’s first reaction was amusement rather than worry.

      “No! Run!” Henry yelled. The mage was fast, grabbing his coat and flinging it, trying to cover Alex, but he wasn’t fast enough. The water balloon burst on the table amongst the plastic containers and screwed up napkins. Alex was hit directly in the face and chest by the liquid within.

      The pain was like nothing he'd experienced before, even worse than regrowing his hand. It was deep and searing and he actually heard his own flesh burning as though it had been pressed it to a hot frying pan.

      He’d closed his eyes too late. The droplets were burning them and his eyelids too.

      Alex leaped to his feet. The spell casting screen was still open in front of him. Through his pain he read colloidal silver in the list of injuries.

      Henry managed to cover Alex with the coat properly but then another water balloon burst against his leg. He was still in human form so his jeans blocked it for a moment but soon the liquid silver began to burn him.

      Alex cast shield but then realized it was useless. After all, the shield ring he was wearing hadn’t stopped the silver from hitting him. Alex moved but then caught his foot on his chair, toppling over backward. People in the food court were beginning to yell in panic.

      Then, over the top of all the noise and shouting, as clear as a bell he heard Nia let out a keening wail of pain.

      The black and red rushed at him.
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      Alex awoke on the roof of a car that was careening down the street at high speed.

      He’d torn a hole in it and now his claws were stuck in the metal.

      It was clear what had pulled him out of the mindless rage: the Great Barrier hurting him. The fishhooks in every muscle felt like they were going to tear him apart as people down the street looked and then looked away at the eight-foot-tall werewolf atop the car.

      Inside were three mages. The one driving was frantically shouting at the other two in the back seat.

      Alex heaved and pulled his claws free before dropping down through the hole, feeling the pain of the Great Barrier lessening as he got partially out of sight.

      Incredibly, he still had his spell screen open. He guessed the wild version of him hadn’t bothered to close it, or didn’t know how.

      His list of injuries was long, including serious damage from silver. He was soaking wet for some reason, as though he’d fallen into a lake.

      He went to cast shield but made the wrong movement, casting flame shield instead. In the close quarters, the nearest mage’s robes immediately caught fire. Alex turned his back on him and began slashing at the mage on his other side.

      “Kill him!” shouted the mage from the front.

      The mage was wearing a protection ring, the spell within flashing up on a small screen with each attack. Although the mage was physically unharmed thanks to the spell, in the small space he couldn’t get away from Alex nor reach for a weapon himself.

      Alex kept slashing until the ring the mage was wearing was exhausted, and then drove his claws directly into the mage’s chest. For a moment he actually felt his heart beating before he ripped it out, leaving a gaping hole.

      Behind him the mage on fire was screaming, trying to get his robes off but couldn’t get the space to do so, not with a giant werewolf in the way.

      “Kill him, kill him!” The driver shouted again. He had a wand in his hand but hadn't fired it yet, perhaps wary of friendly fire.

      Alex saw that the pain mana had now restored itself to half full somehow, perhaps when he was wild. He already had flame shield running but he cast it again, charging it with pain. The shield became white hot and the mage beside him died, screaming as his flesh caught fire.

      Alex reached into the front seat and grabbed the mage’s neck, his white-hot claws searing off his head.

      The car immediately lost control, spinning and then flipping. All Alex saw was a flash of road and sky before the car smashed down, landing upright somehow, before bursting into flames.

      Acting on instinct and roaring in pain, Alex leaped out of the hole in the roof with much force as he could muster, shooting up into the sky like a fiery comet, his fur on fire. The Great Barrier pulled again, delivering a dose of pain but then Alex must've shot out of sight of onlookers, coming down between two buildings. He smashed into a fire escape and then crashed to the ground, landing half in a puddle, which put out some of the fire. He rolled over in it, extinguishing the rest.

      Alex opened his eyes but everything was blurred. He could still read his spell screen though. It was crystal clear and floating over a blurry background. It showed he was suffering from partial blindness and eye injury from the colloidal silver, and now fire. He had silver still in his body and it was burning.

      With the car on fire behind him, Alex knew he couldn't stay here.

      He couldn’t change back to human form though – his injuries were extensive and perhaps fatal in that form.

      His wolf was howling to get back to the girls. Sure, they could handle themselves but Nia’s scream was still echoing in his ears. She’d clearly been hit with silver too.

      Alex pulled himself out of the puddle and squinting upwards at the building, took careful aim and leaped. For the first time he got it perfectly right, landing gracefully.

      He knew there was nothing he could do while he could still barely see. So, ignoring the urge to go running across the rooftops back to the mall, he sat down, knowing he was out of sight from prying eyes because the Great Barrier was leaving him alone.

      Despite the advancements in his spellcasting ability, Juno's healing spell was still outside of his grasp. He’d studied the healing ring code over and again however. Thinking this might be the last stupid thing he ever did, he opened a new screen and tried to hack together a healing spell.

      As he wrote, the burning silver in his body got worse. His injury list was expanding by the minute – broken blood vessels, burns, blood loss, nerve damage, tendon damage.

      Alex tried to ignore it, certain there was nothing he could do. Then he glanced at purify in his list of spells and cursed himself. Would it treat silver like a toxin? Despite his mana draining away trying to heal his body Alex cast purify upon himself. Immediately a new pain arose in his body as the silver reversed course, heading back up the channels it had burned through his skin. But it was slow and causing damage on the way out.

      Gritting his teeth, Alex cast purify again, doubling the spell and then charged it with pain.

      There was a moment of sheer agony as all the silver within him burst out, splattering the surrounding area. That was closely followed by a wave of relief as the holes in his arms and legs and torso closed up, his healing speed greatly accelerating now the silver was gone.

      With that done, Alex returned to his hacked together healing spell. He didn't know how to target the eyes but he knew how to lock a spell to his fingertip.

      He dropped in the code from flame finger for location and typed lines, working in a mad rush. The execute button suddenly lit up.

      Alex hit it, hoping his head wasn’t about to explode and felt a comforting chill appear at the end of his fingertip. Through his blurry vision he saw a small blue flame resting there, but it wasn’t hot.

      He tested it against a cut on his leg and the wound healed up. Somehow he must have taken the code for fire from flame finger as well, so now he apparently had a healing flame.

      Alex brought up his finger and touched it against his eyelid. Immediately, his blue mana jolted down as the spell got to work. The sheer relief through his eyeball and eyelid was pure bliss.

      Within a moment, his eye was healed. Alex touched the other one. His blue mana was almost gone now – it was powering the healing spell and also trying to heal his body. Alex still had plenty of pain mana but wasn’t sure about using it for a healing spell. He remembered Juno saying something about spells having different effects depending on what they were charged with.

      After a moment he pulled his finger away and then canceled the spell before he ran out of mana entirely.

      His vision was restored, although there was still a niggling pain around his eyelids, where he’d been burned. It would have to do for now.

      Alex carefully pulled himself to his feet and looked around for a landmark. He soon spotted a familiar building he knew and realized he was only a few blocks away from the mall.

      He checked through his list of injuries. Now the silver was gone the worst of them had been healed somewhat. He hadn't suffered any deep injuries to his organs, although some of the silver had burned channels into this body.

      Alex briefly checked the burning car from the rooftop. The flames had subsided somewhat and people on the street were keeping far away from it, clearly wary it might explode. He headed away from them, setting off across the rooftops towards the mall.

      Sometimes when he jumped between buildings he felt the Great Barrier pull on him as people in the street glimpsed some giant creature.

      By the time he was close to the mall, Alex judged his injuries weren’t going to be fatal in human form. He took a deep breath and shifted back. His clothing appeared again, thanks to the shifter charm. They were saturated with water. Alex suddenly remembered the fountain at the end of the food court and Henry trying to cover him. Had he thrown Alex into it to wash the silver off?

      Alex shoved the questions aside and carefully made his way down the fire escape to the ground. He could faintly hear sirens, police and ambulance and it sounded like the fire brigade too.

      He was walking across the road to the mall when suddenly Boris squealed to a stop in front of him and April pulled the door open.

      “Get in!” she yelled, holding out a hand. Alex saw Juno was driving and Nia was in the back seat. She was saturated too, with patches of fur missing and bleeding lightly, but appeared largely unharmed. An incredible wave of relief swept over him as he realized the three girls were safe. He took April's hand, allowing her to pull him into the back of the car, half crashing into her. April pressed up against him, an intimate moment as she pushed him past her and into the middle.

      Alex touched Nia on the only clear patch of undamaged fur he could see.

      “Colloidal silver, too?”

      “Juno got it out with purify,” Nia said.

      “We’re going to kill every single one of those necromancers, except this time no one's gonna bring them back from the dead,” Juno swore as she punched the gas and they took off.

      “I don't think that was them. Pretty sure Henry tried to protect me,” Alex said.

      “I saw that too. He covered you with his coat and then tossed you in the fountain, even as you were trying to fight him,” April said.

      “Yeah, unless it was a false flag attack in which case he set it up and is trying to appear as the hero, trying to play us,” Juno said.

      Alex reached over to the front seat and squeezed Juno's shoulder. The little witch was practically stiff as a board, her muscles tensed up. She slightly relaxed at his touch and let out a sigh.

      “Or maybe it was some other mages, I guess,” Juno said.

      Alex sat back and now they were mostly out of sight of others, shifted into werewolf form, slouching down so the Great Barrier didn't pull too much.

      He held Nia's hand as he healed. After a moment he felt April slip her hand into his. He heard light chimes and smelt green leaves and wildflowers as she sent a spell through him and Nia. It wasn’t quite a healing spell but took away a lot of pain.

      “Well, at least you got to eat some dodgy food court food before that all went to hell,” Juno said.

      “Mongolian beef was pretty good,” Alex said, leaning back and closing his eyes, letting his magic heal him.
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      “I do so like to ride you, Mr. Wolf,” Juno whispered in his ear, her breath tickling against his fur. She squeezed her legs against his back as she did and even rocked her hips back and forth a little.

      Alex, who was in his wolf form, gigantic and covered in black fur, let out a huffing noise.

      “Stop teasing the poor boy,” April said from where she rode on Nia’s back. It was two days since the mall, enough time for everyone to heal up and for Juno to get some cash together from selling the rings.

      Alex had spent most the day healing but also frequently checking up on Nia who had suffered two fairly serious injuries in short order, the first being the little old lady caving half her face in and now being splashed with silver.

      Nia reassured him that she was fine, but Alex wasn't so sure. He kept kissing her, finding her in the house, feeling uncomfortable if she was away from him. On some level there was the feeling of failure, that he’d allowed her to get injured.

      After the mall attack, they’d decided there was no more time for delay – they needed allies and fast. They'd chewed over Henry's words multiple times, puzzling over why was he was suggesting an attack on his own enclave. Alex figured it was because Henry would come out on top once his internal rivals were wiped out, although he wasn't too sure of that assumption. Just from the meal yesterday, Henry didn't seem like some power crazy mage seeking to turn a werewolf against his enemies for personal gain.

      “But he likes it,” Juno said and scratched her fingers through Alex's thick fur.

      They’d driven out of Baxter, heading south, going down bumpy roads until they’d come to an impromptu makeshift car park with a few old cars sitting there. Nia explained it was werewolf territory from there on out and the cars were most likely owned by werewolves, used to take them to civilization when they needed.

      They’d locked up Boris, gathered their things (both Juno and April were wearing backpacks) and had now been walking for three hours through the forest, up and down hills and dodging around a large swampy marsh area.

      Alex had found much of the walk peaceful and in fact he been able to bring up his spellcasting screen as they were trotting well-worn paths. Nia called them slipways, paths between werewolf territories that were somewhat neutral, although it still wasn’t advisable to entirely let their guard down.

      Alex had spent a lot of time studying the necromancer spell. Juno had been particularly concerned about it. What if it was a trap? Or worse, what if it worked and pulled Alex down that path? He'd offered to share it with her but Juno had waved him away. She wanted nothing to do with the death magic. She hadn’t outright asked him to delete it but Alex felt like she wanted him too. She urged him repeatedly to be incredibly careful using it and to seriously consider whether he wanted to draw on death for power.

      Despite her worry about minor necromancy, his hastily hacked together healing spell that he’d titled healing flame seemed to cause far more concern. “Unintended consequences” was the phrase of the day, often repeated by Juno and April.

      Juno had accepted a copy of it and then gone out to the back yard to test it. She’d cast the spell, summoning the blue flame and using it to heal a split in a lemon hanging from the tree. It sealed the split using far less mana than Juno's healing spell did. For that matter, it was far smaller too. Alex still couldn't copy the entirety of Juno's healing spell across and yet he’d managed to hack together one that barely took up a page, using bits and pieces of cut and pasted code and making educated guesses.

      Both Juno and April had examined him and especially his eyes a few times. Juno worried that although he’d healed he may have done some damage to himself that wasn't yet known. Alex had cast Know Thyself on himself a few times and as far as he could see he was perfectly healthy. It really appeared he’d written a compressed healing spell that operated at a touch.

      “You do like it, don’t you Mr. Wolf?” Juno asked and squeezed him with her legs.

      Alex was very aware of the little witch sitting on his back and the fact that there was only a thin fabric of panties between her and him.

      “Yes,” he said, struggling to get the word out. He and Nia could talk in their wolf forms, but the shape of their mouth and throat made it difficult. Most the time they huffed and made other noises instead.

      Alex looked across at April who’d been taking sideways glances at him all morning. He realized that she'd never seen him as a full wolf before. It was either that or she was still checking up on him.

      According to the three of them, Henry had thrown him in the fountain to get the silver off him. Alex hadn't shifted when he’d gone wild, which he found interesting. This had probably saved Henry from serious injury as Alex had been trying to fight him even as he was being dunked.

      Alex had run up the stairs to the upper level, chasing their attackers. April had followed him, Juno staying behind to help Nia.

      The last she’d seen of Alex was him shifting and leaping from the multi-story car park, down on to the escaping mages’ car.

      The fact that Alex had gone wild again was of great concern to the girls, especially Nia, who’d warned him that sometimes werewolves didn’t come back from that mindless state.

      Alex was taking note of what she said but also privately wasn't too upset about it. After all, the wild werewolf version of himself seemed to be a professional killer of the highest caliber. It had taken down a car of three mages, ripping the roof off and Alex had returned in time to finish the job.

      They walked for a little longer in silence, Alex enjoying the feel of the dirt under his paws, the sunlight dappling through the forest and the sounds of small animals and insects around them.

      He could see that April was relaxing and feeling better now they were away from the city and all the concrete and pollution. He could feel it himself. The air was clean.

      It wasn't long before they stopped for a break, finding a small clearing which obviously was used for such things given that at some point someone had cut some logs and placed them around it to make seating.

      Juno got off Alex's back and scratched behind his ear before he shifted back to his human form and stood up. He had a moment of vertigo as his perspective changed and the shape of his body did too. There was always a slight hangover between wolf and man where things felt wrong and it was strange to be standing up. April and Nia broke out the food. It was all high calorie – bagels stuffed with cream cheese, bags of chips and chocolates.

      Since yesterday after hacking together his healing spell, Alex had been pondering the strange numbers that he’d found in every spell he’d read. Within sections of gibberish were long strings of numbers and symbols.

      He'd taken the numbers from the flame finger spell which summoned a flame to the pointer of his right hand and used it in his healing spell, which had placed it in the exact same position.

      Alex had been putting together a hypothesis of magic that every spot of the body had a set of coordinates for it. As he ate, he looked at the protection ring he wore and suddenly wondered whether the code within revealed anything about the wearer.

      He cast Analyze on it and then on the gibberish code to open it up, seeing the pull on his mana was still decreasing. Flicking a finger in the air, he scrolled through the code on the ring until he came to the numbers and letters he thought certain referred to the person wearing the ring, or at least their body.

      Alex opened up a new window and just copied that section across.

      “Hey, Nia, put this ring on. I want to look at something for a minute,” he said, slipping the ring off and handing it to Nia.

      “You gonna turn me into a wereturkey or something with this?” she asked, her mouth full of bagel.

      “Are there such things as wereturkeys?” Alex asked.

      “Nope, just werewolves,” she said.

      “There were rumors once of a werefish but I don't really think they were true,” Juno added.

      Although there were just joking around, Alex was curious about whether there were other were- creatures. They hadn't quite gone to the point of opening the Internet and bring up a page of mythological creatures so he could find out which were true or not, but they still had conversations on and off.

      He learned that while harpies were real they were on the verge of extinction and in fact were not women with hideous screeching voices and long wings but looked more like angels. But they too suffered the same problem the giants had suffered from: they couldn't crossbreed or hybridize and without enough males there were no more harpy children.

      “You can't just go on adding were to things and then expecting it to be a creature. There are werewolves but that’s it. No werefish, werebananas, werelions, were… um… houses, whatever,” April said.

      She was eating a junk food snack that had Chinese writing all over the box. It was some kind of cheesy ring. She’d slipped one over each of her fingers and now was eating them one by one.

      “Okay, do it,” Alex said bringing up his analyze spell. Nia slipped on the ring and Alex quickly opened up the uncompressed code. It would take too long to copy it all over so he just scrolled to the section with the numbers and digits. As he suspected some of the numbers were different. He copied them across and then took the ring back.

      With the two screens open side-by-side he could see a similar number in both. Maybe it meant werewolf?

      “Your turn,” he said, giving the ring to Juno.

      “Oh my, it's just so sudden, I didn't think I'd be getting a ring, especially not a generic steel one with a really dodgy engraving on it,” she said, slipping the ring on to her left hand and then holding it out to Nia and April, who played along, oohing and aahing.

      “I love how there’s no diamond. It’s really great for a man to be frugal like that,” April said with a smirk.

      Alex ignored them and cast analyze again.

      He soon copied the code section and then gave the ring to April. She crunched one of the cheese rings off her finger before slipping the ring on and Alex repeated the process.

      Once he was done, he put the ring back on and started examining the four chunks of code side by side.

      “You want to explain that White Fang?” Juno asked, opening a bottle of cola and taking a large gulp.

      “There are numbers in the spells. I know some of them refer to body part locations. There are these other ones and I think it's information about the person the spell is working on. I can already see some numbers that are the same, at least at the start. Maybe one means female possibly? And there’s one similar between you and April that Nia doesn’t have.”

      Alex kept flicking between the bits of code. Although we couldn't read some of it he still felt there were hints of what it might mean. The number similar between Juno and April was in his code too – maybe it meant magic user?

      The problem was once again that his sample size was too small. Alex wondered if, when they got to Nia's father's pack, he’d be able to ask various werewolves to put on the protection ring so he could examine the numbers.

      Alex customarily had Know Thyself running every time he opened up his spell screen. He closed the four windows of code for later study and habitually flicked to his stats page.

      Immediately a new resistance jumped out at him:

      Silver +++

      Alex reached out and grabbed Juno's hand. Although he couldn't share what he saw directly she could get a sense of what he was looking at.

      “Resistance to silver,” he said.

      Juno frowned and then rolled her eyes.

      “Of course it is. Of course you get hit by silver and immediately get resistant to silver.”

      “Are you serious?” April asked. She came over and grabbed Alex's hand. Although Alex had felt her magic before, it had been her casting spells to aid him. This was something far more intimate and although she was only holding his hand it felt like a far deeper connection was being made. He wasn't quite sure what April was seeing – perhaps sheet music or maybe she heard chimes and other sounds but she frowned, just like Juno, before suddenly grinning.

      “This is ridiculous. You’ve actually started to grow resistant to silver.”

      “I take it this isn't normal for a werewolf,” Alex said.

      “No werewolf, and I mean no werewolf is resistant to silver. It’s always deadly,” Nia said. She’d crossed her arms and was looking worried.

      “I guess I’m just different, that's all,” he said, fearing it sounded as feeble as he thought it did.

      “You might want to keep these things to yourself. Having magic is one thing but being resistant to silver? Some other werewolves aren’t going to like that one bit,” Nia said.

      Juno and April must've realized something was going on because they let go of Alex's hands. He took a drink of cola before moving over to sit next to Nia, wrapping his arm around. He nuzzled against her ear.

      “I'm sorry you got splashed,” he whispered.

      Although, Nia had repeated many times she was completely fine with what had happened, this time she nodded and then sniffed before a tear rolled down her face. She quickly wiped it away. Alex wasn't quite sure what to say so he just hugged her. A moment later Nia got up to rummage in the bag for some chocolate and it seemed temporarily that all was well.

      “Is it much further to your dad’s?” Juno asked.

      “At least another three hours,” Nia said. She tore open the chocolate, broke some off and tossed the packet to April. Alex decided he’d use the next three hours to get more magic study in but he needed a bit more information first.

      “Juno, do you have any spells that appear in your left-hand?” he asked.

      “Like this?” Juno said, summoning a shimmering blue ball into her left hand. Alex had barely seen the code on the screen it was so fast. He could feel the cold radiating from where he was sitting.

      “Yes, show off, that's what I mean. Can you bring up the spell so I can look at it?”

      “Sure. I call this the ice ball. Like, I’ll ice your balls with it.”

      She canceled the spell and came to sit beside him, holding his hand. As usual the spell was far too large to copy so he started scrolling through it, looking for strings of digits. He soon found a promising section and copied it over, listening with half an ear as the three girls talked.

      Finally he was done, so he gave Juno a kiss and then brought up all the other spell parts he'd copied. He immediately spotted some numbers that matched with the flame finger spell. Maybe they referred to the hand itself before going down to a more specific location, such as the finger.

