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      Alex nodded to the two guards as he carried the heavy bags of groceries in from the old wreck of a car that they'd bought.

      “Zara, Anton,” Alex said.

      Since the attack on the village two weeks ago and the death of ten werewolves, some of whom Alex hadn’t even known by name, he was determined to learn the name of every member of his pack.

      “Alex,” Anton said and helpfully opened the rickety old wooden door before returning to scanning the street. Out here in the industrial area, it was mostly deserted with only an occasional squatter being seen walking the streets and sometimes cars driving around, but no matter the isolation there were now guards around the clock.

      Alex shouldered the door open, Jacob and Jeremiah following behind, carrying heavy bags of groceries of their own. Immediately, six children, who had been playing in the corner with some plastic blocks, got excited and started jumping around.

      “Alex, Alex!” Ruby said. The children crowded around him trying to get a look in the bags and he had to lift them up above his head. Lewis, who was the youngest at two, had no hesitation about shifting to hybrid form and using his claws to get what he wanted.

      “Did you get us something?” a little girl asked. Alex looked at her for a moment before he remembered her name. Sienna, that was it.

      “I got you… a giant bucket of dirt. That’s what we’re having for dinner,” he said.

      “Noooo! We don't want dirt!” Sienna said.

      “Watch out everyone,” Alex said, shuffling past them through another ruined door and into the wreck of the kitchen. River was in there, cooking. He was as tall as Alex but with darker skin and brown hair that came down to his shoulders. He also wore gold rings in his ears and dressed in a way that made him look like a pirate. It also turned out that he was an excellent cook, and with their move to this abandoned wreck of a house in Baxter, he had taken over kitchen duties for the pack, working miracles with the electric stove that only had two working hotplates out of four.

      “Finally, some celery,” he said when he spotted it sticking out of Alex's shopping.

      “Yay, more things to peel,” Yvonne said, the teenage werewolf sitting dejectedly in front of a pile of potatoes with a peeler. Alex carefully placed the shopping bags on the wooden table in the center of the room. They'd found it in one of the abandoned houses nearby, and although it was sturdy, it was old, and Alex half expected it to collapse under the weight of all the shopping they were bringing in. Alex began to rummage in one of the bags, just as Esme and Lydia came in from the back room. They caught him grabbing treat-size chocolate bars and stuffing them in his pockets.

      “Spoiling children is for grandmas,” Esme said.

      “Don't listen to the old floozy. Just do what you want,” Lydia said. She was still walking slightly hunched over. Although Alex had used his healing spell to heal her up well enough for them all to escape the caves before the fire mages came, there was still a deep healing that needed to happen and it appeared to be going slowly. Nevertheless, her color was coming back. She was definitely breathing easier, every day getting better and better despite the fact they were living in a dusty old hovel.

      Alex saw Yvonne perk up as Jacob came shuffling into the room. Jacob was wearing a tight white T-shirt and had muscles bulging all over the place but as usual was completely oblivious to Yvonne's gaze. Alex chuckled to himself as he saw Yvonne adjust her top, trying to push up some cleavage. Jacob completely ignored her and went over to sniff at River’s cooking before being waved away. Alex left them all to it to unpack the groceries.

      It’d taken them four days in total to travel from the wilderness with their injured and make it to Baxter. Lacking any money, they’d been forced to walk over to the industrial district where Alex had chosen the house for them to squat in. It was beside the factory where he’d fought mages in the past. The shiny spot on the concrete where he’d incinerated them in their car was still there.

      Although he been enchanting rings like crazy, and April had been going out to sell them, money was still a serious issue.

      It had been made worse by the fact that Juno’s grandmother Ruby was gone, and they could no longer find Juno's home. April and Nia assumed that they been removed from the ward somehow, although they couldn't work out why Ruby might do such a thing. It had been Alex's first stop after making sure his pack had at least a roof over their heads, and although he knew the street where Juno's house was, the ward prevented him from finding it. It had been the most unusual thing to find himself walking down the street then finding himself a street away, confused and wondering where he was.

      April and Nia had both assured Alex that Ruby hadn't vanished with the money. He knew this was true but it was puzzling. Alex had gone every few days over to where he thought the house was, hoping that Ruby would reappear. He desperately needed the quarter million.

      Alex went back into what could charitably be called the living room and wandered over to where the children were playing. At some point in the week April had bought a bunch of toys for them, including an enormous tub of plastic blocks, toy cars, and small figurines. The children had built houses and a castle with them and were playing some complicated game involving superheroes, bad guys, and people constantly being sent to jail and escaping.

      Alex took one of the chocolates out of his pocket and held it up. “No one here likes chocolate, do they?” he said to the air, looking up at the ceiling which had been white at some point but now was aged and flaking.

      “Me, me, me! We like chocolate!” Ruby called out. He was instantly surrounded by children calling out, “Me, me, me. We do.” He kept looking at the ceiling.

      “It's a pity there's no one here who likes chocolate. I guess I’ll just have to eat this all by myself,” he said and pretended to open the wrapper, driving the children crazy.

      “Down here! Look down here!” Sienna called out, pulling on Alex's clothes.

      “What's that? I think I can hear a mouse or something squeaking. Oh well, I guess I better eat my chocolate,” he said, keeping a straight face. The children went crazy until eventually Alex laughed and looked down. He then handed out the chocolates.

      Lewis demanded to open his own, but then just shifted into hybrid form and shredded the packaging with his claws before shoving the chocolate and some of the plastic in his mouth.

      Leaving the children to eat their chocolate, Alex went out the front door, nodding to Zara and Anton as he went into the abandoned factory next door. As he walked the short distance across to the factory, the warm sun shining down on him, he shook his head at the unreality of all this.

      Juno was gone. Two weeks now. Yet life continued on. Inside, Yvonne was peeling potatoes and River was cooking. Children who had witnessed Lydia being attacked were now laughing and playing, building castles out of plastic blocks. Alex had just been walking around the supermarket, followed by Jacob and Jeremiah, filling a shopping cart, looking at grapes, and working out how many bananas he had to buy.

      The attack of two weeks earlier was still there in his mind, but it had faded somehow, becoming a story once more. Alex knew that something had changed within him, however. When he’d discovered April, virtually gutted, bleeding out on the bed, he’d used his magic to heal her and then had learned that mages had taken Juno. He'd almost gone wild at that point and had been stopped only by Jeremiah punching him repeatedly in the face. It hurt, and Alex had lost a few teeth, but he was thankful to the big werewolf because otherwise Alex would have run off into the wilderness, chasing the trail. Lydia would have died and probably more of his pack too.

      So instead of chasing Juno, Alex used his magic to heal his pack before they all left the cave, escaping before the mages who destroyed their village could find them. The white-hot rage that had almost tipped him into wildness had turned into some kind of cold steel. Alex could feel it within him, as though, somehow, Jeremiah thwarting his shift to wildness had physically changed something within him. So, while he was laughing with children or trying to work out which type of detergent to buy, a cold and sharp part of him had been forming a plan.

      Over the four days of marching from the wilderness, Alex had learned that there were multiple fire mage enclaves, However, Ignis were easily the largest, and surely must have been the attackers given the sheer number of them, their strength, and also their protection and weapons. In addition to weapons firing silver bullets, they had been wearing multiple rings that protected them against direct attack.

      Alex walked past the shiny spot on the concrete where a lifetime ago a car with four mages in it had detonated. He shook his head as he passed. He’d destroyed them by injecting his own code into their spell.

      It was the first, and so far, last time he managed to do something like that. The truth was that in the heat of battle he kept behaving as though he was just a werewolf relying on his teeth and claws and strength. That was another thing that needed to change, however, and why he was coming to the factory now. He could no longer afford to be so foolish, so naïve. He was a werewolf and tremendously strong, but so were most werewolves, and he was ultimately just their equal on that level. But as a werewolf mage, he could outclass all of them. Even the haste spell which Alex had originally dismissed as mostly useless, given his speed, had proven to be invaluable. A werewolf fight was fast and vicious, and Alex discovered that the faster he was, the more often he won.

      Alex walked in through the open door of the factory and found Nia and April inside. They’d set up a makeshift laboratory table behind a large piece of machinery, protected from the main training area. Nia was chopping herbs while April was adjusting the flame under a bubbling beaker.

      “Alex!” Nia called out when she spotted him. She dropped the knife and came rushing over with April close behind her. Although he’d seen both his mates that morning, Alex's heart soared at the sight of them. They all collided, Alex kissing each of them one after the other and then pulling them into a three-person hug.

      It turned out the thrall, although being alternatively called the curse, had some interesting side effects as well. Despite the sheer horror of Juno being missing there was no doubt that their bond had deepened because of the thrall. Alex couldn't really explain it but sometimes it felt as though they were more in sync with each other and sometimes he caught April and Nia finishing each other's sentences.

      Before the thrall, there had been many thoughts about the fact that he barely knew his mates, that this had all been a rush, but afterwards most of those concerns had evaporated away. Sure, there were still gaps, histories to be filled in, but Alex was comfortable with discovering, through conversations and time, more of who his mates were. They finally pulled apart, then Alex removed the final two chocolates from his pockets.

      “Here’s payment for beating the hell out of me,” he said. April and Nia snatched the chocolates from him, almost faster than the kids inside had, and immediately opened and ate them.

      “You’d better get ready,” Nia said through a mouthful of nougat.

      Although Alex was wearing a shifter charm, he went over behind one of the larger pieces of machinery, stripped down to nothing, and removed the charm. He also took off the two fireball rings he was wearing, and the shield charm. The point of training was to train and it turned out that using rings to cast spells did nothing to improve his magic ability. He’d also taken off his clothes because he was practicing a new style of fighting, rapidly switching from wolf to hybrid form to human, using the advantages of each form, although he had to admit the human form didn't have many. Alex came out from behind the machinery and grinned at his two mates as they started wolf-whistling at him.

      “Come, bring that thing over here,” Nia said, looking squarely at his package.

      “I'm already charged up, thank you. Maybe after I use some of the magic,” Alex said.

      Nia let out a disappointed sigh, but there was a glint in her eye that meant she would take him up on his offer soon. Despite the terrible nature of their accommodations, and the fact that they were sleeping on inflatable mattresses—as they were the cheapest thing they could afford—they often made time to sneak off.

      There was a utilitarian point to it, of course. Alex was still enchanting rings like crazy for most of the day, using every drop of magic, so charging up the sex magic with his mates was a necessary step. In those moments together there was sometimes a franticness to it as though Juno's absence and the death of all the werewolves in his pack had shown them all how short life could be, and they were desperately trying to connect.

      Alex walked into the middle of their impromptu fighting circle. Nia stepped in, shifting to hybrid form and flexing her claws at him. April was behind Nia but no longer called out the names of the spells as she cast them. After all, their enemies didn't. Alex saw a flicker of the spell screen above her head just as Nia leaped at him and he instinctively dived, rolling under her and avoiding the vines that had burst out of a small crack in the concrete from the earth below. Alex was on his feet immediately and cast haste, streaking across the room to punch Nia as hard as he could in the back of the head. She was wearing a shield ring and it flared as Alex connected. The werewolf spun and aimed a vicious slash at his face. Alex cast shield before she could connect and her claws sparked as they hit.

      Alex had part of his spell screen open; that too he’d modified in the last two weeks realizing he didn't need to see all of it, especially not in a battle. He'd reduced it to see his health, mana, and spell effects as well as a list of spells he had available to cast.

      He had fourteen in total now, rapidly growing from the original ten that Juno had taught him. On his own he had added flame shield, merging two spells together to create a new one. Henry the necromancer had given him minor necromancy, which he had thus far only used to bring back a chicken one time. He had written a minor healing spell healing flame and then with Stephen's help had improved it. Instead of only being on the surface, the healing would leap to the most severe injury.

      Finally, he had his homebrew fireball spell that he’d created with Stephen's help. If Alex had known how useful the young necromancer had been, he would have made a greater effort to keep him a few more days to see if he could learn more.

      Thinking back on it, he could now feel a new division in himself. It was no longer between man and wolf, but between his soft, naïve past self and the cold hardness growing inside him. He’d let Stephen go, thinking of hearts and minds and all that bullshit. In return, the young necromancer had helped him with his magic, had helped him make breakthroughs with enchanting, but then he’d vanished, stealing some of the rings that Alex had enchanted and leaving behind only an address on the edge of the industrial zone.

      Alex took two rapid steps back, making some space between him and Nia, then felt his lungs lock down, the spell gasp appearing in his active spell list. It was a favorite of April's and essentially stopped the victim from breathing. However, it was short-lived, requiring a constant flow of mana, meaning that if Alex could outlast it, April would eventually have to let it go. Additionally, his resistance had been growing. Originally, when she'd cast the spell, he’d been unable to breathe at all. Now, it still felt as though there was an iron band around his chest, but with great force of will, he could take in some air, pushing against the spell that April had on him, requiring her to force more mana into it to hold it. But still, it was incredibly effective, taking his attention, and restricting what he could do.

      Nia dived at him again, slashing with her claws as he ducked out of the way.

      He shifted to wolf and charged her legs, knocking her off balance before he shifted back to hybrid as she fell. He grabbed her arm, attempting to put a lock on it.

      He managed to get her wrist and elbow as they went down together. Despite the fact he was still under gasp, Alex suddenly found himself in a familiar position: on top of Nia, half-sitting across her butt.

      “Fight me or fuck me, but make up your mind,” the werewolf snarled, struggling to get free.

      Alex looked across at April and saw her cheeks were pink, perhaps from the exertion of the spell, but Alex knew that wasn't all of it. More than once their training sessions had turned wild. Alex suddenly felt gasp release. He could breathe again. He looked down at Nia. He had her by one wrist, the other hand on the back of her neck, and as he was in hybrid form, and so was she, there were no clothes between them.

      With his heart thudding, and the wildness inside him, he looked back up at April, who was watching the two of them, almost mesmerized. Alex kept hold of Nia’s neck and her wrist and slowly moved, pressing the length of himself against her. Nia struggled one more time as though she was trying to get away, but Alex couldn't help but feel she had lifted her butt a little, allowing him greater access. He clamped his hand on the back of her neck, holding her still, and then slipped into her. She was hot, wet, and Alex could feel the throbbing of her heart in time with his own. He looked back at April who had sat down on the concrete step and was watching them, one of her hands straying to her inner thigh.

      Alex began moving slowly, keeping a tight hold on Nia, so she couldn't get away. The concrete was distinctly uncomfortable. He and Nia were both covered in fur which provided some padding, but still, this was a position not made to last. There was something about the pain of it on his knees that Alex enjoyed. He was still fighting the urge to draw mana through pain. He could still feel it, but he'd slowly become more successful at resisting the stupefying urge to revel in it.

      Alex moved in and out of Nia and she began to pant and moan. With a smooth move, he slipped down to rest over her, sliding one arm around her throat, and entwining the other in her hair.

      In this position, his mouth was beside her ear. Alex knew that she could hear him breathing. He glanced up at April whose fingers were now between her legs, her eyes half-lidded, watching them.

      Alex kept moving and started whispering in Nia’s ear.

      “You like to be watched while being fucked, don’t you?” he whispered. Nia moaned and he felt her clench around him.

      Alex kept fucking her, his knees hurting now, pressing against the concrete, sometimes looking up at April who had her fingers between her legs. Glints of red were flying out of the air, hitting Alex, but he was already charged to the maximum.

      Sparks of green appeared sometimes and flew towards April. Between Nia’s moaning and the noises April was making, soon he felt an enormous rush, and he grunted as he came, Nia moaning and sighing beneath him. They slowed down soon after that, Alex loosening his grip and kissing Nia gently. He looked up at April who still had her fingers between her legs and her eyes closed.

      She let out a sigh and then opened her eyes. April stood up from where she was and walked unsteadily over to a piece of machinery they’d utilized before, that had a large flat surface. She turned, hiked up her dress, and looked back at Alex.

      Alex grinned as he stood up.

      Sometimes it was good to be alpha.
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      “Wake up, Wolfie,” Ruby whispered.

      Alex jerked awake at the sound of her voice and realized he must've shifted to hybrid while he was asleep. Sometime during the day a few of the pack had come across some large mattresses of dubious origin, so they’d replaced the inflatable beds. At least now, he, Nia, and April could sleep together. The mattress let off a squeal of rusty springs as he sat up and saw the old witch standing framed in the doorway. He instantly smelled blood—quite a lot of it—and it seemed it came from multiple sources.