      Alex quickly made a duplicate of flame finger in an empty window. He opened up the code and also the section he’d copied from Juno’s spell. He cut bits out of flame finger to do with location (he guessed) and pasted in the section from ice ball

      Execute lit up so it pressed it.

      The flame appeared in the palm of his left hand.

      “What exactly are you screwing with?” Juno said.

      “I'm figuring out the exact coordinates of different body parts,” Alex said. He held the flame and waited. It felt the same as it did when it was on the tip of his finger. He felt enough heat to know it was working but wasn’t burned.

      After a minute of nothing exploding, Alex canceled the spell.

      “I think if I can work out enough of these locations, I’ll be able to make really specific spells.”

      He stood up to stretch and immediately toppled over, planting face first in the dirt. Juno leaned over to him. “Do ya mean like that one?” she asked.

      Alex rolled over and saw his shoelaces were tied together again, the little witch somehow managing to cast the spell without him even seeing it.

      Rather than waste time kicking off his shoes and socks, Alex shifted on the ground into his hybrid form, the shifter charm taking his clothes. He leaped to his feet, towering over the girls. Juno tried to run but he hauled her up over his shoulder and smacked her on the butt a few times before putting her back down again.

      “Watch yourself,” he said, pointing a clawed finger at her.

      It was then that he saw April and Nia had been watching this. Both of them had flushed cheeks and quickly looked away, stumbling a bit before they resumed their conversation.

      Juno for her part seemed chastened.

      “Yes, Sir,” she said under her breath so only he could hear it.

      Alex's mind suddenly filled with memories of him, Nia and Juno in bed. He quickly started thinking about icebergs, cold water and anything else to get his mind off it. He shifted back to human so his clothes appeared so at least had a chance of hiding what was on his mind, causing Juno to snicker.

      The three of them finished their lunch, Alex finding his mind obsessed with the digits and letters he found in the spells.

      “What if I cast analyze on you?” he finally asked Juno.

      “Well, I have a lot of secrets, so you might not find out much. But if you power it up too much that could really hurt me,” she said

      “That’s sort of what I did to that mage we tied up in the barn. It wasn't quite analyze but a similar method. You saw what happened to him,” April said.

      The mage in question, a mercenary who’d given up his bosses, was now fertilizer for April’s tomatoes.

      They finished up, packed their bags and then Nia and Alex shifted back to their wolf forms. They set off again, Alex reading through the magic spells as he walked.

      After about two hours, Alex began to get the feeling that they were being watched. He closed all the screens and concentrated on the forest around them. April and Juno were both quiet and so all he could hear was the sound of their footsteps, heartbeats and their breath. There was something different about the quality of the sound in the forest, Alex realized, and then it came to him: the other small creatures were quiet. The birds and insects and other things had fallen silent and it wasn’t because of them.

      Nia slowed a little until Alex was by her side and then touched her head to his.

      “We're being shadowed,” she said, lisping a little. She didn't seem overly concerned but Alex stayed on alert.

      There was mostly that strange silence around them as they padded through the forest. He heard the crack of a stick at one point to indicate there might be someone there, but he didn't see any werewolves.

      They continued walking before Nia suddenly stopped and howled at the top of her lungs. After a moment she was answered with a chorus of howls. The wind suddenly shifted and Alex caught a different scent: smoke from fires and also cooking oil and food.

      All around them wolves emerged from the trees but they kept their distance.

      Alex tensed up but kept moving, now taking the lead. They were close to where the pack lived.

      Soon they emerged from the forest into a large clearing that backed on to the edge of a mountain ridge. There was a cave into the hillside that had wolves lounging in the opening, sunning themselves and a few sleeping. There were also a few small cabins and three larger homes, the roofs covered in solar panels.

      Nia had explained that these homes would be here but to Alex it was still strange seeing them. They looked out of place in the landscape, as though they'd been hastily erected, made from kits.

      The grass gave way to dirt, no doubt trodden out of existence by the werewolves around them. Alex estimated he could see fifty at a minimum, a mixture of men and women. The ones lazing around were in wolf form but the rest were either in human or hybrid form. There were also children running about. He watched a boy and girl both no older than five years old chasing each other, shifting from human form to wolf and then back again as they played, sometimes laughing and sometimes barking.

      As they came closer to the camp, Alex went over what Nia had told him yesterday. There was always a traditional challenge when a werewolf approached the pack. The Alpha would draw a line in the dirt and the visiting wolf had to walk forward and stand on it. No matter what happened they could not move until invited to cross the line by the Alpha werewolf or sent away.

      To do anything else was to risk death.

      There was a hubbub of voices across the camp before someone called out for silence. A werewolf in hybrid form emerged from the main building. His fur was red like Nia’s, but far darker, tending to black on parts of his body. He stood as tall as Alex did in his hybrid form, easily eight feet and was layered over in muscle.

      Alex had only seen Nia in hybrid form and himself in a mirror and he suddenly understood why he was such a terrifying sight. This was Julius Whitewood, Nia's father, and Alpha of the Whitewood pack.

      He walked over to where Alex and the girls stood and used a long claw on his hind leg to scratch a line in the dust. He was glaring at Alex like he wanted to tear him to pieces. Nia had assured him that this would be part of the ceremony but Alex wasn't quite so sure.

      He'd met fathers more than once with different girlfriends. The feeling that they wanted to kill you was all too common.

      Juno got off Alex's back and he shifted to his hybrid form just as Nia did the same. Gathered behind Julius were some women who’d shifted to their hybrid forms too. One of the girls looked very much like Nia and Alex supposed it was a sister or half-sister.

      Alex walked forward and then stomped on the line, letting part of his foot go over it, a deliberate provocation that was part of the ritual. The moment he did, some of the gathered male werewolves rushed at him, roaring. Alex tensed but held his ground.

      They roared at him and ran but then sprinted past before turning back.

      Julius then came walking over. Although they were the same size Alex knew “dad strength” was a real thing. It felt like Julius would have no problem snapping him in half. Julius growled at Alex and then sniffed the air before letting out a loud howl that was echoed by the rest of the pack. When he was done he then held out a clawed hand to Alex who took it and was immediately pulled over the line towards Julius.

      “Welcome,” Julius said in a gruff voice.

      “Nice to meet you,” Alex said recycling the line he'd used on countless fathers since he was a teenager. Suddenly it was like Carnivale – the girls behind Julius squealed and came rushing forward to hug, Nia, Juno and April. They were all suddenly talking a mile a minute and Alex could hardly keep up with what any of them were saying. Julius clapped him on the shoulder.

      “We’re having a celebration later but first to business while they catch up,” he said. He walked off, heading back to the large house. After a glance at Nia, Alex followed. She explained this might happen – when her father had business on his mind it had to be dealt with immediately.

      Alex followed Julius through the camp, passing small cabins on the dirt path. It wasn't like being in the city. Everything here seemed a rundown, apart from the cabin's which looked newly constructed.

      There was dust and dirt everywhere and some of the children were grimy. Alex had no idea how a werewolf pack lived so he wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting. The overall impression he got was that life was hard.

      There wasn't civilization out here. You couldn’t head down to the supermarket to buy a box of ice creams if you wanted or see a doctor.

      Julius opened the door to the main house and then shifted back to human form. To Alex’s surprise he was completely naked, which must've been usual for him because it was an open basket of clothes sitting inside the door. Julius started pulling on pants and a shirt. In his human form he looked to be in his late forties, solidly built with red hair that grew darker around the nape of his neck. Alex shifted, his clothes reappearing with him.

      “Shifter charms are a little out of our budget right now so we make do with the baskets,” Julius said.

      That feeling of being in someone's parent's house intensified. Alex almost wanted to take his shoes off. He followed Julius into a large room that had a wooden table in the middle covered with papers. The walls were covered too. On the back wall there were maps of Baxter and the surrounding territories.

      “Werewolf territories. The one on the left is forty years ago. The one of the right is last year. What’s different?” Julius asked.

      Alex walked over and immediately saw the differences. In the map from forty years ago the area surrounding Baxter was covered in a multitude of packs. Whomever had made the map had done their best to sketch out territories and written names of packs within them. To the north of the map there was a gigantic territory with Arkovis written across it. On the map from last year the Arkovis territory was down to a fifth of that size and Alex saw there were business names written in the old held territory. He looked for Lowe but didn’t see it.

      “Arkovis had a lot of territory and now these companies have it all.”

      “It's always the same. Starts with werewolves holding and ends with vampires or mages owning. Always,” Julius said, coming over to stand beside Alex.

      “I’ll make you a coffee,” he said, touching Alex on the shoulder before heading over to the side of the room where there was a small bench with cups and coffee-making equipment.

      As Julius prepared and stirred, Alex examined various other papers pinned up on the walls. There were endless property sale documents, stretching back over a century. Someone had attempted to color-coded them at one point. Alex saw a V written on some of the pages and M on others which he supposed was vampires or mages. All up, it looked like Julius had spent quite a long time tracking precisely how it was that vampires and mages had been screwing over werewolves for decades.

      Alex remembered what Bailey had said to him the first time they'd met, about the bitey ones and magic ones screwing over the furry ones since time immemorial.

      Julius returned and handed Alex a cup of coffee, which tasted damn good.

      “So is it true what my daughter says about you? You can do magic?” Julius asked without preamble.

      “I can,” Alex said, transferring his coffee cup from one hand to the other and summoning a flame to the tip of his finger before extinguishing it.

      “I'm just wearing a protection ring. That’s all me,” he said.

      “Do you think you could teach another werewolf?” Julius asked. Although Julius was calm and happy Alex sensed a hint of desperation and hope in his voice.

      “I don't know. Werewolves don't have magic they can use do they?”

      “Much to our dismay and to our tragedy,” Julius said, drinking some of his coffee. He waved Alex over to another large sheet of paper stapled to the wall. On it was lists of enclaves, houses, covens, and packs. There were four headings: Mages, Vampires, Witches, Werewolves.

      “The witches are sympathetic to our cause. After all, they do mate with us quite often. There are four seats at the table, but in reality there are only three. Then you look at the power the mages and vampires have from sticking together and realize there are two that are in control,” Julius said.

      Alex read down the list of names. Some of them he recognized from his conversations with Juno and Nia.

      “There are lots of werewolf packs, why not make alliances?” Alex asked.

      Julius smiled and sipped his coffee. “Nia told me you were new,” he said with a laugh, although not unkindly.

      “You can't really run a society where any random werewolves can challenge the Alpha and kill them. After all, the one who can kill the president isn't necessarily the best one to be president. I’ve been trying to change it for years. To challenge now you must have standing, must have territory but cultural changes are slow. Werewolves from different packs will cooperate for a little while under certain circumstances, such as when the truce of the call is broken but soon enough it falls apart. Hell, I been trying to get them to build these cabins now for fifteen years and idiot werewolves continue to refuse and some of them burn them down. They're still living in the past where your territory is whatever you can hold. But without a structure and no legal ownership over the land the vampires and mages continue to take whatever they want.”

      Alex sipped his coffee to give himself a moment to think. The whole point of this trip was to make alliances, to gather werewolves and now Julius telling him that it was virtually impossible or that it would only hold together for a short while.

      But Alex had to try anyway. The maps on the wall told the cold hard truth: disorganized werewolves would always be beaten by organized vampires and mages. Alex wasn't quite sure what the story was with the witches, considering that their power appeared to be symbolic but perhaps they were just as disorganized as the werewolves were.

      “Did Nia tell you we were attacked by a blood golem? Mages took werewolves and sent the golem to kill me for some unknown reason. We captured one of the assassins and they said it was Corvus,” Alex said.

      “The pain psychos… sounds about right,” Julius said. He finished his coffee and took Alex's empty cup over to the bench before returning to the table, waving Alex over. There was a map on the table covered in red circles with numbers in them.

      “I’ve been sending out scouts to talk to other packs. By my count eighty-seven werewolves were taken and we still can’t account for more. Could be easily a hundred which seems right because those Corvus sons of bitches are OCD as well,” Julius said.

      Alex looked over the numbers, seeing that the werewolf packs closest to Baxter had suffered the worst, one pack losing twenty werewolves. He wasn’t great reading maps, but he had a rough idea of where they were. There was no circle but Alex asked anyway just to be sure. “Did you lose anyone?”

      “I think we’re too far south and too large. They go for the packs living closer to nature, as it were. We have guns and just between you and me, some landmines. I've made a very evident to mages and vampires over the years that any attempt to take what's mine will exact a heavy cost,” he said.

      Alex suddenly remembered Henry telling him that to get the attacks to stop, they must cost the mages in blood.

      “Can you help me gather werewolves who want to come back against Corvus? Is that even possible?” Alex said.

      “Nia told me your plan. I can ask around but first I'm going to send you to meet the werewolf emissary. He belongs to another pack, not far from here, Greenacre. I'm trying to bring some civilization and cooperation to this whole thing is that means I must follow my own rules. You’re going to meet an Alpha named Jasper. He is the emissary of our packs. The one who figuratively and literally has a seat at the table. Tell him your story about the blood golem, the attacks, everything. Show him your magic. He’ll get in contact with the mages, vampires and the witches and we'll see what there is to say.”

      It wasn't quite the answer Alex was hoping for. Although he’d somewhat embraced Howey’s idea of asymmetrical warfare and the idea of winning hearts and minds and had even begun to put it into place using Bailey to spread information there was still a part of him that wanted revenge.

      Every time they'd been attacked and Nia repeatedly injured, the calls from that side of him were growing stronger and he was finding fewer reasons to resist.

      Going wild had felt good. He personally wasn't there, but then to come out of it and discover he'd ripped the roof off the car and was on the brink of slaughtering the mages who’d attacked his mates… it was violent and sweet, like blood. After the attack at the mall Alex had sometimes imagined leading a large pack of werewolves against Corvus, flooding over the walls and tearing all of them to pieces, leaving just one of them alive to tell the story to the rest.

      Alex realized he was growling under his breath when Julius clapped him on the shoulder again.

      “I understand your anger. If the damn Great Barrier wasn't in place maybe people would know what was happening to us. It hides all the crimes, protects the vampires and the mages when they come to run us off our land.”

      “You know, I spoke to a mage recently who didn't seem too happy with the Great Barrier either,” Alex said.

      “I agree with them. After all,  it looks like a hundred werewolves just vanished. They’re probably dead by now. Nothing will happen if we go to the police. Most of them don't even have birth certificates. Even when a crime is investigated, the police can't see the clues because the Great Barrier pulls on them. Video cameras get knocked out or fried. I’d tear the Great Barrier to pieces if I could.”

      They stood there for a moment, Alex looking at the map on the back wall again, covered in packs. At first he’d thought the Great Barrier was protection for supernaturals but it was becoming clear it wasn’t working for werewolves at all, and not the normals.

      It was just another layer of complication, another step down into understanding the new world he’d been thrown into.

      “Nia told me you were looking for your parents too. I’m sorry to tell you I’ve never heard of an Alpha called Lowe. But I’m going to keep looking. It might be a fake name so I’m looking for Alphas with witch wives who went missing,” Julius said.

      Alex nodded, his gaze running over the multitude of packs listed. Who knew, maybe he was really Alex Arkovis or Alex Trimble.

      Maybe Alex wasn’t even his real name.

      Before he could say anything more there was a sudden clattering at the front of the building. The door burst open and in came a horde of women talking at high speed.

      “Business time is over. Now it’s time to meet the family. I hope you make it out alive,” Julius said with a laugh.
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      The roasted boar was salt and fat and oil and smoky goodness and Alex wolfed it down. All around him the rowdy party that had started late afternoon continued on in full swing. Down the long tables were platters of roasted boar covered in salt and glistening with oil and interspersed between them were bowls of roasted root vegetables and wild gathered salads. It was dusk, transitioning to twilight, and in the distance rock music was playing from one of the cabins.

      “You won't find this in the city!” a man across from Alex roared, and then grinned at the cheer that came back. Alex tried to remember his name but it was lost, partially in the blur of everyone he’d been introduced to and somewhat due to the spiced vodka they were drinking.

      After Alex had talked with Julius, he’d quickly been introduced to the rest the family and the pack. Three of Nia’s sisters were there: Mia, Lia and Pia (who was pregnant) and if Alex thought it was disconcerting how similar they looked to Nia it was nothing compared to Nia’s mother, Emma. The two of them looked like identical twins. Alex had met other wives, half-brothers and sisters, children and other werewolves but there were simply too many names to remember.

      Alex took a gulp of the spiced vodka. It turned out the pack wasn’t just brewing their own beer but also a strong spirit from root vegetables, which they were then distilling in flagrant violation of the law. The first mouthful had nearly blown Alex's head off. Although high-proof, it was utterly delicious, carrying hints of cinnamon and other spices. Jugs of it kept appearing on the tables, some of them flavored with fruit juices, berries, honey, and slices of lemon.

      “Do it again werewolf mage!” a drunken girl called out from down the table. Alex dutifully complied, compressing flame finger on itself five times and then casting it. A flame appeared at the tip of each finger on his right hand and a cheer went up from the assorted werewolves, although he did see a few dirty looks here and there. Nia had explained to him that as werewolves didn't possess their own magic some of them were inherently distrustful of it, given their dislike and sometimes hatred of mages and other magic users who used it to abuse werewolves. On balance though, most of the werewolves seemed delighted and happy that one of their own could use magic.

      Nia wrapped her arm around Alex, kissing him on the side of the neck before grabbing other jug and filling his glass again. This time the spiced drink was colored deep red with some kind of berry.

      “Enough magic you,” she whispered in his ear before pinching him.

      Alex canceled the spell, the flames disappearing and went back to his plate that was heaped high with meat and a few of the roasted tubers. Down the table he saw someone's phone light up as they hit a button and changed the song that was playing from somewhere over near the cabins.

      Alex shook his head at the incongruous nature of it all. Out here it was wilderness, dirt and dust and remote, the werewolves hunting boars to live on and most of them sleeping in a cave system on pelts they'd taken from bears.

      But then there were bits of technology. Some of the werewolves had phones, although there was no signal out here. He’d even spotted a television in one of the cabins that was like a small self-contained unit, complete with a fridge, a washing machine and other amenities.

      It was part of Julius’ attempt to ensure their legal hold over this land for the werewolves. Legal hold meant permanent structures to prove they actually lived here and had a continuous association with the land.

      “Again, again! Let's run it again!” Daisy yelled as she grabbed his arm. She was six years old, one of the werewolf children who were constantly running around the camp. Because of the lack of shifter charms most of the kids were naked in their human forms so they generally spent their time either as wolves or in their hybrid form.

      “Okay, but this time I’m gonna win,” Alex said, hauling himself up off the cut log that was his seat.

      All up and down the table people were constantly coming and going to eat and drink but then leaving to sing or run or fight. Children were roaming everywhere.

      Alex followed Daisy away from the table and over to the obstacle course where she and other children had beaten him six times straight.

      “Don't screw up the hybrid leap this time,” Daisy said seriously. In hybrid form she was quite small and it was still strange to Alex to see a little wolf girl talking to him.

      He took a few debt deep breaths, shifted into his hybrid state and then looked around the obstacle course again. It stretched down the side of the camp and out over to some low rocks before looping back again. All through it were obstacles that required he frequently shift between human, hybrid, and wolf, depending on the nature of the obstacle. There were small gaps only a human could fit through immediately followed by a large drop that required he be in hybrid form to avoid injury. There was also a leap up to the top of the rocks after coming out of a tunnel that was shaped in such a way that it was much easier to run as a wolf than as a human. As he shifted, the area around him lit up, his werewolf vision far superior in the dark than a human.

      “So what do I get if I win?” Alex asked Daisy.

      Daisy snorted and laughed. “You're not gonna win.”

      “Okay, what do you want if you win?”

      “Teach me how to do a spell!” the little girl answered immediately.

      Alex felt a painful constriction in his chest. Although there were werewolves who were distrustful of magic it was clear that most had a desperate desire for it — anything to protect them and their children.

      Although most the afternoon had been about fun and joy and meeting countless people, some of the conversations have strayed to dark places… stories of entire werewolf packs wiped out, their lands taken, every werewolf killed down to the last child. Werewolves who would vanish, never to be seen again. Arkovis who’d held all the land and now had but a sliver left.

      “I'm working on it,” Alex said and then immediately regretted saying it as Daisy’s face lit up. Damn high proof alcohol. “I mean, I might not be able to do it, but we can still have fun right?” he quickly added.

      Daisy nodded earnestly. Over at the table many of the werewolves were watching Alex again. Others had spread themselves out along the obstacle course, laughing and cheering at his previous attempts to beat the children.

      “Ready set –” Alex started to say.

      “Go!” Daisy said, shifting to wolf and bolting away.

      “Hey!” Alex said and then followed suit, heading for the first tunnel. It was pitch black inside which meant he had to be in wolf form to see anything at all.

      Watching out for the bars that had been welded across it he ran through it as fast as he could, dodging around the bars and squeezing himself through smaller gaps.

      Daisy was already ahead of him, having run the course multiple times. Alex followed, his head spinning a little from the spiced spirit. He quickly switched to human form to squeeze through a narrow gap and to hybrid to jump up and grab the bars of a ladder set like a bridge over a deep mud pit.

      Disappointing those who were cheering for him to fall, Alex swung his way along, shifting to wolf as he flung himself off the end and down into a narrow dark tunnel.

      As he ran, he felt a strange tiredness coming over him, like he was exercising a muscle he didn't even know we had. Something was exhausting about shifting between wolf to man and back again constantly. He did his best, dodging around a heavy swinging log that he’d cracked his head on earlier in the day before finally reaching the finishing line.

      Daisy was waiting for him, standing in hybrid form.

      “Okay, you win,” Alex said, panting. He gave the little girl a high five and a quick hug before she ran off into the darkness, followed by a hoard of other children.

      Alex felt the presence at his side and turned to find Nia, her lips stained red with the berries from the drink.

      “You need to stop playing with those children otherwise my mother is never going to let up about us having some,” she said warmly before giving him a deep, passionate kiss. Alex wrapped his arms around her and kissed her back, thinking that perhaps it wasn't just Emma who wanted children but maybe Nia as well.

      She'd spent large parts the afternoon with many of the women fussing around Pia, discussing all things pregnancy.

      They broke apart and went back to the table. Over on the far side in the darkness Juno was shooting golden sparks up from her hands, making shapes in the air like a home-made firework show. Strangely enough, the same werewolves who scowled at him for using magic seemed completely fine with Juno doing it. The only answer Alex could get was: “It’s a witch, it's different, plus they’re on our side,” as Nia had said.

      He'd seen April on and off through the night, coming and going and talking with all sorts of people. Sometimes she played with the children and at one point was in a drinking game, holding her own until the gigantic werewolf opposing her fell off his chair and slipped under the table.

      Alex sat down and ate more of the delicious boar, wondering exactly how much meat a single boar had on it. There must've been a large number killed to feed all the werewolves tonight.

      As he ate and drank and the night spun on, the sun vanishing and a million stars twinkling above, Alex felt joy and relaxation growing in his soul. It was only after meeting Nia that he’d realized he’d felt out of place his whole life. No doubt it was the fact he’d been a werewolf and hadn’t known, saved only from going mad due to some mysterious spell.

      Out here, distant from Baxter, amongst the dirt, sitting on cut logs and eating salted boar Alex felt like he was back with Jane, his adopted mother.

      He was home.

      Although he was well and truly drunk as he looked around he could see the dynamics of the pack at work. Julius was the Alpha, the undisputed ruler of the pack, but then various other men and women obviously held high roles in the pack in a sort of unspoken division of labor and responsibility.

      Julius was currently down at one of the smaller tables that was crowded with children, in his hybrid form, squinting at a chess set in the near darkness. He was playing a young boy and kept making silly voices for each of the pieces as they played, the children laughing and shouting in glee. One of his wives stood beside him, Alex couldn't remember her name, with a hand on his back, helping keep Julius upright, the Alpha werewolf having drunk deeply of the spiced vodka.

      Alex kept drinking and eating, the night becoming a blur. At one point he was dancing with Juno and then later Nia and he wasn't quite sure what he'd been doing in between. Eventually he found himself getting dragged into the large cave system with Juno and Nia under each arm, April following behind, slightly staggering herself. They found a small cave, the floor of which had been covered with polished wood boards, bear furs and some padded mats.

      Nia shifted into a wolf form and Alex followed along, feeling the pull of her body and blood. That had been one of the surprises of meeting a werewolf pack – when anyone shifted, he could feel it. The children were like the light tickle of a feather when they shifted. The more adults who shifted at once, the stronger the pull.

      At one point in the evening Alex had raced a group of ten werewolves around the camp. When they’d shifted to start the race he’d found himself in wolf form, involuntarily, the power of the pack pulling him along. He’d done his best to keep up, finishing somewhere in the middle of the pack, but still wasn't as fast or confident in his wolf form as the werewolves who'd grown up that way.

      Alex collapsed amongst the furs and then shuffled out of the way as Juno poked him to move off one of the mats. She pressed up against him for warmth and then April slid down between her and Nia, pulling furs over her until all that remained was a tiny bit of pink hair sticking out.

      Alex looked up at the roof of the cave and saw tiny stalactites that must've grown a millennia ago when there had been water here.

      “Stop moving, go to sleep,” Juno said, her voice a little slurred. She shuffled closer to Alex.

      He could smell smoke in her hair from the fires around the camp and the scent of boar and spiced vodka. The room was spinning from all that he’d drunk so he didn't answer but made a huffing noise before closing his eyes and spinning off into the darkness.
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      “Oh goddess that tastes terrible. It's like vomit and old fish had a baby,” Juno said, gulping down April's concoction before passing the cup to Alex. He took a mouthful, grimacing at the taste of it but was wise enough to stay silent. He passed the cup to Nia.

      “Ugh, that's like ass and sadness got stuffed in a trash can and left out in the sun for a week,” the werewolf complained after taking a drink and passing the cup back to April.

      “Well if you don't like it, maybe next time don't drink so much of the free alcohol,” April said with a sniff. She swallowed a mouthful and Alex saw her wrinkle her nose as she tried to keep a straight face.

      According to Nia's estimate they were about an hour away from the Greenacre pack where they would meet the Alpha and Emissary, Jasper Greenacre. After last night they’d all woken up much worse for wear with hangovers that apparently even purify could barely touch.

      They’d had a briefing with Julius, who was bright eyed and bushy tailed despite being dragged off deeply drunk by his multiple wives last night. He’d warned them the Greenacre pack wouldn't be as welcoming as his pack. There would certainly be food and they were there to see the emissary and so technically under a kind of protection, but he told Alex that some of the werewolves would attempt to goad him into fighting so they could use the excuse to attempt to kill him or his mates.

      “We’re still attempting to fit a new culture over a violent one,” Julius had explained to him.

      Alex had tried to absorb it all with his aching head and bones. After eating breakfast, which was cold roasted boar, they'd set off until April had gotten tired of their complaining. They’d stopped while she’d gone off into the wildness, returning with the bunch of random ingredients that she quickly cooked over a small fire with a few other things pulled from her bag. The resulting concoction was disgusting but quite effective.

      Alex felt the last cobwebs falling away and the dull persistent ache finally evaporate, although there was still the slight feeling that his brain had been a vise all day.

      “Okay, let’s get going,” Nia said.

      “No thank you April for getting rid of our hangovers?” April said.

      “Thank you, April,” Juno and Nia chimed together, a little sarcastically.

      Seeing that April was about to say something to them, Alex reached out and touched her on the arm. “Thanks for that. I really mean it,” he said to her.

      April's expression turned from anger to sudden shyness. She mumbled something that was possibly okay and continued packing her bag.

      This time when Alex shifted to his wolf form, April got on his back and Juno sat on Nia, the little witch giving him a sly sideways glance.

      Alex tried to keep the idea of April out of his mind, but it was hard when she was sitting on his back. She was wearing a short dress and just like when Juno had been riding on him, he was aware that only a thin layer of fabric separated her from him.

      She wasn’t rolling hips back and forth like Juno had, however she still sometimes moved her hands in his fur, the touch of them electric.

      Alex tried to keep his mind on what was to come. As with Julius there'd be a traditional challenge from Jasper. He was emissary, the conduit of the werewolves to speak with the mages, vampires, and witches.

      Whether he truly was this was still up for debate, as Julius had explained. Many of the werewolves simply refused to delve into such political things, trusting only in their tooth and claw. The emissary was the result of many years of hard work attempting to unify the packs at least in some sense so they could have a singular voice instead of many.

      It was late in the afternoon when they realized they were being shadowed. Shortly thereafter a man on the back of a wolf stepped out from between the trees. His name was Eric and the wolf Alara, his mate, and they were to follow him. Eric was wearing traditional mage robes.

      Alex did so, puzzled as to why a mage would be living with a werewolf pack. Julius’ pack was all werewolves, which Nia had explained was slightly strange given that usually there was a witch or two.

      In his wolf form, Alex couldn't talk easily and so he stayed silent, although he tempted to cast analyze on the mage or on the few rings he was wearing. He only held back because he might be caught doing so.

      Still he kept a close watch on him, looking for a single flicker of a spell screen. So far as he could tell there hadn’t been one, but then again Juno was still tying his shoelaces together without him catching it.

      They emerged out of the forest into a clearing that led down the hill into what looked like essentially a quaint village and farmland community. Alex could immediately see it was more organized and better kept than Julius camp.

      The cabins weren't merely flimsy things flung together in a desperate attempt to hold some land, but actual proper houses. There was a large building that verged on being a mansion and even some paved paths. There were werewolves everywhere, some in human form and others in hybrid form. There were no naked dirty children, although Alex did see some wolf cubs playing in the distance. He spotted chickens and a werewolf hanging clothes on a line. It was all very domestic and appeared peaceful.

      They continued down the hill behind Eric and Alara, finally stopping at the edge of the village proper in a patch of dirt that appeared set up for the traditional challenge.

      A crowd of werewolves gathered. Jasper, the Alpha, was unmistakable. In his hybrid form he stood almost nine feet tall. He was slender but not gangly, moving with ease. He appeared to be in his early thirties, although it was hard for Alex to tell as he was in his hybrid state.

      They went through the ritual, Jasper scratching the line on the ground, Alex stomping his foot on it, the rush, the roar and then Jasper pulled Alex across the line.

      Unlike with Julius’ pack, this welcome was cold and Alex felt it was almost hostile from the looks he was getting around him.

      He occasionally heard growls from some of the werewolves they passed, low frequencies of contempt that rose the hackles on his neck. He could feel it grating on him as he followed Jasper towards the main building with Nia and Juno by his sides and April following close behind. Part of him wanted to leap at some of the passing werewolves, to smash their faces down to the ground and hold them by the backs of the neck until they submitted.

      Alex kept breathing and focusing on the goal. Although he wanted to gather werewolves to strike back at Corvus he'd accepted that he would try to use the emissary first, at least partially to please Nia’s father Julius.

      He wasn't quite sure what answer Jasper was meant to get from the mages. An explanation of why he’d been targeted? Did that mean they’d stop simply because he politely asked them to?

      Still he'd agreed to try, and getting a better grasp on werewolf politics might be useful in the long-term, Howey’s conversation about hearts and minds still floating around the back of his head.

      The Greenacre pack had apparently accepted the new culture Julius and others were trying to bring in and if they were this cold and hostile, what would other wilder packs be like? Nia had explained that sometimes the challenge could get out of control and break into open warfare. Other packs simply killed on sight, behaving like wild animals and refusing to let anyone into their territory, even to speak.

      As they approached the main building, Alex took note of how much better established this place was. There wasn't any cave with werewolves sleeping on dirt floor. He did spot an obstacle course but even that looked new and better than Julius’.

      They went into the main building, following behind Jasper, with more werewolves falling in behind them, some still letting out that almost sub-audible growl.

      Jasper eventually led them to a cold room that felt as impersonal as an office. There was a long polished wood table and padded chairs. He directed them to sit on one side while he, Eric and others sat on the other. Alex felt like he was getting divorced or sued or maybe both.

      The contrast from last night couldn't have been more stark. He'd sat on rough wooden logs warmed by roaring fires eating boar meat with his fingers while children laughed and played and adults drank, sung and had fun.

      Now there was a chill in the air. Jasper kept licking his lips as though there was some bad taste in his mouth he couldn't get rid of. Other werewolves were openly glaring at them. Only Eric and Alara seemed neutral, Alara gently resting her hand on Eric’s.

      “Alex Lowe, I am Jasper Greenacre, Alpha of this pack and Emissary of the werewolves. I have only agreed to have this meaning at the urging of Julius, who had done many great things for our species, but I must warn you I have also heard many disturbing things, mage deaths and the like. Please begin,” he said in a cold voice.

      Alex looked across at the werewolves facing him and the mage. The four of them were certainly outnumbered even if they didn’t include the werewolves outside the room who would undoubtedly come bursting in if something happened. It was clear he was meant to feel intimidated.

      He’d debated with himself exactly how to approach this moment. Julius had advised to simply tell the truth: that he'd been hunted for some unknown reason, but Alex wasn't sure if that was going to make enough of an impression, so he decided to go with plan B.

      Alex slipped off the single protection ring and very deliberately dropped it on the table. Feeling a bit like a stage magician he held up his hands to show that he wore no other rings.

      He stood up, pushed the chair back and then cast flame shield, juicing it with a little bit of the sex magic that he still had left. Instead of a faint fire around him, he glowed a deep orange, the room lighting up as the flames burst out around Alex. Jasper frowned at the magic but Eric gave a slight smile. Alex let the flames burn for a moment before canceling the spell. He sat down and slipped his protection ring back on.

      “As I understand it, I’m one-of-a-kind: the one and only werewolf mage. I don’t know if this is why I have been targeted for death by Corvus and the Xavo necromancers and whomever else decided to blow up my apartment building. But I come to you, Jasper, emissary of the werewolves, so you may speak to the mages. I am seeking answers. I am seeking names. I am seeking an end to this immediately,” Alex said.

      Jasper sat back and crossed his arms and Alex immediately sensed that this was a futile task.

      “I've heard the rumors there was a werewolf doing magic but what proof do you have that Corvus is behind it, or any other enclave?”

      Alex explained how they'd captured a mage, drugging him before he'd given the name Corvus as his employer.

      “And what happened to that mage?” Jasper asked.

      “He is now fertilizing my vegetable garden because he didn't want to give an answer,” April said, speaking for the first time.

      Alex saw Jasper glance at her with an expression of distaste on his face that was quickly smoothed away.

      Eric cleared his throat.

      “May I ask how you are sure it was Corvus he was working for? Perhaps that was a trick to set you against Corvus,” he said.

      “There is no way he would be able to lie, not with what I gave him and then what I did to him,” April said.

      “Perhaps, but maybe one should not be so confident. After all, many would be happy to see the werewolves go to war against Corvus. How do you know some vampire isn't meddling, trying to get you to go on the warpath?” Eric asked.

      Alex had to admit that Eric had a point. Apart from the mage who’d only said one word and then died what evidence against Corvus did they really have?

      Sure they'd been attacked at their meeting with Henry but as April had seen, he’d attempted to save Alex from whomever the mage attackers were.

      Alex suddenly remembered Julius’ room with maps and papers. Piece by piece over the decades, the werewolves had lost their territory. There were countless property transfer records, disappearances and most recently, the kidnappings. Although the meddling of the mages and vampires couldn't always be directly pinned upon them, the result was undeniable. They always won, taking whatever they wanted, no matter how long it took.

      “Perhaps I can concede your point that it may not be Corvus. You can still speak to them about it. Speak to the other enclaves to discover who hired those mercenaries that came after my mates and me. Nia was attacked in broad daylight. One of my neighbors was murdered and brought back from the dead by Xavo necromancers, infused with such terrible strength that she tore my hand off as she was attempting to kill me. A gigantic blood golem made from werewolf blood tried to kill us. It is likely a hundred werewolves were taken to fuel it. I have only one clue, from the mouth of a dead mercenary, blaming Corvus and so I want to follow that clue. If there is no satisfactory answer from the enclaves that we're going to go direct to Corvus themselves,” Alex said.

      “You will do no such thing. I'm sure Julius spoke to you about us being a civilization. A civilization does civilized things. We will investigate and if there are guilty parties to be found they will be appropriately punished,” Jasper said.

      Juno made a scoffing noise, the little witch glaring at Jasper and no longer holding her tongue. Alex could tell Nia wasn't happy either, not the way her tail was slowly moving. April's face had gone flat except for a tiny flicker of muscle in her jaw as she gritted her teeth. Alex felt the same way. He knew a brush-off when he saw it.

      He gained a sudden clarity about what Julius had been talking about yesterday about the seats at the table.

      “There are many missing werewolves, maybe even a hundred and we actually did fight the blood golem that came to kill us, along with many weredogs. I have been tracked and hunted the moment the spell hiding me broke,” Alex said, frustrated.

      “What spell?” Eric asked, leaning forward.

      Alex realized in his rising anger that he had misspoken, letting out something he didn't necessarily want them to know, but it was too late now to take it back. He decided to continue on. After all, you couldn’t win hearts and minds if no one knew about you.

      “It appears there was a spell on me from when I was a child until almost my 25th birthday that not only protected me from going insane from not shifting, but also kept me safe from those who would harm me,” he said

      “Who would cast such a spell?” Eric asked.

      Alex shook his head. “I don't know.”

      “It must've been someone who loved you very much,” Alara said, the werewolf speaking for the first time.

      They lapsed into silence then, before Alex decided to try again.

      “Let me tell you about more of the attacks,” he said.

      He talked about the mages that had pursued them to the abandoned factory, leaving aside that he’d somehow cast shield into their spell, screwing it up and incinerating them, leaving nothing behind. Juno, Nia and eventually April joined in as well, each giving their experiences of what had occurred.

      April spent some time describing how she’d used her magic to tear the mage apart on her land and feed his body to the soil, keeping her gaze on Eric the entire time. Although her voice was calm, there was still a hint of a threat in it. Eric seemed unperturbed, however.

      He occasionally asked a question, continuing to dig at the idea that perhaps it wasn't Corvus who was after them but a third party manipulating events to make it appear so.

      Any time Jasper asked questions it was essentially to dismiss things, to minimize what had happened.

      The day wore on and soon it was approaching the evening. Eventually they were finished, Jasper declaring that he would get in contact with the enclaves and the other members to discuss what they'd heard. He expected to have an answer soon.

      From there, the four of them went on to a very unenjoyable meal. The food itself was fine, but there was no merriment. Jasper was absent as were Eric and Alara and after quickly eating they were directed to one of the cabins set on the outskirts of the village.

      Once inside, Juno cast a spell that came and went in a moment before letting out a frustrated sigh and stomping her foot.

      “Well, this place isn't bugged so we can talk freely and the first thing I want to say is the hell with that guy. Stupid emissary. He’s an ass and not going to help us,” she said.

      “I agree. Talking to him was a waste of time,” April said with sudden venom.

      Alex nodded, looking around the cabin. There were three bedrooms, each with a queen-size bed, a bathroom with a shower, and a deep claw foot bath that looked expensive. The lounge and kitchen were joined together to form one large room. The fridge was stocked with food, none of which was poisoned according to analyze.

      “I have to agree. I think that was almost totally useless. Nia, I think your dad's awesome but this whole civilization on top of violent culture thing isn’t going to work if Jasper is in charge of talking to the mages,” he said.

      Nia sighed as she flopped down on the sofa.

      “I know what you mean but on the other hand, look at this place and what's outside. This is like an actual village. I grew up in the dirt. There are packs out there that live in poverty, spending most of the time as wolves because they don't own a shred of clothing. I think Jasper is a grade A dick but between him and my dad and others there have been some wins, so I don't know. I mean, we have just one dead mercenary who said Corvus. That mage might be right that someone is trying to start a war.”

      Alex, who’d been in hybrid form the entire time finally shifted back to his human form and started eating out of the fridge.

      Although there was a television in the room, it had no reception. It was like it was there for show only.

      The four of them talked, and ate, planning on how quick they could get out of there in the morning.

      Although Alex tried his best to shake off the gloom that had fallen over them, it was difficult given outside there were werewolves would happily fight him if he looked at them wrong. Their hostility seemed immense, completely at odds with the other werewolves that he’d met just yesterday who’d seemed, mostly, delighted that finally one of their own could cast a spell.

      Between the late night yesterday and the long march today, they were soon tired. April took one of the bedrooms and Nia and Juno joined Alex. The two of them were quickly asleep and he once more found himself staring the ceiling of the cabin. It was painted white and he could see a faint handprint, as though the builders had been slightly sloppy with their construction work.

      Alex was half in a daze when he heard a low thump outside. He started back to wakefulness and listened, waiting for another sound. After a moment he realized how foolish he was remaining in human form.

      He slipped out of bed and shifted. There were two more low thumps and then he caught the scent of smoke. It wasn't the delicious scent of wood smoke used for cooking but rather had a chemical fuel taste, like gas and something else mixed together.

      In sudden fear, Alex grabbed the door handle and pulled it with such force that he nearly tore the door off its hinges. The moment he stepped out of the bedroom a Molotov came sailing in through the front window and smashed against the kitchen and refrigerator, bursting into flame and spreading its fuel across the kitchen floor.

      The window immediately began to reform, like the way Boris’ broken glass healed itself.

      “Get up!” Alex shouted. He turned back and hauled Nia and Juno out of bed. Nia immediately shifted the moment she got her bearings. Juno was almost like she was drugged, rubbing her eyes and asking what was going on in a confused voice.

      In a short few seconds the heat of the fire had intensified. Alex left Nia with Juno and ran to the next bedroom, leaping over a line of fire that had spread from fuel spilling. He ran through the door, ripping it off its hinges to find April standing by the bed, pulling things out of her bag.

      “They’re trying to kill us,” April said.

      “We need to get out of here,” Alex said. He put April over his shoulder without asking and leaped the line of fire that had separated her bedroom from the rest of the house. In the meantime Juno had woken up fully and was with Nia, standing at the front door.

      Nia was kicking at it but strangely it wasn't moving. Above Juno's head a screen was flickering code, pulling and compiling as the witch cast spell after spell.

      “Were trapped. There’s some kind of binding on the whole cabin, I think,” Juno said frantically. Alex put April down and then kicked at the door as hard as he could. The shock of pain flared up from his foot. It felt like he was kicking a mountain. He grimaced and then quickly cast analyze on the door.

      “It’s just question marks! If it’s binding how do we break it?” Alex yelled.

      “There’s always a weak spot, like a seam. The only way to break a binding is to apply physical or magical force to it, otherwise we’re not getting out,” Juno said. She turned away from the door and focused on the spreading fire. She summoned a ball of ice and flung it directly into the flames. It shattered into pieces, the ice melting instantly. It put out some of the fire but not enough.

      “The bedroom, I think the seam is there,” April said. She had her hand out and eyes closed, feeling for magical energy.