      “This way, to the kitchen, I need your help with something,” Ruby whispered, then walked away. Alex got out of bed as quietly as he could, still not sure how Ruby had managed to get in past the guards and everyone else in the house. He put it down to sneaky witch magic, but it also spoke to a giant hole in their defenses. After all, if she could get in, anyone could. Alex shifted back to human, his boxer shorts reappearing. He quickly grabbed shorts and a T-shirt and put them on before creeping out of the room and heading down to the kitchen.

      When he got there, he found Ruby sitting at the rickety kitchen table. In the glare of the lightbulb above her, he saw that she was wearing thick, heavy boots, army combat pants, and a T-shirt advertising a hot wings restaurant in town. She was also splattered in blood up and down her clothes. She had both hands on the side of the body, murmuring to herself, casting some kind of healing spell from what Alex could see. He rushed over to her. Thanks to his roll in the hay with Nia and April, he was charged up with magic.

      “What do you need?” he asked.

      “A bit of that healing flame would be nice,” Ruby said. Alex knelt as she lifted her shirt. She had a gash on the side of her stomach running up and across her rib cage. Deep red blood was welling up. Alex immediately cast healing flame, charging it with the sex magic. Ruby pulled her hand away from the wound as Alex began to run the flame over it. Charged up like this, it went deeper into her body, healing internal wounds.

      Normally, healing flame would heal up a wound quickly, but as Alex ran his finger over it, he felt some kind of resistance there.

      “What did this?” he asked.

      “I was having a discussion with some mages,” Ruby said. Finally, the resistance in the wound gave way, and Alex saw a streak of black leaking from the wound, mixed with Ruby's blood. She sighed in relief as it came out and then the flesh stitched itself up. She jolted before pushing Alex's hand away.

      “That's fine. I can handle my sore back on my own,” she said. Alex assumed that healing had jumped to the source of the next injury.

      Alex stood up and pulled back a kitchen chair and that's when he noticed the black duffel bag, half-unzipped underneath the kitchen table, filled to the brim with cash. Sitting beside it was a long stone cylinder that he recognized. It was one of the house ward batteries from Juno's house that had been down in the basement.

      “That’s your cut from the heist. Two hundred and eighty thousand all up. Maybe you can use some of it so you can legally buy this palace you’re currently living in. The battery is there so we can set up a house ward for you instead of having you out in public sticking out like a sore thumb.”

      Alex shook his head and then sat down, the old chair creaking somewhat under his weight. He suddenly realized that, after the shock of seeing Ruby, he hadn't said the first and most obvious thing.

      “Fire mages took Juno two weeks ago now.”

      “We know. Don't worry, I'm working on it,” she said

      Alex was waking up properly now, and no, he didn't want to yell at Juno's grandmother, but a hot ball of anger was forming in his stomach.

      “I tried to come to your house two weeks ago, but I'm not on the ward list anymore. I couldn't find it. And now, apparently, every witch in town has vanished somewhere, and April and Nia tell me that maybe that's the witches preparing for war but maybe sometimes they vanish just to screw with people… which is incredibly bad timing when your witch wife has been kidnapped by fire mages who slaughtered ten of my pack and destroyed the village at my territory.”

      Alex wasn't yelling at the end of it, but he certainly raised his voice, his heartbeat speeding up.

      Ruby sat there for a moment before waving her fingers over to the counter. “Pour me a triple shot of that whiskey you've got up there,” she said. Alex did as she asked and poured one for himself as well, gulping it back, then filling the glass again. He carried the bottle back to the table in case he needed another.

      “There’s a business card in the cash. It’s for an incredibly dodgy accountant who’s going to set up a company for you, file paperwork, all that nonsense. So then you can buy this property or other properties or whatever you want, and the actual owner will be obscured. You understand? You do not buy any properties to live in under your name or the name of anyone in your pack.”

      If it wasn't for the burning in his throat from the whiskey, Alex nearly would have sworn he was asleep, and this was a dream or a nightmare. Ruby, splattered in blood, was seeming to take it quite calmly that Juno was gone and talking about money and land and some dodgy accountant. The way Alex felt at the moment, the only care he had for money was to use it to hire mercenaries to slaughter every single fire mage and then move on to Xavo, the necromancers who’d silvered the village.

      “Perhaps you can share with me where the witches have gone or how I can get in contact with Hera? Maybe I can use some of that money to hire witch mercenaries. Didn’t you talk about hiring them? The black… somethings?”

      “The Black Wings. They’re unavailable right now.”

      Alex took another drink, the alcohol beginning to blunt the edge of his rage a little.

      “Where are the witches?” Alex said.

      “Acapulco beach. The windsurfing is amazing this time of year.”

      “Witches,” Alex muttered.

      “Come help me put up the house ward, and I’ll tell you a little story,” Ruby said. Alex picked up the stone cylinder at Ruby's instruction. It was heavy enough that he wondered how the scrawny old lady had managed to carry it. She had him carry it over to the wall of the kitchen and press it against it. As he held it in place, her spell screen flickered above her head and she started talking.

      “I presume Juno didn't tell you… my husband, her grandfather, was a werewolf. We only had one daughter, Hera, and the way it works with witches and werewolves is if the baby is a girl, she's a witch. A boy would have been a werewolf.

      “Juno never got to meet her grandfather. He was killed when Hera was only six years old by some vampires. They killed him because they wanted the land that we were holding. It was here in Baxter, two houses side-by-side that some vampire decided they wanted for whatever reason. When we didn't sell and rejected the other pressures they put on us, the best we know is he got jumped one night and murdered.”

      Alex kept quiet, holding the stone cylinder against the wall, feeling slightly ashamed of his earlier anger that he'd wanted to direct at Ruby. There was another layer to it also, the feeling again that he knew nothing about his mates, that it had all happened so fast, that they hadn't gone through the standard things people learn about each other's families. Occasionally, Alex glanced at the spell screen flickering above Ruby's head, amazed that the witch could talk and cast spells at the same time.

      “Juno's father too, he was a werewolf. I say was because he vanished, presumed dead, when she was seventeen years old. We searched, we used the magic available to us, we even paid in favors and blood and did what we could to find him, but there was no trace. So what you may take from these two stories is that we witches know all about the crimes committed by mages and vampires against the werewolves, because a lot of them were crimes against us too.” There was a surge in the magic then, and Alex rocked a little as an invisible wave washed over him. It was warm and then a cold chill moved past as though he was standing in the deep ocean. He felt the weight of the cylinder suddenly vanish as it bonded itself to the wall. Ruby stepped away and the spell screen vanished.

      “There you go, house ward. That will cover this place, maybe half of next door, and probably halfway into the factory. All your pack are automatically on the list, and you're the only one who can add people or take them off. It's up to you whether you give permission to someone else to do that.”

      They went back over to the table, Ruby pouring herself another shot of whiskey and gulping it down. Alex lifted his glass but didn't drink from it.

      “How did you get in here? There are guards out front,” he said.

      “It was easy. I just did a bit of va-va-voom, you know, a low-cut top, bent over to pick something up, distracted them, and in I came,” Ruby said, wearing a sly grin. Alex quickly stepped out of the kitchen to look through the front window and found the two guards at their post, keeping watch.

      He came back to the kitchen and found Ruby had hefted the duffel bag up onto the table. She grabbed a business card and set it to the side, tapping a nail on it. “This guy is your man or maybe this man is your guy. Whatever, he'll help you,” she said.

      “How can we find Juno? We've been going to the city, hoping to catch an Ignis mage, but we haven't even seen one.”

      “Keep it up. I'm sure you'll catch one eventually. They love driving around in those fancy cars of theirs, and sooner or later, one of them will be casting a spell and then you can snatch him and drug him and break his mind. Just remember, where there is one, there are more, so be careful. Now sit down, I want to give you a spell,” Ruby said.

      Alex sat and put out his hand. Ruby placed hers in it and he tried to ignore the dried blood under her fingernails. Although he was in human form, he could still smell it, but thankfully it wasn't as strong as when he was in hybrid form. Ruby’s spell screen opened up above their heads as the connection was made between them, and Alex saw the spell appear. It was called Juno’s Cantrip. He felt his chest constrict at the sight of her name, a sudden sharp jolt of pain that the alcohol he’d drunk did nothing to dull. Ruby, who was connected with him through the magic, shuddered a little and then let out a long, slow breath.

      “It's okay, we’ll find her. Now, can you make some space?” Ruby said.

      Alex took a few deep breaths and focused on his own spell screen. He didn't have enough space to copy Juno’s Cantrip. Between the original ten spells and the others he had made himself and then improved with Stephen's help, he was already running out of space. Then, when he'd cracked open the Great Barrier spell, he'd copied parts to see what he could learn.

      The big problem was the black spiky runes that had wedged into his head, the ones that were torn free from the partial tapestry, hanging in the vampire’s basement at the mansion. Alex had tried ignoring them, but they were stuck, sitting on some pages of their own, and any time he went to cast a spell he could feel them, there just a page or two away, somehow sharp and dangerous. What was worse was that they'd overwritten pages, taking away some of the code he’d copied from the Great Barrier spell.

      He’d discovered he couldn’t share it with anyone. April sensed danger but couldn’t see the runes at all. In a moment of anger he’d tried to delete it and found it was permanently stuck, just sitting there in his head, taking up space. There was an execute button under it, but it was still grayed out, so whatever it was, the spell was incomplete, unable to be cast, written in some incomprehensible language.

      Alex spent a moment flicking around between all his spells. He didn't want to delete the Great Barrier stuff, considering how difficult it was to obtain—casting Know Thyself 100x and almost killing himself in the process. His eyes strayed back to the original list of ten spells that he'd been taught. He went down them and saw some that he had barely used, and others he had never used at all.

      “I’ll delete Unlock, Find Food, and Conceal. I never use them,” he said.

      Ruby shook her head. “No, you must keep the original ten. I swear, once we get Juno back, I'm going to have a talk with that young witch. The original ten spells are your guide to magic in this world. First, you must Know Thyself to know yourself first, to understand yourself. Then Analyze to know the outside world. Once you have begun to know it, there is Shield to protect yourself and others. As you dig further into the world, there is Purify to keep the toxins of the world out. Then Flame Finger to manipulate the elements, to begin to exert your will. That follows to Telekinesis to move the parts of the world and then to Haste to move yourself, to alter yourself. Then Unlock to break into the secret places of the world. To explore and take knowledge, especially that which is forbidden to you. Find Food looks simple and useless but the path to finding anything starts with finding something simple. If you can master that, you can find anything you want. Finally, Conceal because it is a dangerous world out there, and you can use it to hide yourself away so you may practice your magics in peace.”

      Alex gave a double blink at the old witch. Normally she was snarky and sarcastic, but she’d lowered her voice and he’d felt her feelings in the connection between them.

      “I don't have any other space left otherwise,” he muttered.

      “Get rid of the Great Barrier material. You don't need it at the moment. As my granddaughter hasn't been teaching you correctly, let me ask you this: what do you think a ward is? Hypothetical question, don't answer. It's a concealment spell writ large. What do you think the Great Barrier is, but the most powerful ward ever written? You must practice your basics over and over again. Now, please, I need to go so make space and copy Juno’s spell.”

      Alex took a quick look through the code he'd scraped from the Great Barrier spell, and with a slight pain in his heart, wiped it away, making space. He then focused on Juno’s Cantrip and copied it across. It was actually quite a small spell in the end. In the notes about it Juno had written to sit sarcastic motherfuckers on their ass.

      Once Alex had copied the spell, he read through it a few times. There were structures in the code that he hadn't seen before. Loops and such, ways of compressing it that shrank the spell down and made it easier and faster to cast. He recognized a piece of the code as something from Telekinesis but then there was another part that looked to be from Conceal.

      “Wait, is this that shoelace tying spell?” Alex asked.

      “She wrote the first version of it when she was a teenager, and then she worked on it for years, making it shorter and faster. You see, it moves the lace, ties the lace, has a slight look away, but not so much as to arouse suspicion. It distracts, it’s subtle and blazingly fast.”

      Alex frowned.

      “Do you want to explain to me why I just got rid of code from the Great Barrier that was almost impossible to get, just to learn a spell to tie shoelaces together?”

      Ruby grinned at him, and he saw that some of her teeth had been stained with blood as well.

      “The mages and vampires get it wrong—they always focus on big killing spells, power and wielding the elements of the earth. They’re all so bloated but this spell is subtle, quick, small. You don't need to be ripping a blood golem out of the earth. Look at the healing spell you wrote for yourself while you were injured. It was smaller than any I've seen, and yet it’s still bloated. Juno’s Cantrip is a lesson, because to learn the spells you need, you don’t have the space nor the time, nor does anyone else. You need to shrink down what you have, get better at it, learn to copy and shrink spells as you go. Work on this, and the next time I see you, I hope you’ve cut some fat from other spells.”

      Ruby pulled her hand away then and their connection broke. Alex glanced at the clock and saw it was 3 a.m. Despite it being the middle of the night and knowing he needed to sleep, he wanted to pull more out of the old witch, starting with discovering where he could hire some mercenaries if the Black Wings weren’t available.

      “I'm starving. Pass those cookies,” Ruby said, pointing at the counter behind him. Alex turned to get them, but when he looked back, the old witch was gone.

      “Witches,” he muttered.
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      “After you've browned the beef and you have your onion and garlic in there, then you add the tomato paste and let it cook until the scent changes. You’re looking for the Maillard reaction. It's okay if it burns and sticks a little. That's where the flavor comes from. Once you get that scent change, that's when you add your tomatoes and any dried herbs and let it simmer away. You want a woman, you learn to cook. That’s how I got that one,” River said to Jacob, pointing to his mate Matilda.

      Alex yawned into the back of his hand as he scanned the city streets below, and half-listened to River giving Jacob cooking tips that he wasn't entirely sure the young werewolf had asked for. He saw Jacob glance across at Matilda, River’s mate, and then back down to the city street below. Matilda was about the same age as Nia and had green eyes and a red tone to her hair. Whereas River dressed like a pirate and acted like one, Matilda seemed quite subdued, almost like an accountant in werewolf form… although when River talked about her, she did shoot him a seductive look before turning back to the street.

      “I am so gonna get her once we, you know, get her,” April said.

      She was touching Alex on the shoulder, copying over Juno’s Cantrip. Alex figured the more help he got with spell writing the better, and now with Juno gone, the only other magic user he had access to was April. Although April saw her spells as musical notes, he was hoping that perhaps if they worked together, he could get some new insight that would help with his spell writing.

      “I saw Ruby use this spell on her, so I know she hasn't developed some counter-defense to it,” Alex murmured. It was two in the morning on a Friday night and so the city below was still somewhat alive, although most of the normal people had gone home by now, and the ones that were still out were either staggering, singing, or possibly preying on the innocent. There was still enough traffic that Alex was having trouble checking each car as it went by.

      April finished copying the spell and went back to looking at the street, trying to spot a spell screen.

      Nia came padding over and touched Alex on the shoulder. “Position change,” she said.

      They rotated, Alex taking the east side of the building, sitting on the corner, and April sitting further down from him. Over on this side was the central street that ran through Baxter, and this late at night it was lit up with neon signs including, Alex saw, a pawnshop that had a ‘We Buy Gold’ sign in the window. The first time he'd seen it he’d felt a pang at remembering Bailey and what had happened to the old frog who’d been crucified and gutted in his own shop, tortured by Corvus pain mages trying to get to Alex.

      Alex looked down at the pawnshop window and saw there was an old accordion sitting there and briefly wondered whether the owner was human or supernatural. From this position he could see down an alleyway where they'd parked the wreck of the car they'd bought with cash. The way it sounded as they drove, Alex assumed the engine would drop out any day now. He wished he had Boris. It had good trunk space which would be perfect for stuffing in a few mages.

      The night dragged on, two turning to three, werewolves yawning and watching cars. Alex was almost ready to call it a night when a shiny red car turned the corner and he saw the unmistakable wavering spell screen, as though there was a rippling heat haze.

      “Red car down there. That’s Ignis,” Alex said. Everyone immediately went on alert, including Jacob who had been struggling to keep his eyes open.

      “Can we go now?” Jacob asked, shifting to hybrid in anticipation.

      Alex grinned to himself as he felt the pull of Jacob’s shift. He felt the excitement too. It was more than just the thrill of attacking enemies, there was some kind of joy there, like how he felt after a successful hunt.