      They couldn’t stay where they were. The heat was rising and the smoke was getting too thick to see through, let alone breathe.

      They rushed into the bedroom and slammed the door shut.

      Alex looked out the single window. He saw a few werewolves gathered in the darkness, watching the fire.

      “What do we do?” Alex asked. He had his list of spells open but they were all useless. He needed something to smash a hole in a spell.

      “Stay calm, hold hands and reach out, feeling for the seam,” April said. She seemed oddly calm given the situation.

      Despite the smoke filling the room and orange glow from under the door, Alex tried to calm himself. The four of them held hands, the magical connection whirling through them. Alex caught hints of Juno’s magic and also April’s. Nia was contributing too, the werewolf having mana in her despite being unable to cast spells.

      He reached out with his senses, feeling his way through the magic around them. With Juno and Nia connected he could feel it intensely. It was a stormy current, waves sloshing, with deep cold spots.

      Then he felt it – the binding itself. It was like a wall and soon he found himself exploring its smooth surface. Despite the crackling of the flames outside the door and the groan of timbers, he kept his mind on the task, aided by the girls.

      “That’s it,” Juno breathed as Alex touched a rough spot in the binding. It was the seam of the binding and its weakest point.

      “Direct all your mana at it, split it open,” April instructed.

      He smelt green leaves and wildflowers as her mana flowed towards the seam. Juno added what she could but the little witch was low on magic. Alex started pouring mana into the seam. It was like slowly heating metal. At first there was no apparent effect but soon the color changed. It was a moment after that that Alex realized how stupid he was being – he still had a large amount of pain mana stored up. He threw it at the seam and it split open like rotten fruit.

      The moment it did, Nia threw a lamp at the window, smashing a hole and letting In a rush of cold air. She grabbed Juno and leaped out the window, landing in the darkness away from the cabin.

      Alex followed, doing the same with April. He landed beside Nia, feeling the scorching heat of the flames at his back.

      Now they are outside, Alex felt the rage growing. All around them he could hear werewolves growling.

      The rushed away from the cabin but there was no respite for them. Werewolves came running out the darkness.

      Alex went down as one tackled him but managed to kick him, drawing blood. The werewolf went howling away. He got to his feet as two more werewolves ran at him, one in its wolf form and the other hybrid, snarling and frothing at the mouth. Alex dived at the wolf, narrowly evading its jaws before driving his claws into its side and snapping one of its legs.

      “Alex use your magic dammit!” Juno shouted out. She was standing beside Nia and April. Nia was fighting off anyone who came towards them and April was casting spells, her magic sounding chimes in deep tones. Juno was doing her best but obviously her magic was having serious trouble. She threw a fireball but it was no larger than a marble. One of the werewolves laughed as he swatted it away.

      Alex jumped to his feet, just as the hybrid werewolf sliced its claws toward him. He cast flame shield and when the werewolf hit him the fire burst up its arm, blackening its hand immediately. The werewolf fell back in pain and in that moment Alex tore its throat out.

      The attack was over as quickly as it has begun, the injured werewolves vanishing. Alex had killed one on his own and then April and Nia had killed another, vines ripping off its leg before Nia had decapitated it.

      All through the village, werewolves were howling. The cabin was fully ablaze now, sparks shooting up into the night sky.

      “The emissary!” Alex roared.

      Nia darted forward and grabbed him by the arm. “Alex, you can't go wild, they'll kill you. They outnumber us, please” she said.

      Although Alex felt like there was a fire in his skull pushing him to exact revenge he knew Nia was right. They were significantly outnumbered and the four of them would be killed if they went into full attack.

      Right now they were on the edge of the village with the inviting darkness nearby. They could run and it was likely no one would stop them.

      Alex looked down the hill, seeing werewolves congregating in front of the main building. He saw Jasper step out and look up at them. There were small solar powered lamp posts set up in the village. If he ignored the fire, it would look almost cozy.

      “I just want to talk to him,” Alex finally said, taking deep breaths and trying to slow his racing heart. He marched down the hill with the girls following, checking Know Thyself as he did. Apart from tiredness and some small scratches, he was fine. He used up half of the pain mana breaking free of the bind.

      As he walked through the village he was arguing with himself about whether he should rip the mage to pieces. Surely he'd been the one to cast the binding spell.

      As Alex reached the main house, Jasper stepped out of the crowd.

      “What is this? You burn down our building?” Jasper yelled. He was in his hybrid form, waving his long arms at the burning remnants of the cabin up on the hill.

      “You attacked us and cast a binding spell, trying to trap us in that fire!” Alex roared back. He searched the crowd for Eric but couldn’t see him. It may have been a good thing, he thought, considering he wanted to rip his head off.

      “We didn't do this,” Jasper said.

      Alex realized he was doing a grim calculus in his head as he counted the werewolves gathered behind Jasper, trying to work out how many he could kill before he was inevitably killed.

      He pushed these violent thoughts aside and took a deep breath. A sudden memory came to him - Julius explaining how challenges worked. Any werewolf with land could make a challenge if their land were sufficient.

      Alex didn't have any land but he was angry enough to challenge anyway, even if it was just to piss Jasper off and maybe make him start a fight.

      “I challenge you for leader of this pack. A fight to the death,” he yelled so the surrounding werewolves could hear.

      Some of the werewolves laughed and made mocking sounds that seemed to encourage Jasper.

      “And what land do you hold for this challenge? Because I hold all of this,” Jasper said, waving his arm around.

      Alex didn’t have an answer for that and despite his fury knew he couldn’t bluff Jasper with a story of some land in Baxter.

      “I hold the elemental lands and I am his,” April suddenly said, her voice ringing out.

      Alex managed to keep the shock of his face but just barely. Juno and Nia were looking at her like she was crazy.

      “The elemental lands would be equal to this or greater in fact. It would be a valid challenge,” a voice said from the darkness. Eric then stepped out from nowhere with Alara by his side in hybrid form.

      Alex growled, but suppressed the desire to leap at him and tear his heart out.

      The assembled werewolves turned to Jasper. The mocking feeling was gone. They all seemed aware of April's lands and it appeared it was sufficient for a challenge.

      Jasper looked around at the werewolves and then at Eric for a long moment before turning back to Alex.

      “Very well, we’ll do it here and now for control of this pack. When you die, your three mates will die too and I will take all of the elemental lands,” he said.

      “Don't forget to use your magic,” Juno whispered in Alex’s ear as the three girls stepped away from him.

      There was already a rough semicircle of werewolves but now it firmed up. The nearest lamp was casting a stark light over them. Jasper was moving from foot to foot across from him, his long claws glinting.

      When Alex had spoken he hadn't realized it would be instant if accepted. He hadn’t entirely wanted this and mostly wanted to anger Jasper for no good reason.

      It was too late now. They were in a dirt ring with no way out.

      With Juno's warning in mind, Alex got his spell screen up quickly, looking through the spells, keeping an eye on Jasper. There still didn't seem much of use apart from flame shield charged with a dose of pain. To use that, Alex would have to get close enough to clench Jasper and then ignite it.

      Although where there was standing was largely dirt there were a few stones around that Alex spotted. He wondered if he could charge up telekinesis with a dose of pain but it seemed unwise to try a brand-new spell during a fight to the death.

      “Begin,” Eric called out.

      Alex was expecting Jasper to charge but he just kept shuffling like a boxer from side to side, moving closer. Alex was forced to move to keep Jasper in front of him, wary of his longer reach. Due to his height he could slash Alex without him even getting close enough to lay a claw on him in return.

      Jasper came closer and then suddenly lashed out at Alex, closing the distance between them with frightening speed. Alex felt the claws down his arm, the sensation of them but not the injury as the protection ring discharged and protected him. It was on Jasper second swipe however that Alex realized the protection ring had already been somewhat depleted. He must've taken injuries while trying to break their way out of the house. It had started at thirty but now only held seven charges.

      Alex leaped at Jasper, swiping for his face but got hit in the head in return without making contact. Although it didn't hurt, courtesy of the protection ring, the force of it drove him back. He tumbled in the dust before leaping to his feet.

      Jasper didn't give him a moment of respite, leaping forward and swiping at him again, steadily reducing the protection ring. When there was only one charge left, Alex made some space, walking back to the far side of the circle to plot a new strategy.

      Jasper was fast, almost unnaturally so, and also strong and his reach was far greater than Alex's. Not only that but one more attack and the protection ring would be exhausted.

      Then Alex would only have shield, which only lasted a short time. He’d completely failed even to touch Jasper once so it wasn’t looking good.

      Around them the assorted werewolves howled and hooted, happy to see the violence.

      It was as Jasper began weaving towards him closing the distance that a new strategy came to Alex, remembering the obstacle course he’d run with Daisy. He had three forms: human, hybrid, and wolf.

      Jasper had stayed in his hybrid form and Alex wondered if that was because it was the most comfortable for him to fight in. Although the werewolf children snapped at each other as wolf pups and switched rapidly between their three forms, when the adults fought or wrestled, it was almost always in their hybrid forms.

      Wondering if he was about to do something fatally stupid, Alex cast haste and then ran at Jasper, shifting to wolf form and diving for his leg. With the spell, he was a blur and caught Jasper off-guard. He felt claws rake his back and there was a sudden heat around on his paw as the last of the magic discharged but Alex managed to close his jaws on Jasper’s leg, his teeth finding flesh.

      Alex bit down but Jasper’s bones were like iron.

      Alex realized his mistake as Jasper slashed his back. He’d never tried to cast spells while he was in the form of a wolf. All of his movements were for hands and claws, not paws.

      Alex felt a stabbing pain in his back as Jasper slashed at him again, a chunk of flesh coming free. The spell screen was still up but with them rolling and jolting, Alex was having trouble concentrating on it. He wasn't going to let go of Jasper though – he might not get this chance again.

      Alex tried to cast flame shield, but in the fighting missed it, and he cast purify instead, charging it with pain.

      The spell raced through Alex and then flowed down through his teeth and into Jasper’s leg. It was as though he had his teeth in so deep the spell couldn’t tell where Alex ended and Jasper started.

      Jasper groaned as his skin suddenly split in multiple places, black liquid pouring out, washing over Alex. It smelt like metal and something burned. The flood was over in an instant and then Jasper's leg suddenly crunched, the bone giving way and the werewolf roared in pain.

      Alex shook his head, tearing at the leg before ripping it away and spitting it out. He shifted then to his hybrid form, leaping atop Jasper and pushing him down into the dirt. He started slashing at him, aiming for a killing blow.

      Although Jasper was strong, whatever it was that Alex had pushed out of him had been the source of his power. There was no final grand moment. It was just Alex and Jasper slashing each other, Alex struggling against the red and black tide that was threatening to overwhelm him.

      Finally he broke through Jasper's defense and tore his head off his shoulders.

      As soon as he did, Alex staggered away from the body, blood dripping from his claws. Juno and April rushed forward to grab him. Juno had no magic left but was borrowing power from April to cast a healing spell. Alex still had Know Thyself open and saw that he had a large wound on his back, gushing out blood.

      Nia grabbed something off the ground and Alex realized with shock that it was a chunk of muscle that Jasper had carved out of him. It was covered in dirt and blood. Nia shoved it into the hole in his back and Juno pressed her hands to it, trying to seal it up to stop the bleeding.

      “You won,” April said.

      Alex looked around at the gathered werewolves who were watching him in silence. Suddenly, as one, the circle disintegrated, the werewolves walking away without a second glance.

      Only Eric approached them, with Alara by his side.

      “Congratulations, you are the Alpha of the Greenacre pack, or what will remain of it. As you can see, many are leaving,” he said.

      Alex looked around. Julius had never mentioned this part of the challenge. What did he mean they were leaving?

      “Unless you wish to fight some of them to force them to stay? I’m sure there are some children you could hurt to ensure their loyalty?”

      His head was muzzy from blood loss but Alex managed to remember his desire to kill Eric for the binding spell.

      “You cast the binding spell,” he snarled.

      “No, I found a wand out there that you can examine yourself. I assume you’re skilled enough,” Eric said.

      He pulled a wand out of his robes and when no one took it, dropped it on the ground.

      Alex looked up into the village. The werewolves were shifting and running off into the darkness, leaving everything behind.

      “I better not see you here come morning mage,” Alex said finally.

      Eric merely nodded and then walked away with Alara, disappearing into the night.

      The four of them went into the main building, Alex trying to work out where exactly they could hole up until dawn. He was too injured to travel far but Juno was worried there was another binding wand out there. If they got locked into a building again with a fire, they’d die this time. They either had to stay in the main building and hope it was too large to cover or leave right now.

      They were discussing, standing in the main entranceway when a group of werewolves entered.

      There was a young man, maybe seventeen years old and five women. Three looked to be teenagers too and the last two were elderly, in their eighties at least.

      “Everyone else is gone and they won't be coming back tonight. What you want to do Alpha?” the young man called out.

      Alex was still having trouble standing upright. He was drawing on the magic around them to help heal his wounds, seeing his pain mana refilling quickly.

      He looked at the six of them, feeling his heart sink that a kid, three young girls not old enough to vote and two old ladies were the only ones who’d decided to stay.

      “Find something to bar the doors and then we can keep watch until morning,” Alex said.

      The two elderly werewolves took themselves off somewhere into the building while the three girls and the kid hastened to follow Alex's instructions, finding chairs and tables and stacking them up against the door.

      Alex turned away from them and saw Juno, Nia and April watching him

      “Well, we just killed the emissary but, hey, we got some land,” Juno said.

      Alex gave a weak smile and then his gaze settled on Nia.

      “What do you think your dad's going to say about this?”

      Nia shrugged. “Yeah, he might be a bit annoyed but Jasper has always been a bit of an asshole.”
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      At four in the morning Alex got out of bed and went downstairs to find the kid was guarding the barricaded door.

      “Do you want to go out Alpha?” he asked.

      Alex was tired from poor quality sleep and although most of his wounds had healed, the one in his back was itching like crazy on the surface and throbbing down in his spine. He looked at the who cast his eyes the ground as though he was afraid of Alex.

      “What’s your name?” Alex asked.

      “Jacob.”

      “Okay Jacob, just call me Alex and yeah, I want to go outside,” he said.

      “Yes Alph – Alex,” Jacob said. Alex helped him unbarricade the door and then walked out, Jacob falling in behind him.

      It was still dark and clouds were passing overhead, sometimes obscuring the moon and the stars. There were lights on in some of the cabins. The werewolves who’d abandoned the pack simply walked off, taking nothing with them and apparently not even turning lights off or closing doors.

      As soon as he got outside, Alex shifted to his hybrid form, so he could see better and took a deep breath. Over the smell of gardens and dirt and everyday life there was blood. Jasper's body was where Alex had left it. It was still splattered with the black liquid Alex had forced out of him.

      Alex walked over to Jasper with Jacob following behind him. He crouched down to look at the body but then hesitated to touch it, not knowing what the black liquid was.

      “He was really mean,” Jacob said.

      “I think he was working for the mages too,” Alex murmured.

      After all, what other explanation could there be? Alex had come to speak with the emissary who would in turn contact the mages, looking for an answer. But then they'd immediately been attacked, clearly by werewolves in the pack. Alex's money was still on the mage, Eric, but also he had some doubts about it. It seemed a lot of what Eric had said to him yesterday had wormed its way into his brain.

      What if it wasn't Corvus that had attacked him? Maybe the mercenary had been spelled to say that it was, or tricked.

      Jasper had clearly been using some magical potion to strengthen his bones but Alex guessed such things were common, given there were pawn shops that sold wands, rings and spelled armor.

      Alex stood up and looked around, taking in the cabins and paths of this little bit of civilization amongst the wilderness. He stepped around Jasper's dead body and headed off down one of the paths with Jacob behind him.

      “So how long have you been in the Greenacre pack?” Alex asked.

      “My mother came here when I was a baby. She died when I was two, so fifteen years ago now,” Jacob said. The passed a small house with it chicken roost behind it, surrounded by wire. In through the small arch door Alex could see sleeping chickens perched.

      “The same thing happened to me. My parents, when I was two. It sucks,” Alex said, realizing he was slipping into teenager talk.

      “Yup.”

      “Why did all the werewolves leave last night?”

      “I think it's kinda symbolic. Like when the Alpha dies, the pack is dead too and everyone leaves and then maybe some of them return to a new pack. That’s if it’s peaceful. Sometimes a new Alpha takes over and it’s join immediately or die.”

      “Does that mean werewolves are coming back today?”

      “I think it is anywhere from a day to, like, weeks,” Jacob said. The kept walking, Alex examining everything around them, his brain starting to do the mathematics of it all. There were fridges full of food. Some of the houses had gas tanks on them and diesel generators. There were solar panels on roofs.

      In addition to there being chickens behind virtually every house there was a large barn full of goats and behind it, some pigsties.

      Alex stopped upwind from them and turned back to look over what he supposed was now his. What am I meant to do with all this? he thought.

      A challenge and was he meant to become a farmer now?

      “So what happened to your hand?” Jacob asked.

      In the darkness Alex's hand was sparkling, the tiny flecks of metal reflecting the moonlight.

      “Got torn off by a little old lady brought back from the dead. I regrew it and I think it incorporated metal in my body, I guess.”

      “Oh wow. So the same thing happened your eyes?”

      “What do you mean my eyes?” Alex asked.

      “They have little glittery things in them too,” Jacob said.

      Alex headed straight for the nearest cabin and went to the bathroom to check in the mirror. Sure enough there were flecks of a silvery metal through both of his eyes.

      “What the hell?” Alex said.

      In his werewolf form he had long claws, so he shifted back to his human form and gently touched a finger to his eyeball. There was a tiny hiss and Alex pulled his finger away at the jolt of pain. He looked his finger and saw a small burn mark, the same as last time he’d touched silver.

      “You have silver in your eyes? How is that possible?” Jacob asked, standing behind Alex on a bright green bath mat.

      “I don't know,” Alex said quickly bring up his spell screen. He cast Know Thyself and checked through the pages, but aside from the deep injury on his back there was nothing special about his eyes themselves. Alex cast Know Thyself three more times, compressing the spell over onto itself, but no additional information appeared. He experimentally touched his finger to his eyeball again and got the same hiss and jolt of pain as the fleck of silver that was now part of his eyeball burned his finger.

      “Why isn’t that burning your eyelids?” Jacob asked.

      “It's integrated itself somehow,” Alex said.

      He was looking at the purify spell and wondering whether he should cast on himself. There were more than a few flecks in both eyes. Who knows how deep they were? What if he cast it and shredded his own eyeballs? He’d cast it yesterday in the fight but it appeared the silver had grown in overnight.

      Alex looked at the spell a few times before wiping it all away. If he had to stumble back to the main building with no eyeballs he knew that the girls wouldn't let him forget it. Plus there was the whole shredding his eyeballs side of things.

      He left the cabin, turning the lights off as he went and shifted back to hybrid form. All he could smell was nature and chickens and the old scent of werewolves who were now gone.

      “Can you teach me how cast spells?” Jacob asked.

      “I haven’t met a werewolf yet who can do magic, except me,” Alex said. “But hey, let's give it a try.” He held out his hand to Jacob, who after a moment of hesitation took it. Alex then opened his spell screen again and brought up the shield spell.

      “Okay, let's see if you can feel the magic and sense the spell,” he said. Alex started drawing on the magic around him. The spell opened on his spell screen.

      After a moment, the young werewolf shrugged.

      “I can’t feel anything.”

      Alex cast shield, the spell encapsulating his body. Jacob took a step back in surprise but didn’t let go of Alex's hand.

      “Nope, still nothing,” he said. Alex canceled the spell and let go of his hand.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      Alex headed off again around the small village, holding his breath as he passed the pigsties. He was trying to get a feel for how large the area was.

      “There were a lot of werewolves living here – where did you get all the food?”

      “Trucks come to a drop-off point and then we’d have to haul it on our backs because there’s no road. Sometimes there are airdrops – pallets with parachutes on them. The rest of the time we make do with pigs, goats, chickens, wild boars and whatever else we can catch. There were always werewolves coming and going, working in Baxter for a while, sending back money,” Jacob said.

      Alex didn't know the financial sums behind it but an airdrop sounded expensive. This was essentially an agrarian community. Where were they getting all the money from? After all, the werewolves going to Baxter weren’t taking up some high-paid finance role for just a couple of months to make some cash. They were probably working laboring jobs, stuff that was low paid. Just looking at the buildings around them, a lot of money had been poured into this community.

      Given his suspicions about Jasper, Alex wondered if mages and vampires were secretly funding this all.

      They kept walking and Alex soon caught the scent of blood of some small animal. In one of the small fenced areas behind a cabin there was a chicken on the ground, its throat streaked with blood. It was breathing but barely alive.

      “No matter what we do, foxes still get in,” Jacob said. Alex hopped over the small fence to check on the chicken. It took two more breaths and then closed its eyes for the last time.

      “Better get someone to pluck it and roast it up,” Jacob said, unperturbed.

      Alex crouched down beside the chicken and then looked at the roost. Inside were three more dead mauled chickens. He shook his head as he looked the scene over. Sure, him, Howey and Puzo had been working on a post-apocalyptic farming game but beyond tilling the soil and planting things he had zero idea about farming or grazing animals.

      Alex reached down to touch the chicken, thinking he might take it back himself. He felt a small tingle in his finger, a buzz almost, like the dead chicken was vibrating.

      Alex placed the palm of his hand against its feathers and the buzzing sensation increased.