      “Let's go. Human on the ground. Everyone have their rings? We do this fast,” he said.

      They went over to the side of the building where there was a small alleyway that was hidden in darkness. Jacob jumped first without waiting for Alex. He quickly shifted to hybrid form and leaped off the edge, closely followed by Nia, Matilda, and River. April went another direction, going the long way around.

      Alex landed in the alleyway, splashing in a puddle, and feeling the cobblestones crack under his feet. There was no twinge of the Great Barrier which meant they hadn't been seen.

      “So far, so good,” Alex murmured.

      Together, he, Jacob, and River shifted to human. Tonight River was wearing a gold bandanna and an outfit that looked like he'd just stepped off a sailing ship from the 1600s. Alex had figured that so long as he was wearing it, they may as well use it.

      River went first, along to the end of the alleyway before crossing to the street. Jacob and Alex remained hidden in the shadows. Alex took deep breaths, trying to slow his heartbeat, but it seemed impossible. The air tonight seemed too warm and almost as though there wasn't enough of it. He had to keep taking deep breaths to get enough oxygen.

      “Here they come,” Jacob whispered.

      The car passed, the werewolves shrinking up against the walls as it did. Alex saw another spell compile on the screen as the mage inside cast it. Then River played his part perfectly, staggering out in front of the car as though he was drunk beyond belief. The car jolted to a stop as River half fell over the front of it, bashing his hands on it with a loud thud.

      “Hey! You! Watch where you're… I'm driving here. You’re not meant to be walking where the cars are driving,” he yelled out, slurring. He pulled a half bottle of whiskey from somewhere and took a large theatrical gulp of it, spilling some of it down his clothes.

      “He can't help hamming it up,” Matilda whispered from behind Alex. He glanced back at her and saw that she was smiling. The ruse worked well, though. The driver wound down his window, leaned out, and started shouting at River to get out of the way. He just kept shouting back that he was the one who was driving there and that they needed to get out of his way. Confident that the driver and the mages within the car were distracted, Alex and Jacob slipped out of the alleyway and came up from behind the car, one on each side. A moment later the door on Jacob’s side opened, an angry mage stepping out. In an instant, Jacob tackled him, crashing him back inside the car and slamming the door shut behind him. Alex jumped forward and pulled on his door, but it was locked. The windows were tinted so heavily he could barely see anything, but he could make out Jacob, in werewolf form, fighting with three mages in the back of the car. Alex sprinted around the other side to where the driver was and pulled the door open. The mage driving had his seatbelt on, so Alex couldn't move him. Instead, he dived across into the passenger seat, transforming to werewolf hybrid form as he did. The driver only got out a startled shout before Alex ripped his throat out, almost decapitating him before turning and reaching into the back seat to grab one of the fire mages.

      As he did, though, the mage cast a spell and burst into flames. The heat of it was intense, and Alex let go as his hands burned. He instinctively cast flame shield himself, bursting into flames and then grabbing the mage again. When he was under the influence of a similar spell, the mage’s flames couldn't hurt Alex.

      It had been to Alex's great shame that he hadn't considered what would happen if his pack was attacked by fire mages, considering the rings he’d made for them were fire-based. He heard later that some of the werewolves had thrown fireballs, but all they’d done was make the mages stronger. It was almost a computer game problem: if you're heavy in one element, like fire or water, you could be weak to the opposite. If you came up against something that used the same element you wouldn’t be able to kill it. So far, Alex hadn't been able to rectify that problem. He’d been working on trying to get enough space so he could learn more spells, particularly something like vertigo, figuring it was better to knock mages over and then let the werewolf pack tear them to pieces, than play around with elements.

      Alex pulled the burning mage towards him and snapped at his throat, feeling some of his teeth break off on the mage’s shield. In the close confines of the car, seats were quickly melting and smoke was beginning to fill it. Alex saw Jacob kill one of the other mages, stabbing his claws into his heart before he went to work on the other one, slashing away at him to cut down his shield. Alex gave up trying to bite and started slashing at the mage he had, trying to do the same: wear the shield away until he could get the advantage. He was vaguely aware of River getting in the driver's seat, sitting on top of the dead driver and starting the engine. It was then Alex felt the Great Barrier as a sharp pain in his back and through his arms. Thankfully, a moment later, it vanished as River closed the driver’s side window, blocking the view of what was happening in the car.

      It took maybe thirty more seconds of fighting in the confined space for the mage’s shield to break. Alex had to restrain himself from executing the mage right there, barely managing to change a swipe into a punch at the last moment, breaking the mage’s nose and knocking him out. Jacob had a harder time restraining himself, and as the mage’s shield broke, he slashed away at his arm and his leg, opening deep wounds and getting splattered with blood.

      “Jacob stop,” Alex called out, canceling his fire shield and pulling the young werewolf back. He was snarling in anger. Jacob came back to himself then looked over the ruin of the mage’s leg which was now gushing blood.

      “Dammit,” he swore.

      Jacob used his healing flame ring, managing to patch up the mage who was turning pale and appeared on the verge of passing out.

      Despite the fact that the car seat was melting, and it was still quite hot, Alex shifted back to human. He had the only set of mage cuffs. Working quickly, he handcuffed the mages together in case they thought to cast spells.

      “We’re good, we’re good,” River murmured as he hit the accelerator.

      “Don't move or you die,” Jacob growled to the mage he had in his grasp. He had his claws at the mage’s throat now that he’d healed him up, and the mage for his part looked terrified. Alex was glad this wasn't like the Xavo necromancers who all looked barely old enough to be in high school. These two mages were men. Both appeared to be around thirty and the one still conscious was giving Alex hard looks.

      “Find a place to stop,” Alex said.

      A few minutes later they pulled into an alleyway and leaped out of the car just as the girls arrived, April driving the wreck. Working quickly, they transferred the living mages over to the wreck’s trunk after stripping off their robes and any other wands and rings they had. The mage Alex had punched was stirring now, and the other one was just angry and silent. Alex also saw when he was stripped down to his underwear that he had burn scars all over his body, almost as though he was a pain mage from the Corvus enclave who'd wounded himself deliberately to draw pain.

      They took the dead driver and stuffed him in the trunk of the Ignis mages’ car along with the other dead mage. Thanks to Alex almost decapitating the driver, there was a lot of blood. They waited for a moment in the alleyway as April began casting a cleanse. It was another result of Juno being gone. She usually cast the cleanse spells, but now April had to, and she wasn't quite as good at it, so they had to stay closer to the scene where any blood had been spilled for it to work. She got through it quickly enough, then, after wrinkling her nose at the burned passenger seat, got in with River on the other side. He had it far worse, having to sit in a pool of blood from the driver. Nia and Matilda went with them as they headed toward their destination, some abandoned buildings over in the industrial zone but far away from where Alex and his pack were living. They would bury the bodies, hide the car, then April was to cast cleanse to destroy the blood, so the Ignis mages couldn't use weredogs to track down their kidnapped brethren.

      April cast cleanse on them, beginning the process that would degrade the dead mages’ bodies and blood. Alex felt the effects of it immediately, the blood on his clothing beginning to vanish as it broke down into its component parts.

      Alex let Jacob drive, figuring the young werewolf needed the practice.

      The drive back was uneventful, Alex occasionally telling Jacob to take random left or right turns to see if they were being pursued. Although the old car was grumbling and making a strange squealing noise every time Jacob hit the brakes, it managed to get them home. April, Nia, River, and Matilda were already back, having disposed of the bodies and the car after Alex and Jacob had taken their time in a leisurely drive home. They parked inside the factory, inside the boundaries of the ward, which Alex knew would also help keep anyone from finding the two mages they'd taken. They then, not so gently, dragged the two mages out of the trunk and over to a large steel beam that went from the floor to the ceiling. Alex quickly tied up the mages, first with rope and then tape, so they were sitting with their backs against the cold metal on the hard concrete floor, one on each side of the metal beam. Then he shifted to hybrid in front of them and crouched down.

      “So, tell me names,” he said. The mage he had punched in the face was fully awake now with dried blood down his face. Some of it had trickled onto his chest. He simply shook his head and tried to look tough but did a bad job of it considering his nose was misshapen and when he breathed out a small bubble of blood came out of his nostril. Alex turned to the scarred one. “How about you. You want to tell me your name?” he asked.

      “You've done a lot of dumb things but this is the dumbest thing you've ever done,” the mage said.

      “Okay, so I’m gonna call you angry scar princess and then I’m gonna call you busted nose girl until you decide to give me your names. I’m Alex Lowe, the one and only werewolf mage, and you’re gonna be staying with us until you give up every address of every Ignis location. And I want some of your spells too,” Alex said. For appearances’ sake, he summoned a fireball to his hand. When Stephen had helped rewrite the spell, he’d added what he called a temperature gauge. It essentially appeared as an internal lever on Alex’s spell screen so that once the spell was cast he could turn it up, turning the fireball from orange to blue, almost verging on white-hot. He consumed exponentially more mana to do this but Alex didn't care. He had enough to spare right now. Holding the fireball out in front of him, he mentally turned up the temperature, changing it from red to blue and then white, then he dropped it at his feet. The two mages, although fire mages and surely used to working with flames, started as the fireball splashed onto the concrete and melted into it as though it was a hot coal going through snow.

      “Okay, boys, I have something for you to drink,” April said as she approached. After the village had been destroyed, April had lost everything she'd been working on, but even after only being here for two weeks, she had rapidly rebuilt, acquiring enough material to start mixing up potions again. Without waiting to be asked, Jacob grabbed Angry Scar Princess and pulled his head back, using sharp claws to pry his jaws open. The mage struggled for a moment before Jacob cut his face with his claw. Then April tipped golden liquid into his mouth and they made sure he swallowed it. Jacob then repeated the process on the other mage, Broken Nose Girl. He was more cooperative, though, drinking the potion and then letting out a gentle sigh as it went to work on him.

      “So, what's this one?” Alex asked April as both mages began moving their heads around as though they were pleasantly drunk.

      “Imagine if LSD and mescaline had a baby and it was raised by heroin before going on a world tour to hang out with every other awesome drug you've heard of. That's what this one is. We’re not going to push these guys like that mercenary you bought me. They’re going to be sailing the superluminal for days now until we get everything we want out of them.”

      April leaned down to Scarface.

      “What's your name?” she said.

      “And, ant, Anthony,” he muttered and then shook his head before frowning, as though his mouth had spoken of its own accord.

      “How about you? You don’t want to be Broken Nose Girl, do you?”

      “Nick,” he said.

      “Ah, was really hoping I was gonna get to call them Scarface Princess and Broken Nose Girl,” Jacob said.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” Alex said, giving April a deep kiss before heading next door. He sent back Anton, one of the guards who was normally stationed at the front, to keep watch. It wasn't Jacob he was worried about but April. He’d seen that look in her eye before. The first time he'd seen it he’d assumed it was play-pretend, doing good witch, bad witch, but now that Juno had been kidnapped he knew that under her smiling demeanor there was a bubbling fury.

      As he went in to shower to get the last remnants of the night off himself, Alex just hoped that the two mages would be alive come morning, so he could extract some spells from them.
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      Roma had added a bell to the shop door since the last time Alex had been there. It felt like a lifetime ago, before robbing the vampires’ mansion, before the thrall, and before the attack. Although they'd been in town for nearly two weeks, it had been Juno going out to do the negotiations to buy more rings to try to rebuild their stash while they struggled to survive, squatting over in the industrial zone.

      Roma was behind the counter, but this time she wasn't wearing the leather apron, but rather a summer dress with sunflowers on it that accentuated her curves.

      Alex gave her a friendly smile as he walked in and was surprised to get one in return, but then he immediately looked away to some of the furniture as everyone else filed in behind him. Any time Alex went anywhere these days, it was always with at least one or two pack members and sometimes more. By some unspoken agreement, the pack members decided who would go with Alex whenever he went somewhere.

      “Morning, Roma,” Alex said, pretending to examine a dark wood coffee table. Roma merely nodded back. She watched all the werewolves filing into the shop and walking around. Alex smiled to himself and turned away from April and Nia, although he could feel their gazes upon him. Juno had made some pointed comments about how pretty Roma was in the past but Alex hadn't engaged. Nia and April hadn't seen her, but now that they had, they were watching Alex's every move.

      With all the werewolves inside, the shop suddenly felt quite crowded, although the room was spacious. Alex strolled over to the counter, pulled fifteen thousand out of his pocket, and slapped it down on the counter.

      “What can I get for this?” he asked.

      Despite Juno being missing and everything else that was going on, he was in a good mood that morning. They'd finally captured two Ignis mages who had so far only given up their names but April was confident they would give up much more. Ruby had delivered the money, which led to the second point of feeling good: they’d already made a stop that morning to the dodgy accountant who introduced himself as Jack Smith, a name that seemed so boring that it had to be fake. He'd accepted Alex's request to set up a front to purchase properties, set up utility accounts and the like, without blinking an eye. Alex had felt a small pang in his heart as he handed over a quarter million in cash to a guy who was working out of a tiny office wedged between two restaurants.

      Alex had instructed Jack to make an offer on the factory, and the properties surrounding it, to see what he could get for the quarter-million. They’d kept thirty thousand for themselves, and half of that was set aside to help feed the werewolves. The rest was for buying rings and weapons.

      “I got most of what Juno wanted,” Roma said. She excused herself and went out through to the back room.

      “It's interesting how pretty she is and how you never mentioned that,” Nia said, appearing at Alex's side as though she'd teleported there.

      “Yes, I find that quite interesting too,” April said, appearing on his other side.

      “Pretty? Is she? I hadn't really considered it,” he said.

      Alex heard Jacob snicker from somewhere behind them, which certainly wasn't helping the situation. The young werewolf was alternating today between a glazed expression and being a little shit.

      “What I think is that you would like to have someone who makes furniture in the pack,” Nia said, lowering her voice.

      “Which we could make happen, but you just have to admit first that she is pretty,” April said. Although they were bantering, Alex felt for a moment that he was in the grip of a vise, getting squeezed from either side. He also felt like this was that dangerous territory when you girlfriend points out another girl and says do you think she's pretty? Thankfully, Roma returned before he was forced to answer, carrying a cardboard box which she set on the counter.

      “I couldn't get everything but look at what we have,” Roma said and quickly took the money before stepping back away from the counter, making some space between her and Alex.

      Alex took the top of the box off, and he, Nia, and April began going through it, setting the contents out on the counter. Alex wasn't quite sure how Juno had done it but, somehow, she'd convinced Roma to buy an assortment of magical rings and weapons with the promise that Alex would pay her back. He cast analyze a few times and saw April was doing the same, going through the various rings. Alex hadn't discussed it much with Juno apart from get things will be useful for us, but now that he saw the rings, he suspected that Juno had been thinking along the same lines as the advice that Ruby had given. Most of the rings were what you would call small magic. There was one, for example, designed to chill whatever you were holding. In the notes it was described as working best when holding a glass of water or a beer, and that it would be able to chill it down to near zero instantly. In terms of fighting for their life, this wasn't something that was useful, but as Alex cracked the code open in idle curiosity, he saw there were new structures within it. Perhaps if he studied this for long enough he might be able to replicate or magnify the effect.

      Juno had a spell where she could summon a ball of ice to her hand, but it was ridiculously complicated and too large for Alex to copy. He thought this could be a good path to working out something like that. Perhaps the next time they were attacked by Ignis mages, the werewolves would be hurling ice.

      “You just have to admit it, is all,” April said lightly, before touching Alex on the back of the hand and zapping him with a spark. He pulled his hand away. She laughed and then passed the ring to him. This was even smaller magic, a kind of joke ring designed to zap people with an incredibly low charge.

      “Oh, cool, do I get a gun?” Jacob said, peering over Alex's shoulder. In the bottom of the box were two handguns and a few boxes of ammunition. This was another thing Alex was learning about the will of the pack and how the alpha interacted with it. He was the boss, sure, the King, the decision-maker… except sometimes he wasn't, and he was more like surfing the group’s opinion, perhaps able to guide it, but sometimes acceding to it.

      Although Juno had had some handguns which were now long lost, Alex had gathered that the werewolves weren't much on weaponry, preferring to use teeth and claws instead.

      “Maybe if you’re good,” Alex said. He was wondering whether the shifter charms would be strong enough to take not only their clothes but also weaponry if it came to it.

      “Is that everything I can get for today?” Roma said. She had a tone of voice that Alex recognized: the one where the person working in a shop wants you to leave, or the waitress wants you to leave your table so they can give it to someone else. He looked up at her and saw that her eyes were darting around the shop between each of the werewolves, most of whom were wandering around looking at the furniture, except for Matilda who was now lounged in the red massage chair that Alex had used last time he was here.

      “We’ll come back if we need more and maybe we can sell you some rings too,” Alex said. Roma nodded, not taking her gaze off the werewolves walking about.

      It was one of the other small changes that Juno had instituted before she was kidnapped. In the past, she had visited various shops to buy rings and sell them on. After the attack, she restricted the number of places she would sell to, to try to keep the number of locations that they would visit down to a minimum. Roma, despite her apparent nervousness, had agreed to keep buying from Alex and even to supply him with new blank rings, which were currently sitting in a small paper bag in the corner of the box.

      Alex nodded to Nia and April and they quickly repacked the box. They were just putting the lid back on it when the bell above the door chimed. Even before Alex turned around, he knew it was trouble from the look on Roma's face. He felt the magic around him lurch, something behind him disturbing it, and he dived sideways, taking April with him as Nia went in the other direction.

      A spell flew past, smashing into the front of the counter as Roma dived behind it and shattering it into pieces. Alex was up in an instant, transforming into hybrid form, and turned around to see it was two women who had entered the shop. He knew immediately that they weren't mages. It was as though he could sense it on some deep instinctual level.

      They were both blondes, one in her forties and the other one in her early twenties, perhaps mother and daughter from the way they looked. The younger one was holding a wand, which was clearly the spell she had hurled at Alex upon entering the shop. For a moment Alex cursed himself for forgetting to tell two of his pack to stand guard outside the shop to ensure they weren’t ambushed, but there was no time to dwell on that now. The two women moved so fast they were a blur. The older one hit Jacob so hard that half his teeth came out of his mouth, and he got knocked out cold as he went flying across the shop to crash into a set of cupboards, obliterating the doors. The younger woman shot the wand at Matilda, who tried to dodge it but was hit in the leg and went down screaming as the bones shattered.

      “Vampires,” Nia growled, launching herself. The old woman moved so fast that Alex wasn't quite sure what happened. Nia suddenly went smashing through another chair, splintering it. He heard a chime from behind him as April cast a spell and threw a handful of dirt at the same time—she usually had a bag of it somewhere on her person. The dirt scattered and vines burst out, gripping the younger vampire by the leg and holding her still.

      Alex had been practicing casting spells in combat and it was finally starting to pay off, although the werewolf side of him just wanted to jump in and start slashing. He now had enough sense to cast magic first.

      He cast haste upon himself and then on Zara and Summer. The two of them were going after the older vampire, who was blurring around them but struggling to fight both of them off at the same time. As soon as Alex cast haste on them, the tides of the battle turned, one of them managing to slash the woman across the face, spinning her across the shop. Alex, for his part, dived on the younger vampire, swiping at her with his claws, intending to tear off her arm. He only got the wand instead as she somehow pulled her fingers out of the way and it splintered.

      Alex only had the barest moment to close his eyes before the detonation flung him back and through the counter. In destroying the wand, he'd released most of its magic in a single burst. Alex opened his eyes and found himself beside Roma, who was crouched, hands on her head. She was chanting to herself, “It's okay, it's okay, it's okay.” He wasn't sure why he did it, but he reached out and touched her wrist. She opened her eyes and, for a moment, it felt as though she would pull away her arm, but then she didn't. Alex wasn't quite sure of the extent of his injuries, but from the look on Roma's face, it was bad. Her expression turned from horror to anger as he stood up, his head still ringing.

      She suddenly shoved past him and headed for the younger vampire who was almost free of the vines. There was no spell screen that Alex could see but he felt the lurch in the magic as Roma hissed at the younger vampire. The younger vampire put her hands up in fear, as though to block an attack, and Alex saw her fingers turn to stone. It washed over her hands, up her arms, and across her head in an instant. The older vampire screamed in such a heartbroken tone of voice that, for a moment, Zara and Summer slowed their attack. But Nia, who was now back on her feet, had no such compunction. As the younger vampire turned to stone, Nia stabbed her claws in the older vampire's back, and she instantly dropped to the ground, her spinal cord severed.

      “Who hired you!” Nia roared once she'd pulled her claws free from the vampire’s back. The older woman wasn’t answering. As the younger vampire turned to stone going from the top to bottom, her legs had given out and now she appeared to be a statue as she toppled over to the ground, one of her arms snapping off, spreading a whitish-gray powder across the floor. The older vampire was looking at her and sobbing between shallow gasps.

      The sudden change in the room brought the werewolves to a halt, and Alex cast healing flame, intending to use it on the vampire, but April pulled his hand back and shook her head. The vampire gave a few more gasps between sobs and then died. The change from chaos to the abrupt end of the battle was like being thrown in a vat of ice water.

      Matilda was down, her leg broken in who knew how many places. Jacob was unconscious and both Summer and Zara had wounds all over them that were bleeding freely. Roma was standing in the middle of the room in front of the vampire she'd killed, her hands on her head, chanting, “It's okay,” again. Alex immediately got himself together and went to Jacob. The older vampire had done a number on him. Most of his teeth were missing, his jaw was broken, and part of his muzzle had caved in. Although Alex was wearing some healing flame rings, he cast the spell, charging up with extra mana to make it stronger, running it over Jacob's face. No matter how many times he saw it, he was still amazed at the effect of flesh reforming, teeth regrowing. Once the caved-in bit of his muzzle popped back into place, Jacob opened his eyes and then groaned before sitting up.

      “Did we get them?” he asked.

      “Yeah, we did,” Alex said, running the healing flame until he felt Jacob had no more serious injuries to mend. Everyone else had used their own healing flame rings on themselves to patch up their wounds, then April had gone to work on Matilda before waving Alex over to add his magic. Whatever the wand spell was, it had been incredibly powerful, and in using the healing spell, Alex could sense the depth of some the injuries. It was as though the bones in Matilda's leg had been broken into splinters. Even with charging up his mana, it took a good five minutes of healing before she was able to stand again. By then Roma had disappeared out the back door into the rear room, leaving the werewolves amongst the wreckage of her shop and the blood. Catching Alex gazing towards the back of the shop, Nia came over and touched him on the arm.

      “She’s a Medusa. There’s not many of them left,” she said.

      “You mean like Medusa Medusa? Snakes for hair Medusa?” he said.

      “Yup, and I think she was about half a second from the snakes coming out, which wouldn’t have been good for anyone,” Nia said. Alex heard a chime as April got to work, cleansing their blood. He took a moment to look at the statue of the younger vampire that was on the ground with its arm shattered off. He went to lift it, to see if it could stand upright again, but it had clearly broken when it hit the ground, cracking somewhere down in the torso. Alex let the statue go and stepped back, unsure about what to do next. The cardboard box full of their supplies had somehow survived the destruction of the counter and the top was still on it, but Roma's shop was a mess. Most of the furniture was ruined. Streaks of blood were everywhere.

      “We really need to get going soon as I’m done,” April said, casting cleanse again.

      “Just give me a moment,” Alex said and went through the back door out into the room beyond. Roma was standing at the small kitchen counter, facing away from him, making a cup of tea. At least that's what he figured she'd intended to do. As he watched, he saw her adding sugar to it, stirring it, then adding sugar again, as though she had forgotten what she was doing.

      “I'm sorry about your shop,” he said. Roma didn't even turn around.

      “It’s not safe for you back here. You should leave,” she said in a small voice.

      Alex didn't leave, however, but instead glanced across at the few statues Roma had on the other side of the room. Naked young men. When he'd first seen them he’d assumed that they were just incredible sculptures, but now he understood the truth: they had once been men but were turned to stone. Upon seeing them, he remembered the statues he'd seen at the vampire’s mansion. The vampire with his arm around Roma, and her cringing at his touch. Now that he knew their source, he wondered just how sick and twisted the supernatural world really was that a man turned into stone was considered some kind of art.

      “Who is that vampire to you, the one at the mansion? What was his name?” Alex asked.

      Roma finally stopped adding sugar to her tea, clinking the spoon against the cup before setting it down on the counter.

      “His name is Prince. He’s my… benefactor you could say,” she said.

      Although he barely knew Roma, before the thrall had hit, Alex had had some crazy thoughts, part of his mind getting annoyed that the vampire touched Roma. How dare he touch my mate? he’d thought, even though Roma wasn't. Now the thrall was gone, Alex was glad to find that those crazy feelings were too, but they weren't entirely. He felt an urge to protect her, and there was some small part of him that had definite thoughts about her being his. He didn’t like the way she said benefactor. It didn't sound like a good arrangement.

      “We’ll find some way to pay you back,” Alex said.

      Roma actually laughed as she picked up the spoon again, then added more sugar to the tea. She was still resolutely facing the wall.

      “That wardrobe out there that your young apprentice or whatever it is you werewolves call them destroyed sells for twenty-five thousand and the coffee table was eight. I haven't quite tallied up the rest of the damage, but it's a ridiculous sum of money, so, no, I don't think you’re going to be paying me back,” Roma said.

      “I give you my word. Keep working with us. Supply us and sell the things we make, and I promise we’ll pay you back for what just happened,” Alex said.

      He saw Roma reach up and touch her head again, stroking her hair before she finally turned around. She had her eyes closed.

      “Thank you, but now I think it's really best that you and your pack leave,” she said. Alex was suddenly curious about the magic she'd used, why there had been no spell screen, what Roma was exactly. Most of the furniture out in the front room was imbued with spells, and after having a wand explode in his face, Alex was now wondering why half of them hadn’t exploded upon being destroyed.

      “Alex, time to get out of here,” April called from the front room.

      “I’m sorry about the bodies. We could maybe come back later tonight—” Alex started to say.

      “It's fine. I will dispose of them. Now go,” Roma said. She turned away again to face the wall, her hands feeling for the cup of tea that she finally picked up and sipped from although it was surely mostly sugar. Although he wanted to go closer, to touch her on the shoulder, to provide some kind of comfort for her, Alex turned on his heel and left the back room.

      It wasn't long after that that they were all stuffed in the wreck of the car, Nia driving them back home. Jacob was once again in the back seat, crushed under a pile of girls, but no one was making the jokes about it like they had on the way into town. Matilda was still gritting her teeth at the pain running through her leg, the limits of healing spells having been hit.

      Alex, in the front seat with the cardboard box on his lap, gazed out the window as they drove away from the city and out to the ruin of the industrial area. As the houses grew more dilapidated and the fences more rusted, it matched his mood, which was plummeting. He had no idea who the vampires were. Assassins, or perhaps there to collect the bounty.

      If he hadn’t been with his pack he could have been killed. Not to mention if that first spell from the wand had landed, shattering every bone in his body. Alex tried to pull himself away from his dark thoughts by bringing up Juno’s Cantrip, but that was a mistake too. At the thought of his mate who’d been taken from him, that coal of anger began to burn again, and Alex felt the urge to shift to hybrid form, to go into the factory once they got home and shred the two captured mages to pieces.
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      Alex barely got his hands up in time to block the stapler flying from the desk towards his face. There was a burst of pain and an audible snap as one of his fingers broke. He swore and cast healing flame to repair the broken bone.

      It had been three days since the attack at Roma’s shop and Alex had spent the time locked away in the tiny dusty office that they’d discovered in the back corner of the factory. He was using it as a quiet place he could practice his spell writing and study.

      More than ever he felt the need to improve and fast. Matilda had finally recovered but it had been slow. The damage to the bones of her legs was severe, and Alex knew it was just pure luck that he hadn’t been hit by the spell. They hadn't had enough money to buy any magical defense rings, but it was weighing heavily on Alex's mind that he wanted every werewolf to have several of them. He'd owned one once, but now, of course, it was lost in the village, destroyed in the attack, and, apparently, they were quite rare and also highly expensive.

      After the attack, Alex had locked himself away, studying the new rings that Roma had bought and going over his own spells and Juno's as well. He'd been trying, somewhat unsuccessfully, to break down the telekinesis spell to extract what was useful, to shorten and compress it. Alex had noticed that telekinesis fragments appeared in other spells, particularly unlock, which at some point required a physical force to turn the components of the lock as though a key had been inserted. Alex was fairly sure he knew the parts of the spell that dealt with the exertion of physical force, but there were other sections, pages of them, where he was completely lost. There was a part that seemed to be about identifying the will of the caster.

      When he cast telekinesis it was a matter of focus and then casting the spell, like when he'd shot the container of sugar at Ruby’s head. He could simply focus on something, cast telekinesis, and throw it. Alex had certainly improved since he'd first learned the spell, when he'd been barely able to move a coin. Now he could move heavier objects, even up to a few pounds, but he still couldn't work out how the spell could interpret and understand the will of the castor. The code seemed impossibly intricate, and when he cut pieces out of it, it simply couldn't be cast, the execute button remaining grayed out, no matter how much he worked on it and massaged it.

      He’d eventually managed to cut out some code that he could use but all it would do was to push the object in a random direction.

      Alex picked up the stapler from the ground and took it back over to the desk in the corner of the room, then took himself to the far side and, putting his hands up, cast the same fragment of the spell. Again the stapler shot towards him. This time he managed to catch it, although it stung his hands to do so because of how fast it was traveling.

      Alex put the stapler down and sat on the dusty old office chair that had been inherited with the building. There was some progress here, but he wasn't sure if it was enough. He was, at least, managing to fling things and it had direction, even though it was straight at his head, but it seemed that by cutting out some of the excess code he’d managed to speed up the velocity without having to use any more mana. Now if he could only get the stapler to fly away from him, then perhaps to be able to direct it, he might have a reasonable weapon.

      Alex faintly heard one of the mages at the other end of the factory moaning something. April had been working on them for days now, and while it wasn't quite torture because they weren't being physically injured, perhaps the Geneva Convention would have something to say about it because they certainly weren't mentally well.

      Alex spun his chair and looked down the other end of the factory. Jacob was there with April, holding the scarred mage’s mouth open as she dripped liquid into it. She moved to the second one who willingly opened his mouth.

      “What did you do today, Alex? Ah, you know, flung a stapler at my face and oversaw the torture of two Ignis mages, you know, the usual,” Alex muttered to himself and then rubbed his eyes. He was feeling that pressure again, the desire to run to the wilderness, and once again the thoughts about whether they should even be in Baxter came flooding back. Jeremiah had said something like it wasn't distance that kept the Greenacre pack safe, and distance certainly hadn't helped Alex's pack. The truth was they weren't safe wherever they were, but if he had to pick a place to be unsafe in it would be out in the wilderness where there were wild animals to hunt and territory to roam rather than in the city, squatting in rundown houses.

      “Oh, well, it’s too late now,” Alex said to himself. They'd heard that morning from Jack Smith, the dodgy accountant. The owners of the factory and the surrounding properties were more than happy to unload them onto Alex. He was now the proud owner of the factory, eight houses, and some empty blocks of land, all for the princely sum of a quarter million. It had crossed his mind that if he had more money he’d erect a fence around the whole lot to build a fortress of his own.

      Alex forced himself back to studying Juno’s spell, the cantrip. Although she saw spells differently than him, she’d somehow managed to cut down parts of telekinesis to a very specific movement that undid shoelaces and then knotted them together. That part of the code was sleek and small because it wasn't trying to discern the caster’s state of mind and their will, but rather enacting an algorithm, predetermined to pull the laces and knot them together.

      That was how she managed to shrink the spell so it was so small and fast she could cast it without being caught. She’d also taken segments of the conceal spell so it appeared to distract attention away from what was happening. That one was a little more complicated to work out because Alex wasn't entirely sure how distraction worked in the first place. April had told him about mind magic, a deadly branch that was so dangerous, there were no enclaves based on it because users of mind magic often went insane. Yet it seemed as though witches and other magic users did dabble in it occasionally. After all, distraction had to do with attention, which was a state of mind.

      Alex was deeply buried in the code when April came into the office, closing the door behind her. He was in his hybrid form now to better protect from being hit on the head with a stapler at high speed, and with his enhanced sense of smell, the scent of the office wasn’t great. It was mostly dry and dusty with a few dead cockroaches, and he could smell the mummified remains of a mouse somewhere in the wall. There was another scent underneath it like mold perhaps, something that had gone into a dormant state, considering the hot weather.

      The hot weather hadn't done any favors for the office, which lacked air-conditioning, and Alex sitting there in hybrid state covered in fur wasn't helping either.