      As though he was born to do it, Alex began to gently pull on the magic around them, drawing it through the chicken’s body. The buzzing rose up his arm into his shoulder and down into his chest. There was something pleasant about it, like sitting in a massage chair.

      “What are you doing?” Jacob asked.

      Alex opened his eyes, not realizing he had closed them in some kind of trance. He looked at the chicken and saw how it must appear: the new Alpha squatting down with his hand on a chicken, totally silent, apparently having some kind of deep emotional moment.

      “There’s some kind of magical power from the dead chicken,” Alex said and then immediately regretted it for how crazy that sounded.

      Remembering what Henry had said, Alex opened his spell screen. The moment he did, a new bar of mana appeared. It was black with red threaded through it like a vein full of warm blood.

      It was barely filled however, just a fragment. As Alex watched, the word death appeared beside it.

      Alex tried to pull on the magic through the dead chicken but the vibration couldn't be held. It retraced its path out of his chest, down his arm and then was gone.

      “Don't tell anyone you saw me do this,” Alex said, bringing up his minor necromancy spell.

      “Absolutely,” Jacob said.

      Alex had read over the spell countless times but there were structures and code in it that meant nothing to him. There was almost nothing similar between it and any other spell he’d read.

      But what could he do? It was either delete it because it was maybe a trap or use it, trusting Henry.

      If he had to roll the dice on Henry he was going to go with trust.

      With that, Alex placed his hand on the chicken and cast the spell.

      Three-quarters of his blue mana went in a gulp. The dead chicken opened its eyes. They lit up brilliant green and then it stood up.

      “This is crazy! Is that a zombie chicken?” Jacob asked in awe,

      Alex removed his hand from the chicken and stood up.

      “Yeah, I think so.” He could feel a connection to the chicken almost as if it was a part of his own body.

      “Walk over to the gate chicken,” Alex said. The chicken did as he instructed, although with a slight limp. It’s left leg had been damaged by the fox and some of the meat was torn away, showing bone.

      Alex checked his blue mana and saw it was perilously low. He wasn't sure what would happen if you hit zero when he had the other bars charged up. Would it feed on them and he’d maybe end up with a supercharged zombie chicken? Now was not the time to find out, so he canceled the spell. The green left the chicken's eyes and it dropped dead to the ground again.

      “I'd stick with that flame on the finger thing. That's impressive. Zombie chicken is just weird,” Jacob said.

      Alex laughed. “Good advice,” he said.

      He stood up and decided to leave the chicken where it was. He’d get someone to collect it later, pluck it and figure out how to cook it. He didn't want to make assumptions but he figured the two old ladies might have an idea of what to do with it.

      The first warm glow of the rising sun had now appeared on the horizon.

      “Come on, let's go,” Alex said. He set off again, with Jacob falling in naturally beside him.

      “So you're seventeen?” Alex asked.

      “Yup.” Jacob said.

      “You get into Baxter much?”

      “Went a few times with others to get clothes or go to some shops. Most the time I’ve been living out here. The whole city smells weird to me. It's not like it air you’re breathing but the breath of other people,” Jacob said.

      Alex nodded, understanding exactly what the kid meant. Out here you could see for miles without a building in front of you, take a breath and not smell car exhaust. The part of him that was wolf wanted to stay forever. Alex rolled this over in his mind as he walked back to the main house. It seemed like some kind of ridiculous dream.

      Was that all it took? Run out into the wilderness, kill a random Alpha and take his land and then live there happily ever after? Try to gather more werewolves so next time a blood golem came lumbering over the horizon they could fight together?

      As soon as Alex spotted Jasper he wondered if there was any magic to be drawn from his dead body. He squatted down, found a clean patch of skin not stained with the black liquid and touched his palm to it.

      There was no buzz but after a moment, Alex felt something else. There was a kind of chill the coolness of the night couldn't explain. Alex closed his eyes and tried to reach out, like they’d done with the binding spell. It felt oddly like Jasper's body was an open door that led to a small tunnel. There was a black string stretched away into the darkness. Alex reached for it and felt tugging as though somewhere distant there was a fish hooked on the line.

      “You trying to get some more of that dead magic?” Jacob asked.

      Alex ignored him and concentrated on pulling on the string. Whatever was on the end of it was large and strong and Alex got the feeling that the string had been much thicker and stronger in the past, like a heavy rope. Had it decayed overnight? He pulled and felt a brief struggle before there was a snap. The string disappeared and the sensation of the open door went with it, leaving him crouched in the first rays of the morning sun with his hand on a dead body.

      Alex stood up, looking at Jasper's body, wondering what would happen if he cast Henry’s spell on it. He assumed it would fail. After all, it was meant for small animals.

      Considering they'd been attacked by the dead in the cemetery that meant some spells could revive something the size of a human. In fact, it could revive multiple humans given how many of the dead had attacked them.

      There was the question of Mrs. Bronson too – there was only one of her but she’d been unnaturally strong and had torn Alex's hand off. Was that just the same spell folded over itself, made far stronger or something else?

      A rooster crowed, the sun now well and truly rising. Alex was standing there in the sunshine pondering spells when Nia came bursting out the front door, closely followed by Juno. Nia was in hybrid form, but Juno was topless with only a small pair of panties on.

      “Alex, where have you been? Did you sleepwalk?” Nia asked, grabbing his arm.

      “Just went for a walk around,” Alex said. Jacob's mouth had fallen open upon seeing Juno. He suddenly closed it and began studying the ground between his feet.

      “You can’t just vanish like that. Argh alphas!” Juno said, throwing her arms up in the air, causing quite a nice jiggle.

      “So the two of you saw Jacob last night. Jacob, these are my mate's, Nia and Juno,” Alex said, trying to keep a straight face.

      Some sort of automatic politeness kicked in for both the girls, which had been what Alex had been betting on.

      “Nice to meet you,” Nia said.

      “You’re name is Jacob? Seriously, a young werewolf called Jacob? How annoyed were you when Twilight came out?” Juno said, seemingly completely unaware that she was standing there topless.

      Jacob to his credit didn't raise his gaze one inch off his feet. “Well, I was kinda, like, super young when that came out so it didn't really affect me.”

      “What? What do you mean super young?” Juno asked. She crossed her arms, now pushing up a lot of cleavage but barely covering anything.

      “Well, I was two or three I think maybe. So the fact that I was a Jacob and a toddler werewolf didn’t mean anything to anyone,” Jacob said.

      Juno put her hands up to her face. “Oh goddess we’re so old. I’m an old grandma. This is it. I can feel the end coming. My brittle bones,” she wailed.

      “Maybe you could put some clothes on before Jacob explodes,” Nia said, laughing.

      Juno finally seemed to realize she was barely wearing anything. She quickly cupped her hands, making a hand bra.

      “Okay, I’m going to get dressed, but then –” she looked at Alex and then stepped closer, squinting at him.

      “Do you have glitter in your eyes? Have your eyes become Twilight vampires?”

      “It's silver. Weirdest thing is I touch it with my finger and it burns but doesn't hurt my eyelids or my eyes,” Alex said.

      Juno forgot her nakedness again. She stepped over to Alex, gently pulling down his eyelid so she could take a closer look.

      “You must have had silver in you when you healed yourself with that homebrew spell. I mean, look at your glitter hand. It's like your body is just deciding to feed on whatever it can to heal. I don’t understand how this silver isn’t burning your eyes out right now.”

      With Juno standing so close to him and wearing virtually nothing, ideas began to cross Alex's mind. He could smell the scent of her, too.

      “Let me see,” Nia said. Alex held still as she shifted back to human form. Like Juno, she was topless and wearing a small pair of panties.

      “Keep your eyes down Jacob,” Alex said, trying to keep the laughter out of his voice. Jacob for his part had shuffled his feet, facing away from them.

      “One hundred percent,” he said.

      Alex stood still as Nia inspect his eyes. She then carefully touched a finger to his eyeball. Instantly it sizzled and she jerked it away.

      “Well, that's definitely silver. Seriously, what the hell? I mean, your hand isn’t silver,” Nia said, grabbing his hand to demonstrate. “So we should just shoot you with silver bullets, cut off your legs and when you grow new ones they’ll be shimmery and immune to silver?”

      “Seems like a really painful way to get that immunity,” Alex said.

      “Oh my goddess, why is no one wearing clothes?” April said as she emerged from the main house. She at least was fully dressed, wearing jeans and a T-shirt. Her pink hair lit up in the morning light, as did the chunky necklace around her neck with the emerald in it. She’d taken to wearing it everywhere, hoping that something would happen to explain its purpose.

      “Sheesh, okay, okay,” Juno said covering herself up and heading back inside. Nia switched to hybrid form then followed after Juno, but not before giving Alex a wink and a nudge and stage whispering to him, “She’s yours you know.”

      April turned pink but said nothing. Alex hadn’t had time to think about what April had done last night, stepping forward and pledging her land, the so-called elemental lands, whatever that meant, so he could fight Jasper. It seemed an unambiguous sign from her but still something was holding him back.

      “Hey Jacob, how about you go inside and wake the others up and get started on making some breakfast?” Alex said.

      “Okay, but first are there any other of your naked wives here?” Jacob said.

      April snorted with laughter, but then quickly covered her mouth.

      “Absolutely no naked wives here right now, I promise,” Alex said with a grin. Jacob turned around and then his eyes went wide when he saw April. The sunlight was highlighting her pink hair and he was obviously mesmerized by her beautiful she was.

      “Jacob, breakfast,” Alex said. The young werewolf mumbled something, snapped out of his daze and then went inside. April came over to stand beside Alex.

      “Good morning, how are your wounds?” she asked and lightly touched him on the arm. The moment she did she pulled her hand away, as though she was a werewolf who’d just touched silver.

      “You've been drawing on the dead,” she said.

      “It’s just another power source, right? Plus, I was curious.”

      April bit her lip and then reached out a hand again to touch Alex's arm. He became very aware of the scent of her and the touch of her fingers on his body. From April's hand he felt a slight coolness, like a refreshing breeze.

      “Please don't stop but what are you doing?”

      “Checking that nothing came back from the dead while you were out there fishing,” April murmured. After a moment she took her hand off his arm and the cool sensation vanished.

      She turned to Alex, her face serious. “Really powerful necromancers connecting to death bring spirits of the deceased back themselves. The more powerful they are, the more time it gives them. But you need to be aware there are other things out there that want to get back into life. Some of them are quite sneaky. Good thing I'm around. I'm not going to tell you to stop but always come to me and I can get rid of any stowaways.”

      Alex stood there for a moment simply looking at her before April blushed and looked at the ground.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You put up your land last night so I could challenge.”

      “Well it wasn’t a big risk. I knew you’d win,” April said. Alex would have said it wasn’t the most romantic of settings. Sure, the sun was rising, chickens were clucking here and there and there was a certain warmth to the scene of the picturesque village around them. But Jasper’s dead body was sitting there too, covered in black liquid. Nevertheless, Alex stepped forward and gently kissed April. The moment their lips met he felt like he'd been given electric jolt. April giggled, pulling apart from the kiss.

      “Sorry about that. It’s the earth elemental part,” she said before kissing him back.

      Alex had had a vague plan forming in his mind. Firstly, to eat as much food as he could and then to go on a run with Jacob and Nia to discover the boundaries of this new territory. Then it would be time to have a discussion with everyone: does he attempt to hold the area or abandon it? What would happen if they just returned to Baxter?

      Those plans vanished the moment he kissed April. He broke apart from her and grabbed her hand.

      “Come with me,” he said. He pulled her towards the main house and she willingly followed.
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      They went upstairs and then April skipped past Alex, taking the lead and pulling them into a bedroom with an imposing four-poster bed in the middle. She let go of Alex's hand and went over to the bed, leaving him to close the bedroom door. He could smell her scent in the room. It must’ve been where she'd slept last night. Along one wall was a large antique dresser made of dark mahogany. Considering how far they were from civilization it must have been an epic effort to get it out here.

      “Wait, this isn't Jasper's room is it?” Alex asked.

      “I searched the cupboards this morning, and they’re full of lingerie, like, really skimpy lingerie so my guess is yes, this is probably his bedroom,” April said with a smile.

      Alex laughed and then straightened his face. “Too soon. Is it too soon?”

      “Yeah, you're right. We should definitely wait until at least lunchtime to make fun of the guy.”

      Although Alex had been pulling April upstairs, now they were in the room he wasn't so sure. It seemed she was possibly feeling the same way. She was standing next to the bed with their hand on one of the posts and although she kept looking at him, she also kept glancing down the floor.

      “I know we just came up here and this is a dumb question but are you sure?” April asked.

      “Am I sure…? Well, you're adorable with that amazing pink hair and those overalls you sometimes wear. You helped my succulents start growing and helped us rob a grave, you have some great spells and on top of all that you took a risk on me. You believed in me and now look – we suddenly have a farm… or village, whatever you call all this.”

      “Maybe a hamlet?”

      Alex took a step away from the door but then April held up her hand.

      “Stop. Wait a minute. We need to talk about… well, you know I'm half nymph and half earth elemental right?”

      “You told me that night in Juno’s yard when you stopped me sleepwalking.”

      April nodded. She was chewing her lip and frowning at the floor.

      “Remember I said nymphs only live to about forty and earth elementals live practically forever? I'm twenty-seven now so what if I only have thirteen years left? Or what if I have virtually forever to go?”

      Alex could see the question was weighing heavily on her mind, although she smiled at him through her worry.

      “I don't know… you find love and connection, and you go with it. None of us know the future. You live now, find joy and do your best,” he said.

      “I’ll be very sad if I outlive you by thousands of years.”

      “It'll be fine. Go full Lord of the Rings – make me a tomb with a sculpture of me carved on top of it. Mourn me for like, a hundred and fifty years. Wear a black veil, become the Dark Lady of the Grove, all that.”

      “A hundred and fifty years! No way. You die and I'll give you a good half hour of mourning before I buy myself a big house and get a pool boy named Javier who is so handsome but so stupid. I want a guy so dumb he asks what the Spanish word for tortillas is.”

      She was grinning now.

      “If his name is Javier, wouldn’t he have a good idea that tortilla is the Spanish word for tortilla?”

      “Nope, that's just how dumb and handsome he needs to be.”

      “Okay, I’ll make the same promise. If you drop dead at forty I’ll wait at least twenty minutes before finding a new mate,” Alex said.

      “Just twenty minutes? I gave you thirty!”

      Alex wasn't quite sure what it was about the bantering that made him cross the room, but he suddenly needed to be near April and to wrap his arms around her.

      There was a joy and humor to her. He simply couldn't stand on the other side of the room away from her any longer.

      He crossed the room in two quick steps and grabbed her. This time when they kissed he felt that jolt again, like a spark, leaping from her lips. They didn’t pull apart this time. Their kisses grew more urgent and soon Alex found himself sitting on the bed, April pushing him down and pulling herself across his lap. His world became kisses, her lips and tongue, her neck, her earlobes and back again. He felt like he wanted to consume her entirely. As they kissed, Alex caught the scent of her magic, damp earth after the rain, wildflowers, the scent of hay drying in the sun.

      Although he was absorbed in the kissing, a thought crossed his mind and he blurted it out. “What is my magic like?”

      “Pancakes,” April said, straight-faced.

      “Pancakes? Are you serious?”

      “Pancakes and soap. It’s an intriguing mixture,” April said.

      Alex grabbed her around the waist and in one smooth move flipped her around on to the bed, so her legs were wrapped around him. April squealed as she landed back on the soft sheets.

      “Tell the truth before I have to tickle you to death,” he said.

      “Now I'm definitely not going to tell the truth. You can't make me,” April said with a smirk. Alex started tickling her. Although she tried to push his hands away he was too fast. Soon she was gasping for air and begging for him to stop. He did, looking down at the beautiful girl on the bed, her cheeks flushed and her shirt askew.

      “Okay, okay, your magic seems to change,” she gasped. “Sometimes it's like earth, like when you dig into a garden bed. Sometimes it’s food, like cinnamon donuts. Occasionally there is a spice and I swear I'm not lying but one time I definitely caught the scent of soap. Fancy soap, like when you’re really clean getting out of the shower.”

      Alex gave her another tickle and she squealed. “Are you sure?” he asked, his hands ready to tickle again.

      “Yes, yes, I promise,” she said.

      He leaned over and kissed her again, a spark leaping between their lips. April pulled him closer, tightening her legs around his waist. The stayed like that for some time, just kissing. He sometimes broke away to kiss her neck or her earlobes or to run his fingers through her hair.

      Eventually the position itself seemed to affect them. Alex started rocking back and forth, pressed up against her. April began moving too, although there were layers of clothing between them.

      “Help me get these off,” April whispered, trying to undo his pants. Her cheeks are almost as flushed pink as her hair now. Alex pulled himself off her and had that awkward moment of trying to remove his jeans and T-shirt without falling over. April pulled off her clothes until she was in her underwear.

      The moment he was naked, she sat up and pulled him back to the bed, wrapping her legs around him.

      Now there was only the thinnest of fabrics between them. He immediately started kissing her, pushing his body against hers. April started gasping in his ear, urging him on. Alex could feel the heat of her and eventually couldn't take it anymore. He reached down and tore her underwear off, the thin fabric giving way easily.

      “Hey, they cost like four dollars you know,” April murmured. Now there was nothing between them. Alex was resting against her, sliding back and forth. With each movement they came closer together, the heat of her slick and wet, not quite connecting, just touching the edge and back again. Each time Alex drew back and moved forward again, April gasped and then bit her lip. She finally reached up to grab his ear, grasping it firmly.

      “Put it in before I tear this off,” she threatened. For a girl with small hands she had a strong grip so Alex did as she commanded. He slipped back, adjusted the angle and then slid into her all the way.

      “Oh goddess of nature,” April said as he sank into her. Alex moaned before pulling back and doing it again. April was curvier than Juno and Nia, her bra, a black lacy thing, doing its best to hold her In place. As he moved back and forth, her breasts moved in a rhythm Alex found intoxicating. There was something about having that final piece of clothing still on while they were in the bedroom that was driving him wild.

      He sped up and between one blink and the next, green shimmers pulled themselves out of the air and began drifting towards them. April didn't notice them at first but then opened her eyes when one hit Alex in the chest and vanished.

      “Oh, I see the game now… get access to nature through me huh?” she said, trying to speak clearly between gasps.

      “That's the long game I’ve been playing,” Alex said. They kept rocking together and then suddenly Alex stopped, fully inside her.

      “Oh, I’m Alex by the way. I don’t think we ever were formally introduced,” he said, completely straight-faced.

      April covered her mouth in pretend shock. “I think you’re right. I’m April, nice to meet you.”

      “This is really awkward being so late but do you have hobbies you’re into?” Alex said.

      “I love gardening. I’ve been trying to grow this strain of cherry tomatoes that –”

      Alex suddenly slid back and forward, plunging into her and she lost what she was saying and returned to gasping. He slid all the way into her and then stopped again.

      “I'm sorry, did I interrupt you? Please continue, tell me about these tomatoes,” he said.

      April was still trying to catch her breath. She gave him a look and then continued.

      “As I was saying, these tomatoes are a cherry variety and –”

      Alex suddenly moved hard and fast, plunging in and out of her, wrapping his hand behind her neck. This time he didn't slow down or stop.

      Although he was enjoying the joke, enjoying the connection, enjoying the moment entirely, he couldn't bring himself to stop. Between her pink hair lips and curves there was no way he could, now.

      The green sparks which had faded in and out now came back with a vengeance, popping out of the air and firing towards the pair of them. Although they'd only been in one position the entire time, Alex soon felt April shaking beneath him, her gasps going higher in pitch before, unexpectedly, she suddenly swore and then green sparks shot around the room like fireworks. Alex was pulled along with her. The zap between their lips was now like an electric surge, racing through his entire body. With a roar he came, holding onto her.

      They kept going for a little while after that, Alex feeling an unexpected surge of energy. Eventually they slowed and then stopped, Alex still on top of April, still connected, her legs wrapped around his waist.

      “Okay, I guess I'll mourn for at least an hour,” April said with a contented smile.

      Alex laughed and kissed her and soon the kissing grew passionate and it wasn't long after that before green sparks were shooting around the room again.
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      Juno and Nia clapped and cheered the moment the pair of them emerged from the main house, Alex following his nose to the scent of bacon.

      “Woo-hoo!” Nia yelled out.

      “Nice green sparks! Tell us all about it,” Juno yelled.

      Alex covered his face with his hand, feeling his cheeks turning red. Surprisingly, April nodded and went walking over to them. “You wouldn't believe it,” she said.

      “Are you seriously going to talk about it?” Alex asked.

      The girls were sitting an outdoor table with the rest of Alex's nascent pack. He realized he didn't even know their names yet, apart from Jacob. The table was piled high with bacon and eggs and other fried foods, making him feel like he was at a diner in the city rather than out in a small village in the wilderness.

      “You really think we don't talk?” Juno asked and gave him a wink.

      Alex groaned and then decided to ignore them as he went to sit down.

      To take his mind off what his mates were discussing (there was a lot of giggling) he turned to the two old ladies.

      “My name is Alex Lowe, nice to meet you,” he said.

      “This old floozy as Esme,” the first one said, waving to the other.

      “This harlot is Lydia,” Esme said, waving back. They were both chowing down plates of bacon, eggs and fried tomatoes. As Alex watched, Esme opened a bottle of whiskey and topped up their coffees.

      “So you’re the new Alpha. Well, you have a nice butt. Way better than Jasper,” Esme said.

      Lydia nodded in agreement.