      When April came in, he breathed in the scent that surrounded her. The smell of the trees and leaves, a touch of jasmine, and damp earth. He let go of what he was doing and turned around as she hopped into his lap and wrapped her arms around him. Her fingernails were covered in black dirt and she had streaks of it all over. She was wearing a white tank top and tiny pair of blue shorts with her pink hair tied up in a ponytail. She smelled of a mixture of the earth, sweat, and sunscreen.

      “Come with me, I have something I want to show you,” she said and then kissed him.

      Alex was more than happy to take the distraction. Thanks to the entire pack being stuffed into the one house, it was incredibly hard to get any privacy at all. Additionally, Alex had had plans three days ago that after Roma’s they were going to go buy some proper mattresses and beds and start making their home more livable, but after the attack, they'd come straight back so he, April, and Nia were still sleeping on a creaky mattress that had seen better days.

      Alex kissed her back, thoughts crossing his mind of grabbing and bending her over the desk. Despite the fact it would be private he didn't really want to be in this office a minute more.

      April pulled away from him. He saw her cheeks were pink. After he shifted to human, he allowed her to lead him out of the office and the factory. They passed the two Ignis mages on the way out. Both were murmuring in a singsong tone to themselves. They were still magecuffed together and, as they passed, Alex remembered that that was something else they had to deal with. They still hadn't bought another pair of mage cuffs, so if these two mages somehow managed to break those, they might be able to go on the attack.

      “Don't worry about them,” April said, seeming to read his mind, pulling him along, her small hand in his. They went out of the factory, crossed out of the ward to the houses on the other side that Alex was now the proud owner of. Alex followed April down beside one of the houses and into a desolate and dusty backyard.

      “So, we have this,” April said, waving a hand around.

      “Wow, it's beautiful, so happy you brought me here, darling,” Alex said.

      “It has good bones. That's what they say about terrible houses, don’t they? It has good bones, like that matters,” April said.

      She pulled him towards the rear of the yard where Alex saw there was a gate built into the fence to the adjoining property. April pulled it open and Alex stopped in shock. It was as though the gate in the fence was a magical doorway like the wardrobe that led to Narnia. On the other side of the fence was long, thick, lush grass and a profusion of plants.

      April grabbed Alex again and pulled him through the gate. He breathed in the scent of jasmine as he went. The house in front of them was just as rundown and ruined as the rest, but the backyard was a miracle. Small colorful butterflies fluttered around and bees lazily droned from flower to flower. There was some kind of thick groundcover, covered in pink flowers, running down the sides of the grass patch. Everywhere Alex looked, there was a new kind of plant, and every time he breathed in, he could smell something else: the scent of lemon, lavender, and mint.

      “Nature magic, ta-da,” April said, twirling around.

      “You’re incredible,” Alex breathed. He looked down at one of the garden beds where April had obviously still been working. There was a small shovel nearby and a bag of potting mix that she must've acquired on one of the trips out in the last week or so. Running down the garden bed were succulents, and he recognized them, matching the ones that had grown at his stepmother Jane's house. April followed his gaze and then pulled him over to it.

      “These are cuttings from your stepmother's garden. Me and Nia took a secret trip about a week ago, seeing as the other ones are currently locked in Juno's backyard, and we can't get there because the wards of the house don't have us on it anymore.”

      Alex suddenly found it hard to talk, feeling for a moment on the verge of tears. It was something so simple. Some plants cuttings taken from Jane’s old garden but really it was love, an act of service that Nia and April had done for him. For all that he'd been concerned that he'd gotten together with them too fast, it was things like this that told him it was right and good… although he still didn't know what April's last name had been before they'd gotten together. He wrapped his arms around her.

      “What was your last name before you became my mate?” he asked.

      “What?” April laughed. He supposed she'd been expecting him to say something completely different, perhaps about the garden.

      “I gave you a favor. The name in my spellscreen is April Lowe, but what were you before that?” Alex said. Now he was touching her he couldn't help but to lean forward and kiss the side of her neck, tasting the slight salt on her skin. April laughed and pushed him away a little before pulling him over to the shade underneath the tree, so they could get out of the sun.

      “If you really need to know, I didn't have a last name before—not officially—nymph babies just get names, so the ones who found me called me April, because that was the month they found me. I used a fake name. Sometimes April King for whenever I had to do things involving the normal world but most of the time I'm just April,” she said.

      “Like a celebrity,” Alex joked, running his hands down her sides.

      “Exactly. The world-famous garden nymph slash half Earth elemental,” she said. As Alex leaned forward and kissed her, he realized April hadn't made this garden just for his benefit. It was quiet, peaceful, and isolated. They could actually have some privacy. It wasn't long before they were scrabbling at each other's clothes, pulling them off before sinking down onto the lush grass.

      “We need to get more of those ward batteries to cover more of the houses, so we can get some privacy,” April breathed, trying to get Alex's boxer shorts down.

      “Don't worry, it’s definitely on the top of the list,” Alex said. He pulled off April's tank top and started kissing down between her breasts. The taste of salt was delicious and he felt like a dog for a moment who just wanted to lick.

      “No, now, before your shadow turns up or anyone else,” April urged, pulling him upwards.

      Although Alex really wanted to take his time to feast upon her body and her curves, he wasn’t going to turn down an invitation like that, especially not with her wrapping her legs around his waist. Tiny green sparks were already starting to pop out of the air, pulled by April's excitement. Alex kissed the side of her neck and then nipped her ear as he slipped into her. April let out a groan that traveled down his spine, setting his nerves afire. It was no time for gentleness, and she was urging him on, pulling him into her, moving her hips. Alex began moving, speeding up, then they were desperately kissing each other, unable to get enough. Alex could taste salt, smell sunscreen, but beyond that was nature, the jasmine, and the grass. It was cool under the trees, and the grass was soft on his knees as he kept thrusting into her. The green ebbed and flowed, coming in bursts, sometimes in time with his thrusts.

      Alex was deep into the pleasure of it, obsessed with April's body, the feeling of her beneath him, the sounds she was making, totally focused on her, when he felt a cool touch wash across him as though some unseen breeze was blowing on his body. It smelled of the forest, of damp leaves, and fallen trees rotting away. It was dry and damp and alive and dead all mixed together. The ceaseless churning of nature, of growth and decay and renewal.

      Although he was focused on his mate, Alex could suddenly sense the plants around him. He knew where the jasmine vines were planted and could feel each of them around him. They were thrumming with life. With barely any effort, Alex drew on the nature magic. It wasn't pulling the life from the plants, but rather drawing magic through them, coloring it green, giving it the power of the earth, of life and death and renewal. April's eyes went wide as a flood of green shot out of the air and splashed into them. She felt his connection to nature. At first it had been through her, but now it was his own.

      “Is that you?” she gasped with one hand on the back of his neck and the other down near his hips. Alex went to speak, but the grass surrounding them suddenly grew. Alex wasn't quite sure how he did it. It wasn't a spell but some kind of overflowing of the nature magic redirected outwards, emanating from his body. The grass, which was already thick and lush, became like a soft bed. Somehow the connection to nature he'd made strengthened April's as well. He could feel it like a cycle between them, the magic being shared and stirred around through the connection of their bodies. They soon both sped up and lost themselves in the blur of green. Alex wasn't quite sure he was himself anymore. He seemed to sink into the flood of nature around him, to become part of it and, for a few moments, he and April were as one, a joined, single being.

      Soon the pleasure climbed, and April's frantic whisperings and gasps in his ear went up in pitch. They came together, April pulling her hands against his back, pushing him into her, urging him on. The flood of green that burst out of the air was so thick that Alex could hardly see his mate, just the flashes of pink hair and occasionally her eyes. There was a creak nearby as one of the trees suddenly grew and all along the garden bed flowers burst into bloom. They eventually slowed, April gently rocking against him, gazing into each other's eyes, the green sparks gradually lessening, twinkling away into the air.

      “I knew it was your long game just to use me to connect to nature,” April whispered. Her eyes were half-lidded and Alex knew the feeling well. He slipped out of her and then lay beside her on the grass, putting his hand on her stomach. She entwined her fingers with his, and they lay there, looking at each other until, within a minute, both were asleep. The plants around them, dosed with nature magic, grew a little more, the vines creeping over the fence and the butterflies and bees making their way between them.
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      “I think I’ll settle on the sixty-five inch. You know, it’ll fit well in the wall, it’s not too big for the room, and gives you somewhere to go in the future like up to seventy-five or even eighty-five inches,” Jacob said, flicking through some junk mail he’d somehow found.

      They were up on an abandoned factory roof, looking down at the necromancer address that Stephen had left behind. Twenty years ago it had made boards for coffins but now appeared closed up and vacant.

      Alex had decided that rather than spend another night working on spells or crammed in the house with everyone else, he was going to go out. He’d managed to negotiate everyone down to him just taking Jacob.

      Although the building had appeared vacant at first glance, Alex had seen a small light flicker on in the window for just a minute, a few hours ago. Now it was nearing 11 p.m. and the two werewolves had been sitting up on the roof for a couple of hours, watching, seeing if they could spot any Xavo necromancers.

      Alex hadn't forgotten that they were the ones behind the attack on the village, had been the ones spraying silver all over them. Although Ignis had taken Juno, and for that crime they would surely die, the werewolves and his pack held a burning hatred for Xavo, considering they'd silvered the earth, which is one of the worst crimes a werewolf can imagine.

      “Well, you know what they say, it’s not how many inches you have, it’s how you use it,” Alex said as he looked through the binoculars again, mostly to stave off boredom. Although in action movies things happened relatively quickly, in real life, surveillance was boring as hell and sitting still for so long was a skillset he had yet to develop.

      “Yeah, you're right, it is about how you use your inches,” Jacob said with a laugh. He continued flicking through the junk mail.

      Although Alex had no children of his own, between the children in the pack and Jacob, he was getting a preview of what it might be like. The six children were adorable little things, although they were going slightly wild from being cooped up in the house. They were constantly running, screaming, and playing games, happy just to spend a huge chunk of time on a game involving a stick. Even in the short time they'd been in his pack, he was amazed at how rapidly they'd changed. Lewis, the youngest, who would turn to hybrid form if he thought he could shred the bottom out of a shopping bag to get what he wanted, had barely been speaking when Alex had first taken over, but was now managing to piece together sentences to get what he wanted.

      Jacob on the other hand, and the other teenagers, were giving an overview of the kind of pressure teenagers could exert. Jacob had brought up getting a giant television more than once and now, somehow, happened to have a piece of junk mail he was very excitedly looking through. He was talking to Alex as though getting a giant TV was a foregone conclusion, and they were just negotiating the finer details. Alex didn't have the heart to tell him that he would have to wait until another chunk of cash came in.

      “There's a car coming,” Jacob said, looking up. Alex pricked up his ears and then he heard it too. Where their home was in the rundown border between industrial and residential there was hardly any traffic. Over here it was almost completely isolated. It was like this was where the death of manufacturing had hit first.

      They huddled down as the car drew closer and then finally appeared. It was plain black and unlike Ignis’ fancy expensive cars this one looked like it had a few hundred thousand miles on it. Alex knew that some enclaves had more money than others, but you could really see it in things like this. There were three mages in the car. They waited as an automatic garage door opener went to work, squealing as it pulled the rusty metal garage door up. They drove inside, then Alex and Jacob waited as the door squealed back down again.

      “So, should we kidnap them too?” Jacob asked, flexing his claws.

      “No, we’ll watch for now. If they go anywhere, we’ll follow them. Maybe we can find some other locations,” Alex said.

      For many nights now, he’d lain awake, turning over plans in his mind. The Ignis plan was simple. Get some Ignis mages, and if they knew where Juno was, find that location and hit it as hard as they could. If she wasn’t there, climb the ladder location by location, destroying them as they went, until they found her.

      He’d also been considering a single night of carnage. Locate as many enclave houses and compounds as possible, then attack en masse so they didn't have a chance to prepare. The flaw to that plan, of course, was that his pack was small now. He needed allies or mercenaries and now he owned land but had no money. Even getting to Ignis might be a problem.

      The Corvus compound that Juno had attacked in a rage had maybe twenty mages there, and Alex knew that he and Juno had been very lucky to survive. Juno’s grief at Bailey’s death had supercharged her chaos magic and without that in their favor they could have both died.

      Alex didn't want to leave Baxter, not while Juno was still missing, but he felt like he might need to go out into the wilderness to see whether he could recruit werewolves to fight for his cause.

      “They’re coming out again,” Jacob said and the garage door started to open. Alex shook his head with a smile. Although he was only twenty-five, he sometimes felt like an old man next to Jacob, whose sense of hearing seemed to be keener than Alex's.

      “Yeah, well, don't get cocky about it,” Alex said and flicked Jacob’s ear. The young werewolf swatted him away. They'd taken the old wreck of the car and now Alex wasn't quite sure how this was meant to work. It was so isolated out here that surely another car following the mages would be seen immediately. He figured there was no solution for it. They’d just have to do it, and if the mages spotted them, well, they spotted them. They could always grab them and torture them if they had to.

      The two werewolves jumped from the factory roof into the shadows below and ran to the car, shifting to human before getting in. Alex waited for the mages’ car to pass before starting the engine, which coughed and spluttered a few times before finally getting going properly. He drove out onto the road and followed the mages, leaving a great deal of distance between them, hoping they wouldn't look back. Thankfully, this part of the rundown, broken city wasn't too far from where it was more populous.

      Soon, there were other cars on the road and Alex relaxed, closing the distance between them. At night, it was hard to keep track of the black car, especially considering there were only a few streetlamps, due to the rundown nature of the entire area.

      “What we need are tracking bugs and stuff like that,” Jacob said. He was jittering his legs up and down with some kind of energy he couldn't get rid of.

      “That’d probably work right until it went into a ward. I’ll talk to April about it,” Alex said. It had crossed his mind that such things existed in the normal world—surveillance equipment, bugs, and whatnot—but Alex assumed the Great Barrier would destroy them. He still wasn't entirely sure how wards worked. Apparently, you could use a phone while in a ward and not be traced, but outside of it you possibly could. What would happen to a GPS bug if it was driven into a warded area? Would it explode or simply stop transmitting information?

      Alex focused on the car and pushed these questions out of his mind. It was once again an example of how far out of his depth he was, coming into a world that he had no idea about. Although, he concluded, perhaps he was being a little too harsh on himself. As he wasn’t raised as supernatural, he felt sometimes he had an insight into things that those who relied on spells didn't. As a programmer, he could see holes all over the place. He just didn’t have the skill to exploit them. Like a GPS bug transmitting and then suddenly stopping would tell you where the edge of the ward was perhaps. Get enough of them and you could probably pinpoint the location of the ward. Alex idly wondered if you set up a grenade launcher somewhere, and fired at a set of GPS coordinates and it landed on a warded house, what would happen there? The wards weren't omnipotent. If someone decided to shoot a missile at you from a hundred miles away the ward wasn't going to somehow know that and scrap the guidance system. If it was moving fast enough would the ward be able to stop it before it hit? Alex knew he couldn’t get a missile, of course, but hurling Molotovs into a warded area or grenades…

      “They’re stopping. What's that place?” Jacob said.

      “Put it on the map,” Alex said.

      Jacob reached into the back seat and pulled out the old-school paper map that Nia had bought.

      Alex drove closer and saw the mages had stopped at a mortuary. He did a quick lap of the block and parked down a side street. Then they waited, another hour passing, talking about televisions every now and again. Although Jacob didn't like the city much for how it smelled, he seemed to have adapted to it reasonably well and was coming to appreciate the things civilization could offer.

      Eventually the car emerged again from the mortuary and they continued to follow. It was now well past midnight, heading to 1 a.m., and the traffic was becoming thin. Over the next hour the mages stopped at two other locations. One was a nondescript house and the other was a funeral home. It was nearing around two in the morning when Alex suddenly found himself driving down a random side street. The mages were gone. He hit the brakes so sharply the car shuddered to a halt.

      “The hell was that? Where’ve they gone?” Alex said.

      Jacob blinked and rubbed his eyes from his position in the passenger seat, as though coming out of some kind of stupor. “They were just in front of us,” he murmured.

      When they'd first come back to Baxter after the attack, and Alex had gone to Juno's, he'd experienced what hitting the ward was like. He tried to find Juno's and then was down another street, surprised and lost. This felt similar, although it seemed to have some kind of extra stupefying effect. A kind of sleepiness or dulling of the mind. Alex felt like he'd woken up after a long night of drinking.

      “Mark our location and see where we are,” Alex said. He drove on until they found the next cross street and Jacob located it on the map. They were about five miles away from the last known location, the funeral home. Alex tried to think back to what they were doing. He was sure they’d just been driving in a straight line, the mages going down a main road. Now, suddenly, he was five miles away. Alex took the pencil from Jacob and marked another spot on the map, guessing it was the last time he remembered being conscious of what he was doing. He hadn’t been keeping a close watch on the time. It seemed that there were five minutes in there that had vanished.

      “Did those death lovers use a spell on us?” Jacob said.

      “I think it was a ward. They must have been going to a more secure building,” Alex said. They drove back to the mortuary, although as soon as they were there Alex wasn't quite sure which direction he remembered the mages going. Whatever the ward had done, it had messed with his memory a little, which seemed to suggest that wards held some kind of mind magic as well. Whatever it was, it was incredibly powerful, for it had caused a gap of a few minutes that he didn't remember. If you could weaponize such a thing, it would be incredible.

      Alex brought up his spell screen, casting Know Thyself out of habit, and searched through it. There were no other active spells on him, and his resistances and everything else looked normal. Usually when he encountered a hostile spell, his body popped up a resistance fairly quickly, but there was nothing there just yet. Maybe the exposure hadn’t been long enough.

      He kept the spell screen open as he picked a random direction and started to drive, hoping he'd at least see something pop up in the active spell list before the ward got to work on him. They hadn’t driven more than half a mile before the pages of Alex's spell screen flipped by themselves, away from the status and over to where the spiky rune spell sat, malevolent and sharp.

      Alex felt a pulsing that hurt like a toothache and seemed to be coming from the spell itself. He slowed but the pulses of pain grew closer. It was clear he was approaching something and somehow this partial spell was detecting it. Each time it pulsed, Alex winced, the pain pulling in his head, spilling down to his body. He was having trouble focusing on the road, but he didn't want to close the spell screen because he knew on some level that this would stop whatever was going on right now.

      There was a sharp throb and for a moment Alex saw the execute button light up underneath the spell that had lodged itself in his mind. Then there was a gap before he found himself on a random street.

      Alex hit the brakes and touched Jacob on the shoulder. The teenager looked up at him with sleepy eyes.

      “Damn. They did it again,” he said. Alex took the map from him, and then as soon as he found the nearest cross street, marked another spot on it. They only had two locations so far, this one also about five miles away from the mortuary.

      Alex had briefly discussed wards with Ruby and Juno, learning that with enough time, people, and attention, you could estimate the location of warded buildings and places by working out where they lost attention.

      Although Alex only had the mortuary and the two locations where they'd woken up, he saw this was another project that he and his pack could take on, provided they could get some cars and work in pairs.

      He drew a rough circle on the map. The top quadrant of the city was an enormous area but somewhere in there was an important Xavo building.

      Alex opened up his spell screen again, then flipped over to the black spiky spell. The execute button was grayed out again, but it still felt as malevolent and sharp as ever. Although he felt the urge to do it again, with only Jacob in the car it didn't seem safe to risk it. In the moment before getting distracted just after the spell lit up, Alex had felt an intense urge to hit the execute button, to cast whatever spell this was, to throw it free into the world. It was perhaps only because the ward had scrambled his mind so quickly that he hadn’t managed to do it, but who knew what would happen next time? Alex closed the spell screen and then headed for home.

      By the time they got there, Jacob was softly snoring, his head leaned up against the glass. Alex woke him up, then they went inside, the young werewolf quickly heading off to find his room, carefully stepping his way between little children.

      Nia murmured as Alex sank down beside her onto the mattress, putting her hand on his chest. April was pressed up against her back, spooning her. Alex felt sleep tugging on him, but it was like he’d been dosed with ten cups of coffee. He had no idea what the spell was that had been forced into his mind, apart from that it felt sharp and dangerous, but that throbbing pain had been like a beacon, telling him he was heading towards a ward. He was sure of it.

      Now the only question was: was it stupidly dangerous to do it again but this time cast the unknown spell?
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      Alex was in his dusty office deep in study of the small electric shock ring when Nia came in and dropped a pad beside him with a list of names on it.

      “You need to add my father and these five other werewolves from his pack to the ward,” she said.

      “Are they coming?” Alex asked.

      “They’re at the Grease Trap right now, finishing up a meal, but then they'll be here in about fifteen minutes so I need you to add their names,” she said.

      Alex read the list. The first name was Julius and then the rest were members of his pack. He was a little surprised that Nia had called her father, especially without discussing it with him. His face must have betrayed his thoughts because Nia squeezed his shoulder, perhaps a little harder than she needed to.

      “Look, I'm a werewolf too. I know how it feels to turn inward, to stick with the pack, to not reach out for help, but we can't do that. Those mages all make alliances, so do the vampires and then what happens? They come to our home and they kill us. Do you know that we actually outnumber the mages, or we used to, at least? I know this almost goes against every werewolf instinct, but if we worked together, we would obliterate them,” Nia said.

      “Yeah, you're right,” Alex sighed. It had been somewhere on the endless list of things to do but he just wasn't quite sure how he was meant to accomplish it. After all, he’d gone out to the Greenacre pack, challenged Jasper, and killed him, only to have the entire pack walk off into the darkness and only a small number return to join his pack. Was he meant to find one of the packs that had been raided for werewolves used to fuel the blood golem, fight the alpha, and then threaten everyone to stay?

      There was also the problem of not knowing which packs he could even talk to. Julius had told him there were some wild packs who wouldn't bother with the ritual challenge, the scraping of the line in the dirt, and then pulling the other werewolf over it. They just killed anyone who was an outsider.

      Alex supposed this day was coming though, and it was better sooner than later. He was stuck trying to rewrite spells, trying to find a way he could duplicate more rings to help bolster his pack. Perhaps Julius had better ideas. Not for the first time Alex wished that Stephen was still around. Yes, the kid had been part of an attack that killed one werewolf and put another into a coma. Gem had been shot in the head and had never recovered, then had died during the Ignis attack, having never awoken from the original injury. But damn, him and the kid together had broken new ground in spell writing. He'd taken Alex’s fire sword spell, his attempt to create flame, and made it into a proper fireball spell and all while both of them had been so drunk they could barely stand.

      He’d helped Alex learn to enchant rings, at least to a degree, enabling him to churn out rings and sell them for money. Just looking at the minor spark spell on the ring he was holding, Alex was sure that if he could share it with the kid, he’d have some ideas of how to cut it to pieces, shrink it down, make it stronger, and stick it on a ring. Then maybe next time Ignis came calling, werewolves would be firing lightning bolts out of their fingers rather than fireballs. But the kid was long gone, disappeared into the night, leaving behind only the address of the necromancer location.

      “So, my dad doesn't like to be kept waiting…” Nia said.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” Alex said. He closed away his various spell screens that he had opened. He’d spent most of the morning comparing the electric spark to the flame finger spell considering they were both based on creating a physical reaction. As far as he could tell, the flame finger worked pretty much the way fire worked: creating enough friction to generate heat to combust but it somehow did it without any obvious fuel source other than the oxygen in the air itself. There were parts of the spark ring code that looked similar, except somehow it generated an electric spark rather than a flame. Alex couldn’t even find a number in it that he could use to increase the number of charges it had, or its intensity.

      Letting it all go, he followed Nia out of the factory, past the two Ignis mages who were still in their dreamy daze, and went inside. Approaching the house ward, he put his hand on the kitchen wall and then mentally went through the list one by one, adding the names. He knew Julius and Elise, one of the other werewolves on the list, but had no idea who the rest were. Again it brought up questions about how the ward knew who they were. If he added, for example, ‘Michael’ to the list, did that mean anyone named Michael could come in, or was the ward somehow understanding his intention to admit the werewolf Michael, who was part of Julius’s pack?

      The ward itself was a complicated amalgam of spells, one that spoke to how powerful Ruby truly was. Looking at it now he realized that Ruby couldn't possibly have cast all those spells that single night when she’d bonded the battery to the wall. Perhaps some of them were just sitting there, waiting to be activated.

      Alex took his hand off the wall and turned to Nia. “Done,” he said.

      Nia was already texting.

      “Five minutes,” she said.

      Alex looked around the kitchen and the small corridor that led to the lounge. His impulse upon having a parent visit was to clean the hell out of everything, but there wasn't much to be done about state of the house itself. Since they'd been there, they'd cleaned as best they could, but the fact was it was quite old and required more patching and money poured into it. Alex hadn’t bought this and the other properties for their quality, but for their isolation. Still, as he looked at a hole in the wall, he wondered if it would have been better to buy a higher-quality house somewhere in the city.

      Nia, for her part, went rushing around, straightening up things before grabbing Alex by the hand and dragging him outside. April was nowhere to be seen. She wasn’t in with the mages so Alex assumed she was perhaps in one of the adjoining yards making the grass grow or nature bloom. As he thought of her, Alex realized he hadn't tried drawing on the nature mana again outside of his time with April. Even though it was a significant advancement, there were so many things in his mind that he’d just pushed it aside.

      He brought up his spell screen as he waited out front of the property. The nature mana was full to the top but he thought it was worth trying to access it anyway. Down the street was a scraggly tree, barely holding on. Letting out a few breaths, Alex tried to replicate the feeling he’d had of being surrounded by nature, of being aware of every plant. For a moment there was nothing, just the sound of distant cars and the smell of the hot sidewalk with the sun beaming down on it. Then, like a tiny beacon lighting up in his mind, he became aware of the tree. It had been badly planted and wasn’t entirely suited for this climate and so was stressed, not getting enough water, and the sidewalk was too close to it. It had dug down with a large taproot but still was struggling to get enough water. Alex was momentarily distracted from the thought of Julius arriving by the plight of the tree. He was fairly sure trees didn't have feelings but somehow it felt like there was an emotional component to it, as though he was upset now about the struggling tree. Was this how April felt?

      Alex took another breath and then gently drew on the nature magic, pulling it through the tree. It was difficult. Only a trickle of it came, a few small green sparks popping out of the air and floating across to Alex.

      “Is that you or is April nearby having sexy thoughts?” Nia asked, watching the green sparks wide-eyed.

      “It's me. I think I learned how to draw on nature,” Alex said.

      “Wait till Juno hears about this. It’s going to be handkerchiefs out of the butt time again,” Nia said. She laughed and so did Alex but then her face went somber. She wiped away a tear and sniffed. Alex wrapped his arm around her, and she put her head on his shoulder, wiping away another tear at the thought of Juno.

      “What if they kill her before we find her?” she asked in a small voice.

      “They won't. I think they took her so I'd come to find her, and then they’ll try to kill us all,” Alex said. He knew it wasn't a comforting thought that they’d all possibly be murdered, but somehow he just knew that Juno was alive, and if that was true then the next part was almost certainly true. It was a trap, a lure, and Alex was going to step right into it to save his little witch mate.

      Soon two cars appeared at the end of the street. After parking, Julius and the other six members of his pack approached the house. Out on the sidewalk, there was no way to draw a line so Alex went to the small patch of dirt beside it and scraped his foot in it, before holding out his hand to pull Julius across it and then the rest of the pack.

      Julius was wearing a pair of board shorts and a Hawaiian shirt with pineapples on it. He also had on a pair of sunglasses and a Panama hat. He gave Alex a fierce hug before hugging and kissing his daughter.

      “Dad, are you on a beach vacation or something?” Nia teased him, touching his shirt.

      “Haven’t you heard? It’s holiday season. We need to fit in with the tourists,” Julius said. The rest of his entourage were dressed similarly to him, although perhaps less garishly. After a few minutes of chitchat, Julius nodded to Alex, grabbed a bag off one of his pack members, and split away from them.

      “Need somewhere private to talk,” Julius said. Alex began leading him into the factory to the office before realizing there was only one chair in there now, after the other had been destroyed in a telekinesis accident.

      He stopped in the doorway and that's when Julius saw the two mages tied to the metal beam. Even though he was in human form, he let out a growl, then stormed over to them, Alex following behind.

      “They’re Ignis,” Alex said.

      “I know, I’d recognize those burn marks anywhere,” Julius said, looking at the scarred mage. He squatted down to get a closer look at the two of them, let out another growl, then walked away, heading out the front. Alex hurried to catch up as Julius stopped out on the sidewalk, his hands clenching around the handle of the bag he was carrying.

      “I know the feeling,” Alex said.

      “I just want to shred the meat from their bones,” Julius said. He seemed to get a hold of himself. “Is there somewhere else we can talk?” he said.

      Alex decided on the picturesque garden that April had created. It adjoined a somewhat rundown garage but it had benches in it and some leftover tools as well as chairs to sit on. He led Julius next door, down through the desolate backyard and through the gate where they found April sitting naked, cross-legged, with her eyes closed underneath a tree as though she was meditating. A small haze of green sparks drifted around her head. She opened her eyes as serenely as a Buddha as the two of them walked through the gate.

      “Oh, hi, Julius,” April said.

      “April,” Julius said, laughing to himself.

      “I presume you guys want some privacy?” April said. She stood up and gathered her clothes which were piled nearby and then walked past the two of them, giving Alex a quick kiss as he went.

      “Alex,” she said with a nod as she walked out through the gate, closing it behind her.

      “You should see the stuff the forest nymphs get up to. Come across a group of them and it's just nakedness as far as the eye can see,” Julius said.

      Not knowing what else to say, Alex focused on that. “Are there forest nymphs in your territory?” he asked.

      “Over near the edge of it there are. Let’s just say before I had a pack and a whole bunch of wives, I had quite a good time visiting them,” he said. Alex laughed and then led Julius over to the shed, but with the heat of the midday sun it was baking hot in there so they ended up back on the grass. It a little incongruous to the seriousness of the meeting that Alex was planning. They ended up sitting down on the grass, and Julius wasted no time opening the bag and pulling out some maps which he passed to Alex.

      “The first one is the territories, the packs as they stand the best I can tell right now. I've marked on there the packs that had werewolves taken for that blood golem. There’s three within just a few miles of Baxter and if you’re looking for allies, I think they're the ones that will help you,” Julius said.

      “We definitely need allies after Ignis attacked and killed ten of us,” Alex said.

      Julius winced for a moment, baring his teeth. “What did I tell you about not telling another alpha things? Especially about how many pack members you have,” he said.

      He passed the second map to Alex. “Here are locations of attacks from both mages and vampires. The thing I know about them is they’re lazy, which means the more attacks in an area, the more chance there are vampires or mages living nearby. It's hard to find them with the wards, but, you know, wards can break.”

      Alex opened the map and saw it was similar to the first one with the territories on it except this one had colored dots and triangles drawn on it. The triangles were vampires and the colored circles were mages, according to the key. The most heavily dotted regions were near Baxter itself. There was another area about ten miles out that was surrounded by dots and triangles.

      Alex pointed to it. “Does that mean there's something out there in this region, like a compound?” he said.

      “I think there is. We’ve gone looking for it before but can't seem to find it,” Julius said.

      After handing over the maps, Julius sat back on the grass and looked at Alex. He could feel the older werewolf studying him. The last time they'd seen each other, Alex had been in a room at the mansion in the territory he had acquired, freezing his ass off, trying to work on enchanting rings. Julius had come in to talk with him and seen all his failed experiments, broken and blackened rings and bits of jewelry. Although it wasn't that long ago, Alex had come a great way and he could now reliably enchant rings, although the number of spells he had to put on them was quite low.

      “I think they took your wife to make a trap for you,” Julius said finally.

      “That's what I think too. So I took those Ignis mages. Hopefully they'll hand over an address, then I'll go there, and if Juno isn't there, I’ll kill nearly everyone and take more mages and find out another address and keep going. I’ll drown the entire enclave in their own blood until I find her,” Alex said. The anger that usually came up when he thought about them taking Juno seemed strangely absent. There was only that cold chill, the hardness that could not be bargained with. Julius must have sensed it because his face grew serious.

      “That's one way of going about it, but I'm not sure you can do it alone. Do you have any plans to make any alliances at all?” he asked.

      Alex suddenly understood that Julius and Nia must have been talking, perhaps more than he assumed. That was fine. What girl didn't talk to her father for advice right through her life and, hell, he could use it. If Julius had good ideas, he'd take them.

      Alex had chewed over how to make alliances more than once, but he couldn’t see a clear way forward. There was the risk of outright war or that he’d have to kill an alpha and lose the pack anyway.