      “Saw a lot of green sparks shooting out the window just then. It looks like you were having a good time,” she said.

      Juno, Nia and April had stopped their gossiping and were now grinning at the two old ladies like they were going to be soul mates.

      “Um… great to meet you, Esme and Lydia,” Alex said. In desperation he turned to the three younger girls.

      “What are your names?” he asked.

      They were Dana, Pearl, and Yvonne. Although the three of them were blondes and quite similar in appearance they told Alex they weren't related.

      As Jacob walked across to get some more bacon from the tray in the center of the table Alex saw the three girls watching him. Jacob grabbed his food and then sat down, blissfully unaware he was under observation.

      Alex turned to his food and started eating as Juno, Nia and April began talking to Esme and Lydia, all five of them cackling like witches. Alex blocked it out and focused on his food. Most of the jokes were sexual and related to him being the new Alpha. Eventually the conversation turned to discussing the animals around the small village.

      “So, Alex, all this is yours if you can hold it,” Esme said.

      Alex drank some coffee, wondering whether we should have added a shot of whiskey to it to get through this breakfast. He hadn’t intended to have a big serious breakfast meeting but there was no time like the present.

      “There’s something we need to decide today. It wasn't exactly my plan to come here and challenge Jasper. If he hadn't tried to burn down the cabin we would have returned to Baxter. Now suddenly there's chickens, pigs and goats, vegetable gardens and solar panels. Is this what we want?”

      The two old women looked at each other and then back to Alex.

      “So you think this is a democracy and not a benevolent dictatorship?” Lydia asked.

      “I'm kinda new to this werewolf thing so I don't know exactly how it’s meant to work. But yes, I think it's fair the people in the pack get a say.”

      “Sounds like he spent a lot of time with Julius. All these new ideas about how werewolves should do things,” Esme said, not unkindly.

      Alex gulped down the last of his coffee and then looked around at the surrounding cabins and gardens. There were chickens out now, pecking around their yards and clucking to themselves. In some other circumstance, like say when they weren’t being pursued by psychotic mages, this would have been bliss.

      “We could stay here. Grow the pack. Learn to live off the grid and hope that the insane mages that had been coming after me decide to stop, which might be unlikely because a great cost hasn't been inflicted on them. Or we leave. Go to Baxter, make some money and buy some land there.”

      Esme, Lydia and the three younger girls didn't appear to like this idea by the way they screwed up their noses.

      “I don’t like the smell of the city,” Yvonne said.

      “Me either,” Jacob grunted, focusing still on his food. From the beaming look on Yvonne's face you would have thought he'd just said the most deep and meaningful thing she’d ever heard. The young werewolf girl was practically panting over him and he was still chewing away, oblivious, even burping into the back of his hand.

      “Some of the ones who left last night will come back today. It’ll make it safe enough that you could go to Baxter to take care of your business,” Lydia said.

      Alex turned to Nia. “Can I give this territory to your dad?”

      Nia quickly shook her head. “Although dad is trying this whole ‘civilization on top of wildness’ thing, it really doesn't work like that. We could abandon this, leave entirely and eventually some other werewolf would move in, but all the packs generally know what's going on. You can’t abandon it and coincidentally my dad takes over half an hour later. It wouldn't be… honorable, if you know what I mean. You can either abandon it and let the chips fall where they may or try to hold and grow the pack.”

      He looked back to Esme and Lydia who were topping up their coffees with more whiskey. By this point it was surely just cups of whiskey with a small amount of coffee in them.

      “What would the two of you do? I only became a werewolf a few weeks ago. I'm apparently the only werewolf mage in the world. I’ve been attacked by a blood golem and crazy necromancers. The building where I lived got blown up and possibly Corvus are after me. My neighbors went missing and then one of them turned up raised from the dead. She attacked me and tore my hand off. Give me advice,” Alex said.

      “You’re going to take advice from this lush?” Esme said with a laugh and then clinked her cup against Lydia's. Both of them gulped down their whiskey coffee mix and then filled their cups again.

      “How about this: just check out the area and see what you think. If more werewolves arrive today you can decide then whether you want to hold it or go back to Baxter,” Lydia said.

      “What happens if an Alpha come to challenge and I'm not here?” Alex asked.

      Esme shrugged and took a mouthful of her drink, spilling a little of it down the side of her cup.

      “It depends whether they’re following Julius’ rules or not. It's dishonorable to attack a pack when the Alpha is gone but some still do it. Probably all that happens is they arrive, make their presence known and then leave, waiting for you to come back so they can challenge you directly.”

      Alex sat back after pouring himself some more coffee, feeling the food settling in his stomach.

      He felt like he was lost with no clear direction ahead of him. Henry's words about making it cost the mages significantly still weighed heavily on his mind, as well as what Howey had said concerning asymmetrical warfare.

      As far as Alex could see there was no reason the mages wouldn't send another blood golem or something worse rushing over the hills in the middle of the night. Aside from that, there were mysteries he wanted to unravel himself. The fact that he’d had a spell upon him for twenty-three years was first and foremost. There was also Henry’s story of the werewolf and witch who’d destroyed mage compounds and apparently killed vampires around the time Alex was adopted.

      If he was right, surely they couldn't be anyone other than his parents.

      It seemed certain that there was a mage, or mages, somewhere who knew who he really was. Working his way bloodily up the ladder greatly appealed to the wolf side of him. There had to be someone to explain why they were after him, although Alex suspected it was because he was the only werewolf who could use magic.

      Thinking about magic, Alex realized he'd been hit by plenty of green sparks while in bed with April. He pulled up Know Thyself but there was no additional bar of mana. He’d definitely felt the magic, so why hadn’t it appeared?

      Alex wondered if there was some variance in when it appeared. Remembering how the virtual spellcasting system had appeared when he simply thought of it, Alex concentrated on a new bar appearing, imagining it colored green with nature written beside it but there was no response.

      Now had the screen open he idly checked through the pages, seeing that he was fully healed up now. He closed the spellcasting screen and sat staring into the middle distance as he sipped his coffee. His small pack was chattering around him, except for Jacob who was focused on getting as much food into his belly as possible.

      Alex eventually decided he would take Lydia's advice. Besides, it would be good to run in his wolf form. He stood up from the table and only then noticed that someone had taken Jasper's body away. There was still a small pool of blood and black liquid on the ground where it had been.

      “Do we still have Jasper's body?” he asked.

      “All I did was drag around the corner, so we didn’t have to look at while we were eating,” Jacob explained.

      Alex turned to April and Juno. “Can you to see if you can work out that black liquid was? I can't understand why when I cast purify it got pushed out of his body,” he said.

      “Yet it was weird because usually purify doesn't touch things you want like potions or medicine or antibiotics. It seems to know the difference between things that are helping you and bad things,” Juno said.

      “That potion or whatever it is was definitely helping him. His bones were as hard as iron before it came out. Nia and Jacob, come with me. Jacob, I want you to take me around the boundary of the territory so I can find out what is technically mine now,” he said.

      “Yes Alpha… I mean, Alex,” Jacob said, standing up. He immediately began stripping off his clothes. Alex realized the young werewolf didn't have a shifter charm. Dana, Pearl, and Yvonne watched eagerly.

      Alex wondered for a moment if he should say something, but then figured he was just being a prudish human rather than a child of nature, as Jacob and the other werewolves appeared to be.

      There was a moment of naked young man before he shifted into his hybrid form. He was about seven feet tall, muscled but still slender. Alex could see he still has some growing to do. He also saw Yvonne literally licking her lips as she looked at Jacob.

      “We definitely need some babies to grow this pack,” Lydia said and then she and Esme started laughing after clinking the cups together and sloshing whiskey onto the table.

      Jacob frowned and looked at Alex, who just shrugged. Alex could recall doing a similar sort of thing when he was Jacob's age (and sometimes even older): being completely unaware when a girl liked him. Alex remembered a hot girl at college had asked him to her house for coffee and he’d said no, he didn’t drink it and had left. It was only when he was halfway home that he’d realized his mistake.

      Alex cringed a little at the memory and then shifted into his hybrid form, leaving the table with Jacob and Nia following behind him.

      It was still reasonably early in the morning. The overnight chill had been pushed away by the rising sun. Alex walked past a cabin and saw where Jacob had dragged Jasper's body, laying it in the grass by the side of the path.

      In the light of day the dead werewolf appeared to be a pathetic thing. His fur was matted and although he'd been tall and strong now he appeared to Alex to be some broken thing, something to be pitied.

      “Take me to the boundary Jacob and then around it. Lead the way,” Alex said.

      Jacob shifted to his wolf form and Alex felt the pull strongly, so he went with it, shifting too. Nia followed suit.

      Jacob was like Alex in that form, pitch black, although slightly smaller in size. He set off jogging out of the village and then sped up as they entered the forest, following a well-worn pathway. Alex tried to push the image of Jasper out of his mind, but he couldn't seem to get away from it. What had he said last night? That he hadn't been behind the attack attempting to burn them alive in the cabin? Could it be possible he'd been telling the truth and Alex had challenged him anyway?

      Had he killed an innocent werewolf, taking all that was his?

      As Alex padded along behind Jacob he got the feeling he was embroiled in something that was a mash-up of chess, Risk and Monopoly with a touch of violent murder on the side.

      Eric had really driven a stake of doubt into everything.

      Maybe there had been a spy amongst the werewolves who’d used the wand and set the fire, trying to pit him against Jasper. He in his rage had stupidly stomped along the path and now he held valuable territory. What next? Would it just be Alpha werewolf after werewolf coming to attempt to overthrow him?

      Would the mages eventually figure out he was there and send teams of snipers?

      Alex realized he wasn't paying attention to where they were going when he nearly crashed into the back of Jacob, who had stopped abruptly on the edge of the forest where it thinned out before returning to grasslands

      “This is the edge of the territory, roughly the side of the forest,” Jacob said, speaking slowly, making sure to form the words correctly with his wolf mouth. “Are you sure you want to run the whole boundary? It’s going to take the whole day.”

      “We need to do it,” Alex said. Jacob set off without a word and Alex and Nia followed behind him.

      The young werewolf hadn't been wrong. They ran for miles through the forest, across plains and squelched their way across wetlands that became boggy. Sometimes they came across wild boars that bolted at the sight of them and the occasional deer, as well as the countless other small animals, and birds and mice.

      They came to a grove of fruit trees – lemons, oranges, and pears, which had been mostly pecked away by birds. There were the charred remains nearby of cabins that had clearly been burned down years before. The three of them shifted back to hybrid form so they could talk more easily.

      “I think that was one of the attempts to build on the land ages ago, but then some werewolves burned it down,” Jacob said.

      Alex walked around what was left of the charred remains that had been thoroughly weathered and rained into the ground. There were still a few fence posts quietly rotting away with bits of wire around them. Someone had attempted to set up a small village.

      Alex walked over to the grove, glad that the attacking werewolves had spared the fruit trees. The pears were mostly gone but the orange tree was laden down with fruit. Alex split an orange open, the juice running down his hands. They’d been running for half the day now, and aside from drinking some freshwater for a creek he hadn't had anything to eat. He gulped down the orange, enjoying the delicious sweet taste. Jacob and Nia started eating too.

      “This is a good orange,,” Nia said, juice running down her fur.

      “Do you really think you want to take the pack to live in Baxter?” Jacob asked out of nowhere.

      Alex was glad to see that Jacob was relaxing. In the beginning, he’d seemed almost terrified of him. It appeared he’d realized Alex wasn’t Jasper.

      “Maybe. I mean, what happens if I do take my mates and leave?”

      “Oh no, you can't do that,” Nia said quickly. Jacob looked shocked he'd even suggest that.

      “Abandon your pack?” Jacob asked.

      Nia turned to Jacob. “He didn't mean that. He really is new, like seriously a couple of weeks new so he’s still learning how to werewolf.”

      Then she turned back to Alex. “Alphas don't abandon their packs. Once you make it, it’s yours until you die or go wild and they put you down.”

      Alex could see that Jacob was still little shaken so he clapped him on the shoulder, accidentally getting some juice on his fur.

      “Just ignore what I said. I'm new,” Alex said with a smile.

      They finished eating and set off again, the grasslands transitioning to hard dirt with only a few scrubby weeds growing here and there. Sometimes they came across the remains of animals in various states of decay. They found a boar carcass slowly rotting into the ground, covered in ants stripping the flesh away.

      Every now and then Alex caught the scent of other werewolves. It was fresh but he couldn't be sure if they were the werewolves from the Greenacre pack, the ones who’d left or whether they were werewolves from other packs testing the boundaries.

      Running around in his wolf form, Alex could feel the influence of the shape on his mind. There was a joy in the wildness, a vicious pride, that made him want to defend what was his. He wanted to hunt, to chase down a boar and drag it back to his mates and for the pack.

      Alex could understand why they were werewolf packs who hardly ever shifted out of their wolf forms. It was supremely enjoyable to run as swiftly as the wind, to be strong and sure. The human version of him had worries and concerns, complicated stupid things. The wolf dropped them all and just ran, a free wild thing.

      It was late evening by the time they finally returned home.

      As they came over the hill,. Alex saw a crowd of werewolves standing just outside the village boundaries.

      At first he felt a shock of fear that they’d come to attack, or maybe already had. Then he spotted April and Juno down near the main house, plus Esme, Lydia and the three girls.

      Nia quickly shifted to hybrid form and nudged Alex to do the same. As soon as he’d shifted, she clasped his hands.

      “This is the most serious thing I’m ever going to say to you. Those werewolves down there want to be part of the pack. All you need to do is draw the line on the ground and pull them over it. But if you do that, it’s permanent. They’re the pack until you die or they do. You don’t have to decide now. Sometimes Alphas make werewolves stay out there for days, like a test. But if you do, you must know it is irreversible. They will be your pack and your responsibility.”

      “I understand,” Alex said, looking down the hill. He counted ten werewolves. It was an equal gender split of five men and five women. Some of them were clearly couples.

      Alex looked down at the main house where April, Juno and the rest of his tiny pack were looking back up at him. He’d grown his pack by six without even realizing he was doing it. But what was meant to happen last night? He should have told Jacob, two old ladies and three teenage girls to leave?

      He felt a battle inside him – the wolf part of him finding these human thoughts cringeworthy.

      Alex shifted again, now to his human form and felt the influence of the wolf lessening. Although it felt like he was fighting with himself, he had to be able to think through what would happen next clearly.

      If he brought these ten werewolves into the pack, he was responsible for them. They’d probably move back into their old homes. He’d suddenly have sixteen werewolves, plus his three mates. The Lowe pack would be twenty, all up.

      As Alex thought about his current small pack he realized he’d already decided they were his, permanently. His human side and wolf side were in agreement – he had to protect them, had an obligation to. It might not have been one he’d planned on but now it was here, it was natural and right to take it on.

      His thoughts strayed to the blood golem, the weredogs, the multiple attacks they’d faced. Even from the most cynical cold-hearted human position, having a growing pack could be vital to keeping him and his mates alive.

      Alex felt a flush of shame at the thought and pushed it away. From what he’d seen at Julius’, the werewolves who followed their nature got stomped. Yes, it felt natural to grow his pack quickly like this… but he had to decide if it was the right thing to do.

      He shifted to his hybrid form and then took the lead down the hill. Alex did a quick count again when he reached the werewolves and saw he’d been correct. There were ten in total, ranging from their early twenties to mid-thirties. All were in their hybrid forms, most of the men easily as tall as Alex was.

      The group had been talking as Alex approached, but then had fallen silent.

      The turmoil in his mind was raging. To carve a line in the dirt now was to follow a path he couldn’t turn back on. Alex was thinking he should go to the main house, leave them out here so he could have time to make a decision when he saw some of the werewolves were injured. One of the women had a healing wound on her shoulder. Another man had fresh bite marks on his arm.

      “What happened there?” Alex asked, pointing at the wounds.

      “We left the territory, Alpha, and encountered a small group of werewolves who decided to attack,” one of the men said.

      “It’s Alex,” he said automatically.

      “Yes, Alex,” the man said.

      He felt something shift then, as though the continent itself had jolted into a new position. The pressure had clearly been building up since they’d arrived at Julius’ pack and Alex had seen how the werewolves lived, had read the maps and lists of the missing.

      There was something deeply wrong happening to the werewolves and it had clearly been that way for centuries.

      Alex might not be able to help Arkovis or any other pack or even stop it, but he could help these werewolves. He could grow a pack like Julius’ where the members weren’t terrified of the Alpha and could call him by name.

      Feeling like he'd been thrown off the deep end into a tradition and ceremony that he really had no idea about, Alex scratched a line in the dirt.

      Then he pointed to the largest werewolf, a man who was as tall as Alex but looked twice as heavy.

      “You first,” he said.

      The werewolf approached, walking up to the line. Alex could feel the tension in his body and in the werewolves standing across from him. This felt dangerous, as though at any moment they might break into a fight. Alex realized the werewolf was preparing for exactly that – his claws hung loose and he looked ready to leap away, should things go badly.

      The werewolf stomped on the line, letting his foot hang over it.

      Alex reached out his hand, and the werewolf took it, allowing Alex to pull him over the line.

      Immediately they both relaxed and the werewolf grinned, before coming to stand behind Alex. They hadn't spoken but something had passed between them, a kind of promise. Alex felt as though something had changed in his mind, a key turning in a lock. This werewolf was now part of the Lowe pack. He would defend Alex to the death and Alex would do the same.

      Alex pointed to the werewolf that was the man's mate.

      “You next,” he said.
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      Alex carefully stepped over the log in his wolf form, Juno squeezing with her legs and hugging the bag of wands and rings they’d collected.

      It was the day after he'd surveyed his territory, and while he’d been gone, the others had searched through every cabin, switching off refrigerators and emptying them and collecting any magical rings or wands and any other useful object they found.

      April had started cataloging how many homes and beds they had as well as how much food. According to Esme and Lydia they'd only been a few days away from the next scheduled truck deliveries and also possible airdrop, which they assumed wouldn’t happen now. As a result, the food supplies were running somewhat low, but that was for the full size of the old pack. They were twenty in total now and had some breathing space, at least for a little while.

      Although Alex wanted to stay out in the wild, they still had the issue of money to handle. It had been hard enough keeping up with feeding just him and Nia and now he had an entire pack to care for.

      He could kill two birds with one stone by visiting Bailey, to see what information the old frog had for him and selling off what they’d found. To that end they’d filled a bag with wands and rings to sell.

      The binding wand that Eric had claimed had been used to trap them in their cabin was out of charges and so was little more than a fancy stick. Alex wasn’t sure why Eric had shown it to him. As it was out of charges he couldn’t even find traces of the original binding spell on it. Juno had said that sometimes hints remained but it wasn’t so in this case. They’d stored the dead wand anyway, Alex figuring he’d keep studying and maybe discover something in the future.

      April and Nia had stayed behind. April was still working on identifying the black gunk on Jasper, saying that if she didn't make progress soon she might have to go home. Analyze just showed questions marks, no matter how charged up it was.

      Juno had gone with Alex, ostensibly to help negotiate with Bailey. She was a witch, too, and not a werewolf and Alex knew she was missing civilization a little.

      As they walked, Alex was reading spells, tentatively attempting to construct a fireball spell. Juno had one but it was too large for Alex to copy. He figured he’d learned how to summon a small flame away from his body and so how far was he away from making a fireball? It just needed to be larger and he needed to be able to throw it.

      “You know what we should do? After we sell all this off to Bailey we go to the Grease Trap for all the food and then back to my house so we can watch Space Buddies, the hit of 2009 and one of the finest in the Air Bud series,” Juno said.

      Alex made a chuffing sound that was neither agreement nor disagreement. He felt Juno's hands clench in his fur and her legs tighten on his back.

      “Was that a groan?” she asked, a dangerous tone in her voice.

      “Nope,” Alex said, hoping she didn't have a butterfly knife up there.

      “It better not have been… buddy.”

      “So tell me why this movie is so good,?” Alex asked, carefully sounding out the words. The good thing about the wolf form was that it was difficult to put your foot in your mouth.

      Juno started talking all things Air Bud and Alex tried to focus on it but he felt his mind drifting. They'd found a satellite phone in the morning. It was fully charged but had no redial function. There hadn’t been any diaries or papers anywhere with phone numbers on them and no one had rung it yet.

      Alex was aware that Jasper must've had a way to the call the mages but some part of him expected it was magical and not as mundane as a satellite phone.

      They’d debated for a while what they would do if it rang when Alex was gone, finally agreeing that Nia or April would answer it and try to get some details out of whomever was calling.

      “…well, I'm not gonna spoil it but obviously it’s called Space Buddies so you can imagine what happens to those dogs,” Juno said.

      “I can't wait to watch it,” Alex said, hoping that Juno wouldn't ask him a follow-up question about anything she’d just said.

      This seemed to delight little witch who began scratching behind his ear and squeezing his back with her legs.

      They continued on through the forest, Alex opening up his spellcasting screen to work on his spell. As usual he checked if a nature mana bar had appeared but there was still nothing there. April had confirmed the green sparks were nature mana but no one knew why he didn’t have it yet.

      Thinking of April, his thoughts strayed to last night. He’d slept in her room, Nia and Juno sleeping elsewhere. It seemed his mates had made some quiet agreement amongst themselves about who he slept with. Alex had been tired from the long run but soon revived when April had pressed herself up against him.

      They'd ended up in the same position as their first time, April wrapping her legs around him. They did change it up a little though – April pushing him on to his back and sitting atop him, rocking her hips back and forth, the stolen gold necklace shining in the moonlight coming through the window.