      He glanced down at his rings, and like a bolt of lightning from the sky, it hit him. Trade rings for alliances. After all his couldn't be the only pack out there that was being attacked.

      “How many fireball rings do you think a pack would need to agree to help me? Those, shield, and healing rings, that's what I can give them right now,” he said.

      Julius looked down at Alex's hands and raised his eyebrows.

      “Werewolves don't much like magic. I mean we use it—we get rings, shifter charms, wands occasionally… it could work. How many rings do you have?” he asked.

      Alex could almost hear the test in the question. He shook his head. “I have enough,” he said, a slight smile on his face at the gentle challenge from the alpha.

      “Good, you’re learning. Yes, that could work. Give me some numbers of what you’re willing to offer, and I can go out beyond the closest packs. I’ve had dealings with almost all of them except the wild and crazy ones. If you give me samples of the rings and promise that you can make enough to fill the promises, I'll go out there and make alliances for you. But if I say I need a hundred shield rings, you need to deliver. My word is my bond,” Julius said.

      Alex unscrolled the map of the werewolf territories and packs. There were a lot of werewolf packs out there, but they were fractured and fighting against each other. Some were in open warfare and others barely tolerated packs on their borders.

      Julius had tried for years to impose a kind of civilization over the werewolves. Rules of challenge in combat that some of the werewolf packs had accepted and even attempts at modernization such as building structures on their lands so they could keep them against the vampires and mages who often sought to drive them off it. One of the old maps Alex had seen in Julius’s home had shown packs holding enormous amounts of territory that was slowly whittled down over the years until the pack was extinguished. The mages and vampires never stopped, even if it took them decades to get what they wanted.

      “I'll count the rings and work out an offer. How soon will you be able to go back out there?” Alex said.

      “We can leave tomorrow. I made certain promises to certain pack members about barbecue chicken wings and all-you-can-eat pancakes. I don't fulfill that, I'm a dead werewolf,” he said with a chuckle.

      The two of them left the garden and went back to the house where Julius suddenly transformed from powerful alpha werewolf to a kindly grandfather, showering chocolate bars and toys upon the children.

      Nia sidled up to Alex and wrapped her arm around him as he watched the children clamoring around Julius.

      “Did I do good inviting him here?” she said. He knew that she was gently prodding him, but she'd been right. He had to get out of that mindset of doing everything alone. Even though he hadn't grown up werewolf, it was clear he was starting to adopt the traits of that side of him, and perhaps going too far. After all, humans hadn't come to dominate the surface of the earth and almost every species upon it on their own. They worked together. The pack was always stronger than the individual and logically it meant that packs of packs would be stronger again.

      “You did good,” he told his mate and then gave her a kiss.
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      “25 Smith Street. What does it look like?” Alex said.

      “Yellow house. Flower boxes. Definitely a hotbed of necromancer activity,” Jacob said, the boredom evident in his voice.

      It was the day after Julius's visit, which had been short but sweet. He and his pack had stayed in a hotel in town but then he’d come back in the morning and Alex had handed over almost every fireball, healing flame, and shield ring that he had, keeping a few aside to sell to keep their cash pile growing.

      He told Julius he had the capacity to make a lot of rings and rather than giving him a number to use in the deals, he’d asked Julius to just make them and then it would be on Alex to fulfill them. Julius had chewed that over with Alex for a while, eventually coming up with a supply contract agreement that if Julius promised a hundred rings they would come in batches over time.

      Once Julius was gone, Alex had taken Jacob out to see if they could pinpoint the location of the ward that they'd stumbled across days ago.

      For the last few hours they’d been going house by house, marking it on the map, describing what the house looked like, before driving along one more house, hoping to find the exact point where they lost consciousness of what they were doing.

      “Oh, look, 27 Smith Street. This one is a yellow house as well but no flowers. Wow, such variety, this is clearly another necromancer hideout,” Jacob said, scribbling down notes on the pad.

      “What? Did you think we’d be fighting mages all day long?” Alex said.

      “No. I mean… maybe one or two,” Jacob said.

      “Taking on insidious mages means we have to do some boring stuff, sometimes,” Alex said and tapped the gas.

      “What the hell?” Jacob said, snapping Alex out of his daze. He immediately hit the brakes. Because it was the daytime, a car pulled up short behind him and immediately honked its horn. Alex waved an apology and pulled off to the side.

      “Where are we?” he said.

      He finally spotted a sign, and although Jacob was as excited as he was, he was still a sarcastic teenager. “Oh, look at that. Jones Street. We've gone from Smith Street to Jones Street. Like, even the street names are boring around here,” he said.

      “Just shut up and find it on the map,” Alex said. Jacob spotted it on the map. They were three miles away from Smith Street.

      “That’s it. We've got them,” Alex said.

      He drove back toward Smith Street, heading for the houses he knew were outside the ward radius. As he got closer, he pulled up his spell screen and immediately it flipped by itself to the spiky black runes. Alex wasn't quite sure it was because he desired it or whether the spell had a mind of its own. Immediately it throbbed, then a minute or so passed before it throbbed again. Each time made Alex grit his teeth. By the time the car passed 25 Smith Street, his head was aching, and his nose was starting to run.

      “Dude, are you okay? Don't hurl in the car,” Jacob said. He’d almost pressed himself up against the door, ready to jump out in case Alex did vomit.

      “There's a spell. It's… don’t worry, I’ll tell you later,” Alex said. He grabbed a drink bottle and took a mouthful of water, but it didn't help. The throbbing was hurting, telling him there was something nearby. Alex sat there enduring it, until suddenly the execute button lit up underneath the runes. The pull of it was so strong that Alex actually lifted his hand. It almost felt like it was being controlled by someone else.

      “What are you doing? Is this some magic thing?” Jacob asked. The teenager had gone from sarcastic to worried. Alex was still in human form but, with the heat and the throbbing, had grown clammy and obviously looked about as sick as he felt.

      “It's okay,” Alex said, but it definitely was not okay. Even turning his attention to Jacob had weakened him enough that he reached forward and tapped nothing in the air, which on his spell screen was the execute button. Normally spells compiled, compressing into a blur of almost a pure mathematical expression, drawing magic before they cast. The runes weren't like that at all. It felt like some kind of giant threshing machine, blades spinning. No surface was safe to touch, and by executing it, Alex had shoved his hands into the blades, into the machinery, and pushed it, setting it off like some kind of dangerous underwater mine that had a will of its own.

      “Your hands,” he faintly heard Jacob say, but the young werewolf was at a great distance. Alex could feel a connection to whatever spell he’d let go, his great and terrible machinery. It went racing up the street ahead of them, then suddenly turned, hitting a generic yellow house. This one had flower boxes on the windows too. Alex felt himself in two places at once. There in the seat of the rundown old car, and down the street, part of his mind following along with the spell, incorporated into it.

      It hit the source of the ward and began shredding it to pieces like a sharp knife into warm, living flesh. He was aware there were mages in the house, at least ten or so, and he felt their fear as the ward began to tear apart. The rune spell seemed happy about it. It was doing what it was designed for. As the ward tore, and the mages inside desperately poured magic into it, the power within the ward fed back on itself. The ward suddenly shrunk, compressed itself down to the batteries that were charging it, and then exploded.

      The mages inside were turned into chunks of flesh and splattered around the walls while the house itself shook with the force of it. Alex felt their deaths, their confusion, their pain, and then as the ward was finally destroyed, the rune spell broke apart, spinning away.

      Alex suddenly found himself back in his own body, Jacob beside him, panicking and shouting, running the last of a spluttering healing flame spell over a deep cut in his leg. Alex looked down and saw white bone. The flesh had been split and veins were spurting blood. The deep femoral artery was cut wide open. His head felt muzzy and dazed, like he could easily slip into a warm sleep that even in this state he was aware he'd never awaken from. He managed to flick his spell screen back to the status. The runes had taken every bit of magic he had, leaving him nothing but the natural mana his body drew and hardly any of that at all.

      He simply wasn't healing fast enough to recover from his injuries. They were listed down the side. Deep cuts and wounds all over his body. No bones broken, but veins were burst, flesh cleaved. Alex felt Jacob pull the healing ring off his own finger and put it on so he could use it. The cut in his leg was gradually closing up, but there were so many wounds on his body, Alex knew he wasn't going to last more than a minute or two. He looked down the list of mana to see what he could quickly recharge. Sex magic was out, for obvious reasons. Death? Perhaps if he'd been down the street near those mages who’d died. They would have punched a hole right through to death and he could get something out of the wet chunks left behind. Pain? Although he was torn up, he couldn’t feel any pain.

      His eyes went to nature, and as soon as they did, he became aware of the trees nearby, the grass, and the flowers gently bobbing their heads. Alex reached out, lifting his hand. He noted distantly he could see the bone of his arm too. He pulled on the nature, drawing the magic through it. Here in this area with more plants and more life it was easy. The magic came through and he immediately poured it back out to heal himself. The healing flame that burst from his finger was tinged with green.

      He set his hand against his thigh as the green went to work, stitching up the wound, then snapping to his other leg where there’d been another wound hidden under his clothes. Jacob’s ring was exhausted, and there was nothing more he could do except sit and watch as Alex managed to heal himself. As Alex pulled on the nature, he caught a sense of the trees and leaves themselves. As he healed he became vaguely aware that the grass between him and the sidewalk was turning a deeper shade of green. Some of the plants were starting to grow and move. Alex felt a jolt in his head, the healing snapping to somewhere in his brain and his thinking cleared before the zap went down to his feet. He realized he was unable to use all of the nature he was drawing, so some of it was flooding back out, causing the plants to go crazy. He saw a creeper on the fence suddenly thicken and grow before tightening. There was a creaking noise before the entire picket fence shattered into pieces and fell over. The creeper then wrapped its way around the letterbox that was still standing and began to crush it.

      It was with great difficulty that Alex let go of the magic, let go of the loop that seemed to want to grow. He’d healed enough to not be at risk of dying, but his entire body throbbed and he realized he was missing a few teeth that he must've spat out at some point.

      “Um, let's swap seats because there's a fire now,” Jacob said. Alex did as he instructed without saying a word, feeling like he was only half-conscious. The ward explosion had started a fire and a thick cloud of black smoke was now pluming up into the air. Alex briefly wondered whether the Great Barrier had anything to do with it, starting a fire to destroy dead bodies, but surely it didn't think that far ahead. Maybe it was just a coincidence.

      Alex got in the passenger side as Jacob got behind the wheel, grimacing a little as he sat in a pool of blood that had leaked out of the car and onto the road, but there was nothing to be done about it now. April would have to come back sometime later and cleanse it, hopefully before some mages found it and sent a weredog after Alex. Jacob got the car going, and if Alex had been more awake, he would have told him to go in the opposite direction, but as it was he just slurred something at the kid who ignored him and then drove right past the burning house. Alex could see there were actual chunks of flesh sitting in the front yard that had come splattering out through the windows.

      “Great Barrier is not gonna like that,” he said to Jacob, or thought he did.

      “What? Don't speak. Your jaw’s all screwed up,” Jacob said.

      Alex sat back in the chair with his eyes closed, looking over his spell screen and the tiny sliver of natural mana he had that was slowly healing his body. He was already anticipating what Nia and April were going to say to him. It sure wouldn’t be good, arriving home with a car full of blood.

      As they drove back out to their property, Alex took another look at the black rune spell. Although it appeared still deadly and sharp, there also seemed to be a sated quality to it, as though now it had feasted, it could rest a while. Alex wasn't sure if that was his imagination and if they came upon another ward whether the spell would be ready to leap out to shred it. There was also the question of how big a ward they had just destroyed. Any larger and he would have been torn to shreds along with it.

      Alex felt around his mouth with his tongue, counting missing teeth. He opened his eyes and looked down to see a few of them sitting below Jacob’s feet. Although he couldn't read the rune spell, not a single line, he had the distinct feeling that it had lashed back upon him because it wasn’t the entire spell, it was only a part of it, the damage going outwards and inward at the same time.

      If only there was some way he could complete it, he would have a weapon beyond compare.
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      It took two full days for Alex to heal up properly. Sure, his muscles and veins had stitched together quickly, but there was a deeper healing to take place, so he’d spent the last two days locked in the office, shuffling around like an old man while trying to focus on his spell writing.

      He was starting to get antsy, hell, the pack was starting to get antsy, so he finally agreed to let them go out into the city. One of their first trips was to buy proper bedding for everybody and to work out how to get it home without attracting too much attention with multiple delivery trucks going out to the middle of nowhere. Jeremiah was in charge of that, and Alex trusted him.

      Having his muscles torn to shreds was bad, but not quite as bad as April and Nia ripping strips off him for his reckless experimentation. He knew it was coming so he'd taken them to one of the farthest abandoned houses before he told them exactly what had happened. From then on, for about half an hour, it was two-on-one tag team yelling, Nia and April both furious. It was possible that April was angrier than Nia, considering she was a spell caster and knew exactly how dangerous it could be. Alex said all the right words, apologized many times, and gradually coaxed both his mates back to calmness. He couldn't begrudge them a yelling session, after all they had come home with a car full of blood and Alex barely able to walk after what was meant to be a simple mission to try to discover the edges of a ward.

      April had to perform a cleanse on the car and then go back to where the necromancers' house had been burning to do it again on the blood there. She reported back that the house had burned to the ground, the firefighters unable to save it. The event had then appeared in the newspaper and online being described as a drug lab explosion. Alex supposed that was the Great Barrier at work, confusing the normals who visited the scene, who’d probably found various supernatural things like wands and rings and who knew what else.

      As part of coaxing his two mates back to calm, Alex had promised that he would share more of what he was doing. In the spirit of that, he told Nia and April about the code ring that he and Stephen had created. Stephen had stolen the original, the ring that appeared to change the so-called code of the person wearing it. Upon telling them his hypothesis—that it might allow normals to be unaffected by the Great Barrier—both Nia and April immediately insisted he test it, so now here he was on the third day after burning down the necromancers' house and shredding the ward, creating another code ring. After deleting most of the Great Barrier material, Alex only had small fragments of it left, but he’d remembered to keep the code for werewolf.

      Alex spent most days now enchanting rings, and they were starting to amass quite a collection, most of which would go out to other werewolf packs to secure the alliances that Julius was working on. They hadn't heard an update from him yet but assumed he would get back in touch soon. As a result of his frequent enchanting, Alex was becoming better at it by leaps and bounds. He'd gone from being able to enchant one ring in a few minutes, to being able to enchant multiple rings in under a minute. The slow part of it now was him, being forced to concentrate, to set the spells in motion and cast them one by one.

      Alex had just finished enchanting his code ring when Nia came walking into the dusty office right on time. Ten in the morning. It was going to be a blisteringly hot day, and she was wearing an incredibly micro skirt and a thin T-shirt. She smelled of sunscreen and, underneath, her natural scent. As soon as Alex saw her he reached for her, but she swatted him away and danced out of his grasp.

      “Uh-uh, we've got work to do, remember? Important work that you share with your mates. I’m going to need a few more healing flame rings, please,” Nia said, holding out a hand. The temptation to leap on her was great but Alex knew he wasn't entirely out of the doghouse for his experimentation, so he took five more healing flame rings from the pile and gave them to her.

      “Are you ready to go? I feel like we can find a squatter somewhere nearby,” Nia said.

      Alex grimaced. The question of who exactly he would test his code ring on had been bothering him. He had a lot of thoughts about ethics and consent. But of course, because of the Great Barrier, no normal could consent because he wouldn't be able to explain to them without the Great Barrier snapping down. Going to test it on a squatter felt like a whole new level of morally wrong, reminding him of how the army in years gone past had experimented on homeless people.

      “Do you think… ethically, that we can experiment on a normal like this? What if it's dangerous?” Alex said.

      Nia sighed and ran her hands through her hair, a move that Alex found greatly enjoyable as it lifted her thin T-shirt and exposed her flat stomach.

      “You know what Juno would say? Something inspiring, probably from Air Bud. Look—I've never seen the Great Barrier hurt a normal. They look, they look away, they run. The Great Barrier usually only hurts supernaturals, so really the greatest risk is to us.”

      “I just don't know how they can consent when we can't explain it to them,” Alex said.