      It was still resistant to investigation and so Alex had put it down the bottom of a very long to-do list.

      Alex smelled cars long before he saw Boris. After the time in the wilderness far away from the scent of civilization, the smell of rubber, gas and exhaust was strong, and unpleasant. The closer they came to the road, the worse it got. In his wolf form, Alex felt like he wanted to turn tail and walk back to the clean air.

      Eventually they came to Boris, the car sitting amongst a few other older ones. Juno made a disappointed noise when she saw that someone had smashed all Boris's windows and two of his tires were flat.

      She got off Alex’s back and he shifted back to human form, glad his sense of smell dulled.

      “Damn vandals,” Juno said. She held out her hand to Alex so he could help lend some of his magic, as Juno powered up the spell that was stuck permanently to Boris.

      Her magic was back in the average range again, so it took most of her power and some of Alex's but soon Boris’ wheels inflated and the glass was growing back. They spent a bit of time brushing glass out of the front seat before Juno used a small gust of wind to clear the last of it.

      Soon they were on their way to Baxter.

      Even in his human form, Alex could tell his nose was now sensitive. Although Boris smelled warm and comfortable with the enjoyable scent of worn leather seats, he could also detect a plasticky undertone.

      The closer they got to Baxter, the stronger the scent of exhaust. Alex felt a throbbing start behind his eyes that quickly grew into a headache. He pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers before remembering purify. He cast upon himself and to his surprise as the headache vanished, a tiny black drop of liquid appeared on the tip of his finger. It dripped on to his pants before he could stop it.

      “Dude, flick the pollution out the window not on your clothes. That stain isn’t coming out,” Juno commented.

      “Jacob’s right – the city smells bad. It really isn’t air but just the breath of other people.”

      “That is a super gross way to think about air,” Juno said.

      Alex supposed it wasn’t all bad. He opened the window and caught other scents. Deep fried chicken, pizza, and roasted coffee.

      By the time they parked across from Bailey's, Alex's stomach was rumbling. He is looking forward to going to the Grease Trap and eating everything.

      Juno told Alex to go ahead and she’d be there in a few minutes. Her phone had a signal again and so she was tapping away at it. Alex gave the little witch a kiss and carried the bag of wands and rings across the road.

      The moment he walked into Bailey’s Alex knew something terrible had happened.

      The scent of blood was thick and he shifted without thinking about it, which only made it worse.

      For a moment he hesitated, thinking he should turn back, wave Juno to come inside. He was sure the blood was Bailey’s and what if he was injured but still alive? Those precious moments could be the difference between life and death.

      Alex crept forward, ready to cast Shield, walking past the rows of junk. When he reached the main part of the store he stopped.

      There was no point rushing.

      Bailey had been hung on a metal cross that had been driven into the floor. He was no longer appearing as the old man, the crossbreeding of a rat and a man but rather looked like Mr. Toad had been stretched up to human proportions and covered in crocodile skin. His long arms had been nailed to the cross but his feet hung loose. At his feet lay a revolting pile of viscera – intestines and organs. His stomach was cut open and hollowed out.

      There was blood everywhere.

      Alex held an arm over his face as he moved closer.

      Bailey hadn’t died easy. There were cuts all over his face and body and multiple burn marks. One of his eyes was a charred ruin. Remembering how Bailey had jumped back when he’d cast Fire Shield in front of him, Alex cringed. The poor old frog, or whatever he truly was, had died horribly.

      It’s my fault he thought.

      The place had been ransacked too – every wand, ring and piece of magical armor was gone. The displays weren’t smashed though. It had been a quiet calm robbery. Given how long they’d likely tortured him, it was clear they hadn’t been in any rush.

      Alex reached out and touched Bailey. He was cold – but that didn’t give any clue as to when he died. For all Alex knew, he may have been cold-blooded.

      He stood in place and looked around but nothing screamed clue. There was no scrawled message left behind.

      Alex walked away from the horrific scene until he was standing at the door. Even from that far away the blood was the only thing he could smell. He tried to calm himself but his heart was racing. Alongside it the rage was starting to bubble. Before it could boil over, Alex shifted back to his human form and pushed the door open, the rusted bell letting out a pitiful attempt at a jingle.

      “How is the old frog?” Juno said when Alex got in the car, smiling at him. Then she saw his face.

      “What happened? Did he say something?”

      Alex shook his head. Even out here in Boris who smelled of dust, old leather and Juno, the reek of blood seemed to be everywhere.

      “He’s dead. Tortured, nailed to a metal cross in the middle of his shop. They gutted him, too,” Alex said.

      Juno didn’t answer but instead took off, bolting across the road and nearly getting hit by a car. She was through the door and inside before Alex could even get out of his seat. He crossed the road, steeled himself and followed her in.

      He found her as he had been – standing still beside Bailey’s desecrated corpse. She had her hands over her mouth and was shaking.

      Juno started when Alex touched her on the shoulder. She whirled around and Alex saw she wasn’t crying but rather gritting her teeth.

      “What is it?” he said, stepping closer. His fingers touched her skin and he suddenly felt her magic. It was roaring like a hurricane.

      “You need to run!” Juno yelled and shoved at him.

      The force of it hurled Alex across the room. He crashed into an empty display case, shattering the glass. By the time he got to his feet, Juno was floating off the ground, dark flames burning at her fingertips.

      “Leave Alex, if you value your life,” she said to him in a guttural tone.

      Alex wasn’t sure what this is – rage and grief at Bailey’s death or a Chaos Witch problem but he could feel the magic swirling around him like a vortex, Juno sucking it in.

      He pulled himself up and ran for the door, hitting it with his shoulder at full sprint.

      He was halfway across the road when the magic pulled so sharply it hurt, like it was dragging sandpaper over his skin. There was a moment of stillness before an enormous roar behind him split the air. Alex crashed into Boris, thrown by the force of the explosion and then found himself on the ground with his ears ringing.

      Alex got groggily to his feet and turned around. Bailey’s front door was closed and inside a black fire was burning. On the street a few people had looked but then looked away, the Great Barrier pushing at them. The explosion had been only magical, and not physical, apparently.

      Alex walked closer and cast Shield in case there was another explosion. There was no heat radiating from Bailey’s front door which was strange given the inferno raging behind it. Alex reached out a hand but then stopped.

      Either Juno was in there and okay, in which case he could wait it out, or she was dead, in which case there was no point going in.

      He stood there for five minutes watching the flames before they suddenly extinguished. His Shield had canceled itself long before then. After gingerly touching the door handle to see if it was hot, Alex pushed the door open. There was no dull clunk this time – the corroded bell was gone, presumably consumed by the fire. So was all the junk down the small corridor. There wasn’t even ash left behind. Alex was walking on concrete that had been seared clean.

      He emerged from the small corridor to find Juno standing in the middle of the room, her head down. Bailey was gone. The cross was gone. Everything was gone.

      “Juno?” he said.

      She lifted her head and smiled at him.

      “It’s okay now. It’s safe,” she said. She walked over to Alex and hugged him. The moment they touched, he felt her magic again. It was still stirred up, like an angry sea in the aftermath of a storm.

      He heard her sigh and then she relaxed against him, resting her head on his chest.

      “Who would do something like this?” he said, stroking his hand down her back.

      “Corvus. Pain mages always do the most horrific things they can imagine.”

      They separated but still kept touching.

      “The problem is,” Juno continued, “they don’t have very good imaginations. Certainly not as good as mine.”

      She took Alex by the hand and pulled him out of the shop.

      Outside the sun was shining and people were wandering up and down the street. It felt wrong to Alex, like there should be panic or fear or something outside Bailey’s door. Not this... normality.

      They drove most of the way home in silence. It was only when they were a few blocks away that Juno finally spoke again.

      “That was Chaos magic before. Uncontrollable and intense. I’m very glad you decided to run because you wouldn’t have survived that.”

      She squeezed his hand as she said it but Alex didn’t find it very reassuring. What if that happened while Juno was in the house? Could it happen while she was asleep?

      They got to Juno's and went inside. The house smelled like it had been locked up and left vacant, which of course it had.

      Juno gave Alex a kiss and told him that she was going to have a shower. Alex let her go, feeling powerless. He wanted to hug and kiss her until she smiled again, to have her laugh and be that joyful person talking about Space Buddies.

      Alex knew it was a stupid wish. He couldn’t get the image of Bailey out of his mind and he’d barely known him.

      For the lack of anything better to do right now Alex wandered out to the yard to find the watering can. The succulents are fairly hardy and could mostly survive on their own except when they were newly planted. Alex watered the garden bed, his mind leaping all about the place.

      Firstly, there was crushing guilt that felt distant from him but approaching at speed. He'd told Bailey all about Corvus, all about the blood golem, and now Bailey was dead, tortured and murdered inside his own shop.

      There seemed to be an unambiguous link there that if Alex had just kept his mouth shut, Bailey would still be alive.

      He knew that part of this was stupid, that he couldn't predict the future and he hadn't certainly murdered the old frog or whatever it was that Bailey had been but still the feeling that disaster followed everywhere he went was growing stronger.

      He also recognized however, that this was the kind of move designed to set him against the Corvus and thus may not have been them at all.

      Perhaps it was someone attempting to cut him off from information or to scare him or to scare third parties away from supporting him. Someone else was out there engaged in their own asymmetrical warfare.

      Alex realized he was standing by the garden bed, staring at nothing with an empty watering can in his hand.

      He took it back to the garage and looked at the small cuttings that had been left there on a plate. A few of them had started to sprout roots so he found a small spray bottle and gave them a little water, feeling the strangeness of the situation. The mundane utility of what he was doing compared to what he had just seen.

      The anger was starting to creep back again. Mages had destroyed his past life and made it so he couldn't work on the game with Howey and Puzo. Now he had a tiny collection of sprouting plants and what was meant to happen there?

      Was he going to keep coming back from the wildness every week just to water them? He’d have to dig up the ones he planted and take them back with him?

      He knew it was a small thing, incredibly minor, and he also knew that Juno's house wasn't his. There hadn’t been some long-term plan to live there, but there was still a loss of some kind.

      He eventually went back inside and found that Juno was still in the shower. He listened closely, but he couldn't hear crying, which he took for a good sign.

      They'd missed going to lunch so Alex opened the refrigerator, checked a few dates on foods and started making some sandwiches while setting the coffee to brew. He eventually decided to make what he used to call the Hobo Hamburger: egg, lettuce, tomato and cheese with a slice of bacon. The shallots were well past it, so he tossed them out.

      Juno arrived in the kitchen just as the food was ready, giving Alex a weak smile when she saw it.

      “Not quite the day we envisioned,” she said, touching him on the shoulder. He gave her a hug and then poured her a cup of coffee. They took their food to the lounge and ate in silence. When they were finished, Juno pulled out Space Buddies from a pile of old DVDs. It had clearly come from a bargain bin and had a large red one dollar price sticker on the front.

      “It's a terrible day but we can make it better with our buddies,” she said, giving him a smile. She put on the movie and then snuggled in close to Alex.

      They whiled the rest the day away with terrible films and not much talking. They kept going back and forth from the kitchen, eating snacks and making coffees. By the time they went to bed Juno had even laughed a few times.

      She fell asleep quickly but Alex struggled. He could hear traffic, a low continuous distant drone, the sound of neighbors and could still smell the scent of plastic and artificial things. Even though it had only been a day, it seemed his nose was adjusting but just not fast enough.

      Alex stared at the ceiling, trying to count sheep as time dragged on and sleep eluded him.
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      Alex awoke, surprised he’d been asleep and grimaced at the spike of tiredness pounding into his brain. Juno was gone and there was a strange scent in the air. Alex leaped out of bed, shifting to his hybrid form and rushed out to the lounge. The temperature drop was so sharp it was like stepping out into a blistering snowstorm.

      “Oh Juno,” Alex said, looking around at the factual patterns of ice that were covering the walls and ceiling. Everything was coated in ice, the television, the coffee table, the sofa. There were flowers in a vase, frozen stiff.

      “Juno!” Alex called out, knowing that he wouldn't get any response. He couldn't hear her, couldn't hear her heartbeat and knew instinctively where she’d gone: the Corvus outpost.

      He checked for Bailey, finding the car was gone, and then rushed back to the lounge. He grabbed his bag, doing a rapid shift to human and back again so the shifter charm could hide it away. Then he ran out the back, leaped the fence and shifted to his wolf form, sprinting away.

      Alex ran like the wind towards the city, sometimes feeling the Great Barrier pulling on him. But he was too fast, vanishing into the black before people could be curious for long.

      He soon reached the city proper and had to slow a little, running through the network of alleyways. There were far more people, more lights and he found himself having to shift to human to bolt across streets before turning wolf again.

      On one corner he shifted to human and then stopped in shock when he saw a slowly cruising car, a wavering spell screen sticking out of the roof, code compiling on it.

      It was the same mage as before, the one he’d copied the spell from. Alex internally swore, realizing he could have grabbed the last parts of the spell, if only he hadn’t deleted it to make more space.

      He pushed the frustration away. Juno was on the warpath and who knows what would happen when she came up against the Corvus mages.

      Eventually, Alex went hybrid and leaped up to the rooftops. He took off again, sprinting along and leaping between buildings. Although there was a fear in the heart of him that something would happen to Juno, there was a kind of wild joy and pleasure at the idea of fighting the mages and tearing them to pieces.

      Alex ran through the night and soon spotted the Corvus outpost. Even from a distance it was evident that something was terribly wrong. He could see the glow of a fire and the guards had vanished. The front gate was smashed in. He decided to risk a full sprint and so leaped off the roof, running towards the destroyed gates. As he came closer, he felt the magic pulling.

      It was Juno, no doubt about it. The magic was surging, being pulled towards her.

      As Alex ran through the gate he felt an odd sensation, as though he’d stepped through a bubble. Immediately the sound of screams and gunfire rose up. There had been some kind of spell in place, keeping the sounds of what was happening secret and hidden.

      “He was my friend!” Juno shouted. Alex heard someone scream, a horrific sound that went up in volume before there was a wet crunch. Alex skidded around the corner just in time to see the top half of a mage smash into the main building. Juno was standing in the center of the outpost and around her were no less than seven pairs of legs that ended at the hips. She’d been tearing mages in half.

      “It's him!” he heard a mage shout.

      Some of them were barricaded inside the main building, firing wands out the window and sometimes shooting guns.

      Juno looked at Alex, catching his eye. She had a feral look on her face, a kind of madness intertwined with grief.

      “Kill them, my love,” she called out, her voice ringing in the night air.

      The smell of blood was in the air as well as burned flesh, gunpowder and viscera.

      Alex saw a mage fire a gun at Juno. The surge of anger that he would dare do such a thing nearly took over entirely but Alex managed to hold back going wild. This didn’t stop him attacking however. He ran at full speed, diving in through the window. It was barred but Alex smashed through them like they were nothing.

      He crashed into the room, hitting one mage with a swipe of his claws. There were three others in the room who were scrambling to escape while firing guns. Although he was enraged, Alex remembered to cast fire shield, grabbing two of the mages in an enormous hug. The fire quickly overwhelmed their protection spells and they were engulfed in flames.

      He let them go and then threw one bodily at a fleeing mage, managing to catch his robes in the flames.

      Alex then dived on the remaining one, knocking the wand out of his hand and methodically slashing at him until his protection spell was carved away.

      Once the mage was dead, Alex went up the set of stairs leading to the second story. Even with all the commotion, he could hear heartbeats up there. There were at least ten mages, most of them screaming and yelling and firing at Juno.

      Alex cast Know Thyself as he walked, checking his levels of mana, seeing the blue bar was almost full again. Despite the fact he just used flame shield he was still growing stronger, the spells consuming less mana each time he cast them.

      He was halfway up the stairs when the green bar he’d imagined appeared. It even had nature written next to it, and was three-quarters full.

      “Well, you picked your moment,” he said to the bar.

      He reached the top of the stairs and burst into the room, immediately being shot multiple times. He hadn't realized his protection ring had been working, blocking numerous attacks. It was finally exhausted and a bullet got through, tearing into his shoulder. From the searing pain, Alex knew it was silver. He still had no idea exactly how resistant to silver he was but clearly it wasn't enough because the pain was enormous.

      Alex managed to grab one of the mages and pulled him into the stairwell.

      The man was kicking and screaming but couldn’t get away. Alex slashed at him until his protection ring was overwhelmed and then tore his head off before throwing it through the open doorway, back into the room.

      Alex quickly cast purify on himself and no less than eight bullets dropped out onto the ground, forced out of his body, including the silver one. He was healing still, the wounds closing up but it wasn't fast enough so Alex summoned up his homebrew healing spell and touched his finger to every wound he could.

      It used a fair chunk of his blue mana, but Alex didn't mind, he had others to rely on, his pain bar nicely full.

      He risked a look around the corner and saw that only a few of the mages were facing him, some with guns and others with wands. The rest were looking out the window where Juno was floating up off the ground, looking like a demonic witch of destruction.

      One of the mages was suddenly pulled out the window by an invisible force and then ripped in half, his legs falling to the ground. Juno then tossed his torso back through the window. The mage was alive when he landed, gasping, his guts trailing on the floor.

      Another mage dived on him, touching his hands to his body. Alex felt the magic lurch as he drew mana through the pain.

      Alex wasn’t going to let them charge up anything – he knew pain was enormously powerful and who knew what spells these Corvus mages had?

      He cast flame shield and dived into the room. There were nine mages left and all of them were wearing robes that he’d already seen burn easily. He managed to grab three who ignited the moment their protection rings exhausted.

      He let them go as they screamed and burned, turning to face the remaining six. Then he felt it – a wave, so sweet and delicious. The pain of the burning mages was roasted boar and he was starving. He wanted to drink it down and as his eyes grew half-lidded he saw the rest of the mages were nodding their heads, like they were drunk, holding out their hands towards the burning mages.

      Alex reached out a hand to pull on their pain before he realized what he was doing. If he went down that path, this was where it ended? Covered in scars and drunk on pain when someone caught fire?

      He quickly rushed the mages, tossing three out the window to Juno before they could stop him. She tore them in half with ease. She pulled another out with a spell that Alex felt rush past him. It was like a giant invisible hand.

      The last two finally awoke from their pain stupor but it was far too little, too late. Alex cast flame shield again just as they shot silver bullets at him. One got through at the close range, hitting him in the chest and starting to burn but he managed to grab the pair and started hacking away at them.

      Soon they were dead and Alex quickly cast purify to get the bullet out of his chest. He staggered to the window to find Juno ripping the final mage in half, tossing his torso to land in a pile of dead mages.

      “He was my friend, you psychopath,” she snarled at the mage who was still alive. He died a moment later. Alex leaped out the window, misjudging it slightly and landing on a pair of legs before stumbling and finally righting himself.

      He’d barely managed to get his balance when Juno dropped out of the sky. Alex managed to catch her in his arms. She was unharmed as far as he could tell, although splattered with blood.

      “I think there's one in the basement. We should keep him alive to tell the rest,” Juno said. Her voice was slurring, the drain of the magic obviously too much for her. Alex looked at the open gate – he could run right now but then decided against it. If he was leaving one Corvus mage alive he was going to send the bastard with a message.

      He hauled Juno over his shoulder and went back inside the building. With all the mages dead all he could hear was the fire crackling away as it took hold. He found a set of stairs that led to a basement and after a moment of indecision, left Juno outside the door.

      It was cool and quiet down there so he could hear the mage, their heart beating as fast as a rabbit.

      Alex cast shield and burst into the room.

      “Please, don’t kill me!” the young girl cowering in the corner called out.

      Alex’s rush faltered. She was young, maybe as old as Jacob, if that. He walked forward and came to a stop, towering over her. This close he saw she was lucky to be fifteen. Her face was smooth and unlined, although she had some healed scars on her arms, as most of the Corvus mages did.

      “I'm Alex Lowe. Do you know who I am?”

      The girl nodded. She was crying and trying to wipe away tears. Alex saw she wasn’t wearing any rings. Just another disposable foot soldier, no doubt.

      “Your enclave decided to attack me with a blood golem made from the blood of a hundred werewolves. They’ve sent weredogs and mercenaries and I’ve killed them all. Everyone upstairs in this outpost is dead now except for you. You’re going to take a message to your masters: they are to leave me alone or I’m going to wipe them from the face of the earth,” Alex said, letting a growl into his voice.

      He felt a little bad about doing it. The girl was shaking like a leaf.

      “What was my name?” Alex said.

      “It's… it’s… it's Alex. Alex Lowe,” the girl said.

      “And what's your name?” he said in a softer tone.

      “Harmony Fenwick.”

      Alex stood there for a moment, knowing that a fire was burning upstairs and perhaps even now the police and the fire brigade were coming. He knew the spell preventing the sounds from getting out wasn't Juno's but who knew the source of it and when it would break.

      There was a worry floating through his mind – what would happen to Harmony when she went back to the main Corvus compound? Somehow he didn't think that mages who got off on pain and torture would be the most forgiving people.

      “It’s not a good idea to stay a pain mage, you understand?” Alex said.

      Harmony nodded, finally wiping away the last of her tears.

      “What I'm saying is that after you tell them, go find another enclave, go find different magic,” Alex said, wondering why all of a sudden he was bothering.

      Harmony nodded again and Alex felt a great indecision inside him, like he was possibly sending this girl off to her death.

      “Can I please leave now?” she said.

      Alex nodded and the girl bolted, rushing past Juno and up the stairs. Juno was still out of it. He put her over his shoulder and went back up the stairs. The fires were spreading but Alex took a moment to grab as many dropped wands as he could hold in one hand, before heading out the gate.

      As soon as he stepped out of the bubble the sound of the spreading fire vanished as well as the scent of blood and burned flesh.

      Alex took a quick look around, hoping he could see Harmony, maybe tell her to stop, and he’d find some other way to send a message. But she was well and truly gone. He did see Boris, parked in an alleyway, so he shifted to his human form, stuffing the wands into his bag and then carried Juno over.

      He found the keys in her pocket. After buckling her into the passenger seat he took off through the dark, heading for Juno’s.

      He was almost there when he heard the whoop of the siren and saw a flash of blue lights behind him. Alex pulled into the driveway and the police car came to block him in. Hoping he wasn’t about to get shot, Alex got out of the car. He quickly glanced down at his clothes and saw there was no blood. They’d been hidden by the shifter charm during the massacre.

      “Alex Lowe, good evening,” Monroe said as he got out of his car, as though I'd they just come upon each other upon a delightful moonlight walk.

      Alex walked over to him. He was in his human form and even with his diminished sense of smell he caught a new scent, the closer he came to Monroe.

      Magic he thought, and with a sudden intuition cast flame finger directly in front of Monroe. The Great Barrier didn't pull.

      “Yeah, I get it, you're the werewolf mage. Put that away before someone sees you,” Monroe said in a gruff tone. Alex canceled the spell and then looked him up and down. He appeared to be a man in his fifties but what was he really?

      “So what are you?” Alex asked.

      Monroe scratched the back of his neck. “Didn’t anyone tell you that's a rude question to ask?”

      “I'm kinda new at this whole supernatural thing. It’s only been a few weeks.”

      “What do you mean a few weeks? Haven’t you been a werewolf your whole life?”

      “Nope. There was some kind of spell on me so I didn't know. Then I shifted, and suddenly I had magic,” Alex said.

      He became aware that he was giving away all the secrets. There was something so comfortable about Monroe. It was easy to talk to him with his kind of comfortable sleepy grandpa demeanor. Alex shut his mouth and then crossed his arms as if to try to make a barrier to remind himself not to say anything incriminating.

      “Were you just at the Corvus outpost?” Monroe asked. What Alex didn't answer he shook his head.

      “I know you were because I saw you, after Juno went in with a head full of fire. Do you want to explain why she did that?”

      Alex found the urge to answer almost overwhelming. He wanted to set this record straight.

      It's a spell Alex thought.

      He cast Know Thyself. There was indeed a spell working on him but it was question marks. Monroe hadn’t told him the name so it didn’t have one.

      “Whatever it is that you've cast on me you need to stop it right now,” Alex said, letting the growl into his voice.

      Monroe chuckled and then waved his fingers. A small trickle of gold dust fell from them. The compulsion to talk vanished, as did the question marks from the list of active spells.

      “I'm a fae, or fairy, but we prefer fae,” Monroe said. They stood there looking at each other for a moment before Monroe spoke again. “We found the Bronson's. Both dead and clothes muddy. To the normals it will look like they were kidnapped so the apartment block could be blown up. But you and I know the necromancers took them so they could track you.”

      Alex had heard a similar story from Stephen, the young necromancer they’d captured. His mind suddenly leaped across to wondering if Howey and Puzo were at risk now. Would they be executed and brought back from the dead just to hunt him down?

      “So anyone who knew me is at risk?” Alex asked.

      Monroe shook his head. “It's a very short-term thing from what I understand. Provided you don’t live with them, or beside them, they can’t be used that way.”

      They stood there in silence, Alex realizing that Monroe was using a technique on him, trying to get him to fill the awkwardness.

      Despite the fact there was no spell on him compelling him to trust Monroe, Alex felt like he could.

      “Bailey's dead. You know him?” Alex said.

      “The pawnbroker. I heard his shops were empty and seared clean. Do you know who did it?”

      Alex told him about what he had found, Bailey tortured and pinned on a spike. Monroe wasn't writing anything down but kept nodding and sometimes gritting his teeth.

      “So that explains why Juno went after Corvus, being the most likely to torture,” Monroe said. Alex nodded and then just let it all out in a rush. The blood golem, the missing werewolves, the attacks, the necromancers. He glossed over drugging and eventually killing the mercenary but said that a dying mage had given the name.

      “That was you at the mall with the silver everywhere and the screaming normals?” Monroe said.

      “I was meant to be meeting with the head of Xavo. I got Henry Markovic instead. We talked and then someone attacked. I don’t think Henry was behind it, as far as I know.”

      “Wherever you go, problems follow. You notice that?”

      Alex felt a small burst of anger, partially because Monroe had nailed some of his own thoughts.

      “I'm not causing this. The mages back off and I’ll go live my life in the middle of nowhere.”

      “I heard there was a change in one of the packs. You have some new territory... in the middle of nowhere.”

      Alex nodded, but didn't answer otherwise.

      Monroe lowered his voice and stepped closer. It was only then that Alex noticed he had a stain on his shirt, a small sticky handprint from a child.

      “The mages and the vampires have been working together for as long as anyone can remember and anyone who is not a mage or a vampire gets destroyed. So, personally, I'm glad that Corvus outpost is gone. You need to watch out now kid. You fight one of them and the rest can get pretty angry,” he said.

      Alex wasn’t quite sure what to say so he stayed silent.

      “What happened to your eyes anyway? They’re glittering,” Monroe said.

      “It’s a long story,” Alex said. The tiredness was catching up on him.

      “It always is,” Monroe said. He got back in his car and then drove away without another word, leaving Alex standing out on the street wondering what exactly the hell had just happened.

      Alex finally gathered himself, went back to Boris and retrieved Juno and his bag before going inside.

      The lounge was still cold. The television was partially frosted over but most of the ice had receded. Alex dumped the bag of wands on the table and carried Juno to the shower fully clothed. It was finally under the warm spray that the little witch stirred, sleepily opening her eyes as Alex scrubbed the blood off her clothing.

      He began to undo her buttons to get her out of the bloody clothes.

      “You’re cute so we can if you want to but I'm just super tired so you're gonna have to do everything,” Juno murmured, throwing her arms around his neck. She kissed him on the side of the neck but then fell asleep again.

      She didn’t wake up again, not even through him drying her off and laying her on the bed.

      Alex laid down beside her, feeling the lure of sleep calling. It was hard to believe he was back in this bed again. The intervening time was like something out of a horror movie.

      As he dropped off to sleep his last thought was of Harmony. He hoped the scared teenager would be okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex padded through the forest with Juno sitting on his back loudly eating from a bag of chips.

      He wouldn't say she was back to her old self, or entirely happy, but overnight she’d recovered somewhat, even cracking a few jokes here and there. In the morning they'd gone to the Grease Trap and had breakfast before visiting a variety of magical shops to offload the rings and wands in exchange for cash.

      They’d bought a magical defense ring for a breathtaking sum and Alex was already was working on copying across the gibberish code, hoping later he’d be able to work out how to edit it so it was stronger. They’d also bought a few more protection rings and at the last minute had kept a wand that fired bolts of electricity, so Alex could examine it.

      Juno had floated the idea that they should start their own shop as a good way to get access to magical items and various spells so Alex could study them. Alex wasn't sure about the idea but Juno had good logic behind it.

      They’d talked about the hearts and minds that they needed to win and Juno's position was that running a shop where mages could bring in rings and wands and have them strengthened for low prices would win him a lot of goodwill, in addition to making connections. After all, it was becoming clear that not every mage in an enclave thought the same way.

      Despite buying the magical defense ring they still had a decent wad of cash. Alex deposited some of it into Howey’s bank account to help out with the rent and they took the rest back with them. He had to work out how much food a pack twenty-strong ate and then see how much money he needed to keep it all running.

      With everything they’d had to do in the morning, it was now mid-afternoon with a reasonable amount of walking ahead of them.

      As he walked and Juno crunched chips, occasionally passing him one, Alex found his mind straying back to Harmony. Hopefully they hadn’t shot, or rather, tortured the messenger.

      Thinking about her led him to think about the attack on the Corvus outpost itself and Juno. They hadn't discussed it at all; not her leaving her home, the frost in the lounge, nor her seemingly unstoppable magic power literally tearing mages in half.

      Juno’s magic went up and down of its own accord but it also seemed connected to her emotional state. She’d become enraged and her magic rose to the occasion. It almost seemed to Alex like the magical version of going wild.

      But Alex was staying silent about it. If Juno wasn't ready to talk he wasn't going to ask, at least not yet.

      They continued marching along, Juno soon finishing a bag of chips. Alex had grown tired of copying the gibberish code from the magical defense ring and instead had returned to his homebrew fireball spell.

      It was longer than his homebrew healing spell and he felt like he was close but not quite. He had the bits to summon the flame in the palm of his hand and then another part he thought would change the size but still wasn't quite sure how to disconnect it from his body so when he tried to throw it, he didn't end up with a long thin line of flames.

      He’d examined Juno’s spell quite a few times but there wasn't anything he recognized that performed the function he wanted.

      The day was warm and it was pleasant walking through the forest. The further away they got from Baxter the better Alex felt. The scent of the trees seemed to grow the feeling of happiness inside him. He felt like he wanted to dive into a lake to wash pollution off his skin.

      Although, he did recognize it was his current form affecting his position on the issue of civilization. The wolf loved the wilderness. The hybrid version of him wanted to fight, to take his mates to bed. The human version of him wanted to go to the Grease Trap and have hot showers and sometimes watch a movie, although preferably nothing from the Air Bud series.

      Alex could see he would have to make a decision soon. After all, his pack was now twenty-strong but it was quite a distance from Baxter, which didn't exactly make going back and forth to fetch rings and other things to edit very easy.

      And what if he decided to take up Juno’s idea to run a shop? He’d essentially have to live in Baxter and then what would happen? He'd abandon his territory and drag a bunch of werewolves into a city that they hated?

      Maybe he could visit Julius, check the map and see if there was any land closer to Baxter that didn’t smell like exhaust fumes all the time.

      But of course that probably meant challenging another Alpha. Surely it couldn't be a good thing to murder for territory. He could somewhat justify killing Jasper, at least on the grounds that he perhaps was behind the attack. But taking territory to make your commute easier? There must be a better way.

      This is what Julius had been talking about. The wild violent nature of werewolves and trying to overlay civilization atop it. In civilization if you wanted a piece of land, you worked out how to buy it, if you could. But for werewolves that acquisition was based on violence.

      Alex heard a howl from the trees and recognized it as one of his new pack members. He also heard Nia and his heart left at the sound.

      Alex howled with all his might, Juno hanging on for dear life and laughing. Werewolves came running out of the trees, Nia leading the charge. She practically pounced on him.

      Juno managed to scramble off his back at the last moment as Nia pushed Alex over and rested on top of him, nuzzling at his face. She eventually let him up and shifted into her hybrid form.

      “More werewolves are waiting to join the pack,” she told Alex.

      Alex nodded and then Nia shifted back to her wolf form. Juno got on her back, grumbling that at least this time she wasn’t going to be thrown off.

      As a group they walked the remaining way back to the small village. When they arrived Alex saw a congregation of werewolves up on the hill, on the outskirts. He wanted to see April first before dealing with them so he went down to the main house. As soon as he shifted to hybrid form, Nia stepped closer and looked at him with concern.

      “Your eyes have so much silver in them now,” she said.

      Alex had seen himself in the mirror on and off but the change must have been too gradual for him to notice. He looked down at his hand, the one torn off and regrown.

      It still had a few small flakes of metal in it. It seemed the metal was slowly disappearing. Alex had hoped this was what would happen with his eyes. He realized then that he’d cast purify at the Corvus compound to get the bullet out of his chest and it hadn’t ripped the silver out of his eyes.

      April came rushing out of the house to give Alex a kiss and then stepped back, looking at his eyes too.

      “Wow, they really sparkly,” she said.

      “Are you, like, a secret Twilight fan?” Jacob said from behind Alex and started laughing. Alex turned around to look at the young werewolf.

      “Hey, you’re the one called Jacob, who’s a werewolf,” he said.

      With his mates laughing and Jacob and a few of his pack, Alex felt great happiness rising up inside him. It felt like he was home.

      “They've been waiting a while up there,” Nia said, pointing to the assembled werewolves on the hill.

      “I’ll be right back,” Alex said, shifting to his wolf form and padding up to them, some of his pack accompanying him.

      He did a quick headcount when he got there. Seventeen werewolves. Twelve women, four men and one child, a little girl who was maybe five years old. Alex wasted no time in holding out his hand and pulling each werewolf across the line one by one, bringing them into the pack.

      With the new additions they’d be up to thirty-seven… and their food situation would become much more serious.

      When he was finished, he told them to take back their homes and get some food.

      After that, Alex raced back to the main house, eager to see Nia, Juno and April, an idea on his mind about his silver-infused eyes. He found the three of them in the kitchen along with Esme and Lydia. They were all talking and cooking but mostly drinking out of teacups filled with whiskey. Juno’s eye were reddened and she was hitting the whiskey harder than the others. Alex assumed she’d told them about Bailey.

      “Here’s old bright eyes,” Esme said when he walked into the kitchen. Lydia and his three mates all broke into laughter.

      “April, can I talk with you?” Alex said, nodding towards the door. April wiped off her hands and followed him out down from the kitchen to a smaller room set up like a meeting space. She gave him a kiss as she passed by him.

      “Is there any risk casting a superpowered Know Thyself? I want to know what’s happening with my eyes,” Alex asked.

      She shrugged, a movement he watched with great interest, considering she was wearing a white tank top and no bra. She was still wearing the stolen necklace which was resting in her cleavage.

      “No risk apart from draining your mana. But there’s a limit to what it will show you. You'll find out the percentage of fat on your body and how much your bones weigh, how much calcium you have but once you get to a certain point that's it.”

      Alex took a seat at the table.

      “You want to be my spell buddy for a minute?”

      April nodded and sat down beside him, within arms reach.

      Alex opened his spellcasting screen, quickly checking through the various manas. He had his standard blue, which was filled to the top. Red, sex magic was full, gray pain mana was full. Death was but a sliver that he’d pulled through the dead chicken. Nature was three-quarters full. Alex hadn't used it so wasn't quite sure how strong it was, but he figured he had enough to cast massively powerful Know Thyself spell.

      As he was checking, he realized he should start naming things properly. Sex magic was only called that because that’s what Juno called it. But then he thought of them as mana, not magic. The blue bar didn’t even have a name, either.

      He’d stopped programming the game only recently but already he was getting sloppy.

      Alex brought up his homebrew healing spell and had another read through it. He was fairly certain it wasn’t to blame for the silver in his eyes – after all his hand had metal in it and he hadn’t used the spell then. But something was clearly happening with his eyes and he didn’t want to wake up in the middle of the night screaming as silver decided to start burning again.

      He closed the healing spell and brought up Know Thyself, the very first spell he’d learned

      Working quickly, he began compressing it, folding it over on to itself. At first it was easy but soon it felt like he was pushing heavy weights. He began to feed mana into it as he went, and it grew easier again.

      He had to use a significant jolt of red sex magic to hit Know Thyself 50x. Then he made a new one, repeating the process until he had another. That exhausted most of the red.

      Pushing the two 50x spells together was like trying to move a mountain. Alex started dropping bursts of pain into it.

      Finally he grit his teeth and pushed. For a moment he felt like his skin would split and then suddenly the two spells collapsed together. As it did, it gulped down what was left of the red sex magic, all the pain and some of the nature. He had the sliver of death remaining, a bit of blue and what was left of the green.

      “Okay, maybe that's enough,” April said from beside him, sensing what he was doing.

      Alex had up his status screen and was looking at his eyes. There was no new useful information there.

      With his mana dropping rapidly from powering the spell, Alex glanced over the rest of the screen.

      Active spells:

      Great Barrier

      Know Thyself 100x

      Alex frowned. He knew the Great Barrier was a spell, but it had never appeared in his list of active spells before.

      He looked at it, curious, and his desire to know what it was manifested itself. The spell opened up.

      Normally a spell would be compressed gibberish that he’d need to crack with more power but the Great Barrier was readable code, with no compression on it.

      A new screen opened and code spiraled down it. Alex felt a pain in his lungs as a deep and ancient cold settled there. The Great Barrier was millions of pages, maybe billions. It was libraries on top of libraries with uncountable books within.

      “What was that?” April asked in alarm.

      Alex started flicking through the code, looking for anything that made sense. His mana was dropping precipitously now to keep the code open.

      “I need some more mana. Can you get Juno and Nia?” he said as calmly as possible.

      April paused, unwilling to leave his side but then bolted out the room calling for them.

      Alex kept scrolling, opening up a new window ready to copy. But he’d reached his limit, his homebrew fireball spell taking up space. He cleared it away without a second thought.

      Juno came racing into the room with Nia and April behind her, a look of panic on her face but then stopped short when she saw Alex was sitting there unharmed.

      “What magic handkerchiefs out of the butt stuff are you getting into now?” she demanded.

      “I can see the code of the Great Barrier. I can read the spell,” Alex said.

      That shut Juno up. She stood there with her mouth half hanging open, a shocked expression on her face.

      Alex's mana was almost gone now.

      “Need any mana you can give me,” he said.

      Immediately, April touched his arm and started pouring mana into him as fast as she could. She grabbed Juno by the arm, snapping her out of her shock.

      “Feel what he's doing!” April said.

      Juno put her hand on him and poured mana through it. Nia touched both April and Juno, so they could draw on her too.

      Alex found the code suddenly turned to long strings of numbers and digits. One even looked familiar, maybe it was the code he thought meant werewolf? There was no time to check now. He started copying as fast as he could while trying to draw on the magic around them to keep the spell open.

      It wasn’t long before Juno and April dropped their hands away, their magic exhausted.

      All of Alex’s mana was gone now, the green consumed and then the tiny sliver of death. The blue dropped to empty. The pain was extraordinary, a roaring agony and wounds opened up and down his arms. Alex was still drawing on the magic around him and saw the pain magic bar flickering. He was feeding on his own pain and it hurt badly but there was a sweet seduction to it, just like he’d experienced at the Corvus outpost. He could see why they cut themselves and used the pain to cast powerful magic.

      “Alex, stop!” April yelled.

      But he couldn’t. He kept flicking through the code, trying to copy parts of it to study later. The pain was growing and wounds opened on his face. Juno and Nia were yelling but it was a distant roar.

      He flicked to a new page and there, jammed in amongst the code was an image. He copied it and it came straight across.

      Then he let the spell go, the relief overwhelming.

      Alex came back to himself to find the three girls still yelling at him.

      “I’m okay,” he whispered through cracked lips. He didn’t even have enough power to cast Know Thyself right now. He just kept drawing on the magic, letting it heal his body.

      “Do you want to explain why you did this to yourself? What could possibly be worth it?” April said.

      She was furious, maybe even more than Juno and Nia.

      He tried to concentrate on what she was saying but he couldn’t look away from the image he’d copied.

      On it was a giant ball of light, like the sun, rays coming down to touch the backs of countless werewolves. Some of them had their arms up and their heads back, as though they were howling in joy. Others were hunched over in pain.

      Alex wasn’t sure what exactly the image was showing.

      Was this magic pouring down upon the werewolves? Or was it being taken from them?
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      Another abandoned building in the Baxter industrial district. This one hadn’t been used for a long time; the piles of materials had mostly been washed away so the golems that formed were muddy and poorly defined.

      “Prince,” the vampire said and then looked down at his body. The spell was doing its best to model a patterned waistcoat but with limited materials it was mostly a mess.

      “Great, I wear this amazing suit and look at this! Can’t we sometimes meet in nice locations? Or at least get some colored sands dumped in here?”

      “Eric,” a golem said, stepping out of the shadows.

      “Henry,” said another.

      Henry and Eric stood there staring at Prince, radiating disapproval.

      He waved them away. “Yes, what is it? Implementation of the plan not quite sticking to your ideal?”

      “The frog was a bit much, don’t you think?” Eric said.

      “Almost burning them to death in a sealed cabin was a bit much, don’t you think?” Prince said back. He then turned to Henry.

      “It was a nice move with the water balloons though. Very well done.”

      “That wasn’t me.”

      “Well, it worked out nicely anyway.”

      Eric started pacing, bits of his golem falling off and rejoining as he moved. If they wanted to use this meeting place again they’d have to arrange for some clay at least to be dropped here.

      “Jasper is dead and Alex has the territory now. His pack is growing quickly. We need to keep the pressure up, or he might just decide to stay wild and live out there. Ideas?”

      “Attack his father-in-law’s pack. Familial tie, dead werewolves. Now that Alex is out in the open there is a case for destabilizing the packs again, yes?” Henry said. He waved and a muddy chair formed behind him but then broke to pieces, the spell unable to hold the materials together. He sighed and remained standing.

      Eric turned to Prince who was standing with his arms crossed.

      “Tell us,” he said.

      “I don’t know if you’re ready for this level of idea.”

      The vampire was still annoyed about being chastised over Bailey. The others had seen this plenty of times before though so they just waited him out.

      “Fine. As much as we vampires love the sociopolitical pressure cooker stuff and indirect forces, time is of the essence. If Alex is still considering retiring to the countryside and living a peaceful life we must disabuse him of that notion immediately. We need direct action.”

      Eric rolled his eyes at Henry at Prince paced. The vampire always loved the dramatic and setting up shocking statements in particular.

      “What kind of direct action?” Eric finally said.

      “It’s simple. We need to kill one of his wives.”
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