      “I got your consent right here, let's go,” Nia said, grabbing her crotch. Then she reached into the pocket of her tiny skirt and pulled out some cash. “Plus, I took a thousand dollars to pay them. Does that make you feel better?” She walked out of the office and Alex followed her. He supposed all these questions of consent were quite ridiculous considering they walked past two captured Ignis mages. They were still looking reasonably okay, despite having been chained up for days on end now. They were both staring, slack-jawed, into nothing. The scarred one had drool running down his chin. Alex crouched down beside them.

      “Are you going tell us an Ignis location today?” he asked but there was no response, although the scarred one’s eyes flickered in his direction before looking away. They’d been like this since yesterday and April assured Alex that it was fine. She was confident that soon they'd be singing like birds. Alex left them there and followed Nia out to the street, deliberately walking half a pace slower for a while just so he could see that beautiful bubble butt swaying in front of him until she realized what he was doing, smacked him one, and grabbed him by the hand to pull him into her side.

      “Eyes to the front, Wolf, we need to find someone to try this ring on,” she said with a smile.

      They were about two blocks away, walking down the desolate street, when they saw someone moving in a window. A young man with spiky black hair and a bunch of tattoos running up and down his neck.

      “That's our guy,” Nia said, leading the way. The front door of the house he was squatting in was barely hanging on and opened at a push. Although the day was blisteringly hot already, inside it was cool because most of the windows were covered and everything was dark. Nia walked in like she owned the place. Alex felt like he was invading someone else's space even though he knew the guy was a squatter.

      “Hey, we want to talk to you,” Nia yelled out. The young man appeared down the end of the corridor, keeping a safe distance from them. Alex guessed he was about twenty-five. Despite the heat he was wearing leather pants and a T-shirt with Iron Maiden on it. The tattoos striped down his neck continued on to his arms and he had a few chunky rings on his fingers and spiked up black hair.

      “What do you want, hotness?” he said.

      “Hotness? What's your name?” Nia said.

      “Emile, and I repeat: what are you doing in my house?” he said.

      Even in his human form, Alex could sense the nervous energy coming off Emile. If he had to guess, he supposed there’d be a baseball bat or weapon nearby that he was ready to grab. Nia held a hand out to Alex and he put the ring in her palm.

      “Here’s the deal. Put this ring on for a few minutes and we’ll give you a thousand dollars,” Nia said.

      Emile looked between them, frowning.

      “What the hell is this? Some weird sex thing? Because while you are hotness incarnate, I have no interest in dudes, dude.”

      Nia turned to Alex. “Hotness incarnate. Did you hear that?” she said, preening.

      “I did. And you are. Can you get the cash out?” Alex said. Nia pulled the cash out of her pocket and Emile's eyes went wide.

      “It's not a sex thing. Is a thousand too much? Would you prefer five hundred?” Alex said.

      Emile rushed down the corridor and grabbed the ring from Nia.

      “No, I'll do it!” he said as he slipped it on. “There, see, wearing the ring, here we go, got the ring on, this is good, yeah?” he said in a singsong voice.

      Nia shifted to hybrid, her shifter charm taking her clothing.

      “Holy fuck!” Emile shouted, jumping backward before tripping on nothing and crashing against the wall.

      Nia turned to Alex. “No Great Barrier pulling.” She turned back to Emile. “You can see I’m a wolf girl, right?” she said.

      Emile had shuffled back and pressed himself against the wall, putting his hands over his face.

      “Damn, I know I shouldn't have taken that LSD. Had some bad juju in it,” Emile moaned.

      “Hey, Emile, look at me,” Alex said. When he did, Alex summoned a fireball to his hand.

      Emile cringed and tried to squish himself into the smallest corner of the wall. “No, no fire. Don't burn me,” he pleaded.

      “Looks like it works to me,” Nia said to Alex.

      “Argh!” Emile suddenly shouted. There was a sizzle as the ring heated, Emile grabbing at his finger to pull it off. He managed to throw it through an open doorway into the next room. The moment it left his hand, the Great Barrier snapped down on them. Alex dropped the fireball as fishhooks dug into every muscle and Nia whimpered and shifted back to human.

      Both of them had to leap out of the way as the fireball burst on the floor. Alex stomped it out, melting part of his shoe. In the other room there was a bang as the ring exploded and a few pieces of burning hot metal clattered as they came flying out the door. Emile swore again before rushing in. Alex and Nia followed, seeing that a few pieces had landed on a bed, which was now smoldering.

      “Dude, don't throw your cigarette butt on my bed!” Emile yelled as he brushed the hot metal to the floor. Alex helped him get the last few bits of it off before it could set the bed alight. Fortunately, the ring fragments was cooling quickly, so by the time it hit the floor, there was no danger it was going to burn the house down.

      “Sorry, my mistake,” Alex said. He had that strange metallic taste in his mouth again.

      It appeared he'd exempted Emile from the Great Barrier for a very short time but now it come rushing back and in Emile's mind it was not a burning hot ring that had landed on the bed, but a cigarette butt, despite the fact he was brushing shards of metal onto the ground.

      “Yeah, sure, just get the hell out!”

      Emile was shouting now, the veins in his neck standing out, and his face going red. The wolf inside Alex felt ready to fight, aware that if they didn't leave immediately, Emile would likely attack them.

      Nia let out a growl under her breath, but then grabbed Alex by the hand and pulled him back towards the front door.

      “Don’t you want your money?” Alex said as they went.

      “What?” Emile said, following them out.

      “The money for wearing the ring?” Alex was curious just how far the Great Barrier had gone.

      “What the hell you talking about? Look, I don't have any drugs to sell you so get moving,” Emile said, trying to herd them out the door.

      Alex stopped in the doorway. “Nia, give me half the money,” he said.

      She handed over five hundred, which Alex immediately gave to a very suspicious and angry Emile. It seemed to calm him a little. Alex wondered if the force of the Great Barrier on him was now lessening.

      “Look, thanks, dude, but as I told you I have no drugs, and you can't pay me now and expect me to deliver later,” Emile said, counting the money in his hand.

      “It’s not for drugs, it’s for helping us out,” Alex said. They were barely out of the doorway before Emile slammed it shut.

      As soon as they were out of view of the house, Nia grabbed Alex by the arm, excited. “It worked. I mean it worked for like fifteen seconds, but it worked. We just have to figure out how to make it go for longer. Maybe then we can get some of the normals involved to see what’s really going on in the world!” she said.

      “Yeah, you're right,” Alex mumbled. She was beyond excited and he supposed that they had learned a few things but how could he make a ring that would last longer than fifteen seconds? He didn't even understand the mechanism for how it overheated and destroyed itself.

      He supposed there were things like the shifter charms that worked for various lengths of time, charged up with energy from their makers. Would there be any use for a charm that thwarted the Great Barrier? As Alex turned it over in his mind, he realized he might have to go back to see Emile with another code ring. The big question he wanted answered was if Emile wore it, would he suddenly remember that Nia had turned into a werewolf in front of him and Alex had summoned fire? That was an experiment for another day.

      At some point, Nia had walked in front of him deliberately, swaying her hips from side to side. She looked back at him and gave him a wink.

      “Hotness incarnate, that's what he said. The incarnation of hotness, like a goddess, basically,” Nia said, swaying her bubble butt from side to side. Alex was pulled out of his thoughts of spells and experimentation, watching those hips move.

      “Let's not go home just yet. We should go visit that garden April grew,” Alex said.

      “You'll have to catch me first,” Nia said, and suddenly took off running. Alex chased after her. Because they were out on a public street neither could shift to hybrid form, but still the joy of the chase was something the wolf side of him loved. Nia ended up dashing down the side of the abandoned house, out the back and through the gate, Alex barely a step behind her. As soon as they were through, she transformed to hybrid and he followed. He wasn't quite sure what happened but somehow, she turned and stopped while he was running full pelt and managed to judo flip him, so he landed hard on the grass. Then she was on top of him while he was still gasping for air. She slipped him into her and pressed his hands down to the grass, holding him by the wrists.

      “You didn’t see that one coming, did you?” she said, beginning to move up and down. Alex finally got his breath back, feeling for a moment the touch of the wildness that had come during the thrall. He went to move his hand, but Nia just pressed it further down to the grass. She leaned forward and nipped his neck, drawing blood.

      “That's for doing magic experimentation without having half your pack around you wearing healing flame rings,” she said. She had a dangerous glint in her eye and was thrusting herself down upon him even harder now. There was some kind of challenge in her tone and now, in his hybrid form, Alex responded to it.

      “I’m the alpha,” Alex said, and it carried tones of ‘and I’ll do what I want’. Nia growled at him as she began to move faster, squeezing his wrists with her hands. In hybrid form, she was strong, but so was he. She was fast too and for a moment she let go of one of his wrists, then slapped him right across the face before grabbing him again. It wasn’t a light slap either.

      “And I am the alpha's mate,” Nia growled. Although the sensations of Nia on top of him were incredible, Alex very deliberately and slowly lifted his arms up off the grass, Nia straining to hold them down. She let go for a moment, then slapped him again, before scratching her nails on his chest and grabbing hold of his wrists.

      “Just leave them on the grass, please,” she said.

      Alex let go, having proven his strength and that at any moment he could flip her over onto the grass if he wanted. Now that they had established their roles with Nia playing dominant, Alex relaxed into it and soon the red began to pop out of the air, the glints flying towards him. Her growls turned to gasps, and soon she was shaking. Alex came as she collapsed over the top of him, holding on to his fur, and pressing her face against his neck. She suddenly transformed from dominant and angry to needing him, wanting comfort and connection. He wrapped his arms around her and when Nia moved he realized she'd been crying a little. He rolled to the side and laid her on the grass, wrapping his arms around her again, the two of them entwined.

      “You have no idea how much I love you,” Nia whispered.

      “I have some idea,” Alex whispered.

      “Seeing you come home like that. All that blood… we need you. All of us. Especially Juno if we’re ever to get her back,” Nia said. Alex pulled her against him, and it wasn't long before they both shifted back to human. Despite the shade of the trees, it was still a hot day, and being covered in fur made it worse. They kissed for a while before pulling apart.

      “So, on a scale of one to ten, how much would you say you loved me?” Alex said, teasing.

      Nia rolled her eyes at him. “It’s probably about a six right now, looking at a four if you’re going to be a smartass about it,” she said.

      Alex leaned forward and kissed her by the ear.

      “I love you too, crazy wolf,” he whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex had barely fallen asleep when April gently shook him awake. He went from dazed to sleepy to alert in an instant at the smell of blood. He bolted out of bed and grabbed her by the arms.

      “Why are you bleeding? You okay?” he said.

      “Shh… It's not my blood. Get dressed. I broke them,” she said.

      Alex quickly dressed and followed April out. In the dim light of the corridor he saw she indeed was uninjured. The blood was on the backs of her hands and arms and some of it on her clothes. They went out the front door, past the two guards, then into the factory. Every time Alex went in and out of the place he looked at the shiny spot on the driveway which had, thus far, been the first and only time he'd flung a spell at another mage and interfered with the spell they were casting. He wished he could refine the skill to work out how to use it, but there was no way to put it in practice, not without risking lives. If he flung part of a shield spell at April while she was casting magic at him, who knew what would happen? That only left the heat of battle, and the only other time he'd attempted it, the spell had bounced back on him and he’d inadvertently cast it himself.

      As he went into the factory, Alex heard the two mages muttering. Both of them were standing, roped to the steel pillar, and Alex immediately saw the source of the blood. The scarred one appeared to have clawed his own eye out. There was a gobbet of flesh sitting on the concrete a few feet away from where he’d presumably thrown it. Jacob was there along with Yvonne.

      Alex wasn't quite sure when the teenagers had somehow been introduced into the guard mix. He left that kind of organizational detail to Jeremiah, and although part of him said that they were too young, he supposed he could be wrong. After all, they were almost adults. Jacob looked fine, but not so Yvonne. She looked queasy, very deliberately facing away from the two mages and the flesh on the floor.

      April waved her bloody hand at the mages.

      “I got an address from them. 11 Jameson Street, across the other side of town. They both must've had some kind of training and possibly another spell running on them to prevent them from divulging information about their enclave. They broke about twenty minutes ago, both at the same time, but it did something to their minds. In short, I think they're both insane now, but you still might be able to get something useful out of them. Just be careful if you take the mage cuffs off. An insane mage can still cast spells.”

      Alex approached the two men, trying to remember their names. He’d got so used to thinking of them as the scarred one or the broken nose one that he'd forgotten that they’d told him. He addressed the scarred one who’d clawed his eye out.

      “Can you show me some fire magic?” he asked.

      He didn't even look at Alex, didn't register he was there. He was chewing his lip and twitching. He suddenly bit down, drawing blood, some of it running down his face. Alex looked at April who just shook her head. He moved to the other one. His nose was still flattened and askew.

      “What's your name?” he asked. The mage looked at him and his eyes went wide.

      “Alex Lowe, Alex Lowe, Alex Lowe,” he yelled.

      “That's me. But what are you called?”

      “Alex Lowe!”

      Alex tried a few more questions, but the mage would only answer the same thing each time.

      “They’re both out of their minds,” Jacob said. He was in human form and only wearing a pair of shorts due to the hot night. Yvonne didn't seem to be interested at the moment, Alex supposed because of what she'd witnessed. Alex led April away so they could talk in private.

      “Is there any chance we can get anything else out of them?” he asked.

      April shook her head again. “Whatever they had running on them has mixed up their brains like they were thrown in a blender. The one saying your name? That’s all he says, and the other one just keeps hurting himself anytime you press him. Even with his hands tied down now, he bites his lip. If we ask him more questions he’s probably going to bite his tongue off, then start with his cheeks. We either kill them or let them go,” she said.

      Alex looked back at the two bound mages. They'd been here in the factory for a long time now. They’d seen his pack coming and going, had even seen Julius visit. Alex had walked past every day on his way to the small office to practice his spell writing.

      “There’s no way they know the size of our pack, our location, or anything like that?” he asked.

      “Definitely not. They are not giving any useful information to anyone ever again. Believe me, I tried. I think we should let them go,” she said.

      “What does that do for us?”

      “Dread game,” April said. She had that look in her eye again, and Alex sensed a ripple in the magic around them. It was quite similar to Juno's chaos magic when it went awry and she chilled the environment. Alex could feel the anger radiating off April, covered by her sweet smile.

      “Let's look at the psychological angle of this. They know by now that we took two of their mages. So, let’s return these two, their minds broken, one of them missing an eye. Let them see what happens when they screw with us,” April said.

      Although it was dark, Alex had to admire it a little. After all, this was the enclave that killed ten of his pack, burned their village to the ground, and drove them off their territory. What was it that Henry the necromancer had said? Within the Xavo enclave there was an argument going on in whispers. Applying pressure would cause cracks along the weakened lines. There might be other mages within Ignis who might want to back away from Alex, and sending back some of their own completely insane would give them incentive to do that.

      “Let's do it,” he said.

      “How about now? We’ll try to make it to Jameson. We’ll trigger another ward, I’m sure. When we finally come out of it, we’ll dump them on the street, plus we could mark down the edge of the ward. You just have to promise me you’re not going to cast that spell again,” April said.

      Alex hesitated, not because he didn't want to make the promise, but because he didn't want to make a promise he didn't know he could keep. He knew if he opened his spell screen, it might flick over to the rune spell, and then who knew, he might be compelled to cast it.

      “I can't promise it, but if I don’t open my spell screen it might be okay. Last time we had to sit on the edge of the ward for at least a few minutes before it suddenly went live.”

      They got the mages untied from the beam, a process which even with four of them was a struggle because as soon as the scarred man's hand was free, he started scrabbling at his own face again, trying to hurt himself. The two mages were cuffed together too, and Alex saw evidence that they’d tried to use magic. The scarred man was burned around his wrist and the broken nosed mage’s wrist was discolored. The skin had obviously been frostbitten at some point and now was turning black. Alex was once again reminded that they needed to buy more mage cuffs as he had no idea how long these ones would last. He cast analyze on them, looking at the multitude of spells running, and although a power level came up—45%—he had no idea what that translated to in terms of number of days, or what would happen if the mages tried to cast a spell to overcome it.

      Eventually they had the two mages untied from the pillar and bound again, hand and foot. They put them in the trunk of the car and set off, heading for the other side of town, taking the teenagers with them.

      “Are you okay?” Jacob asked Yvonne in the back seat.

      “It was just so gross. I feel sick,” Yvonne said. In the rearview mirror, Alex saw Jacob shuffle closer to her and hesitantly touch her on the hand. Yvonne then rested her head against Jacob’s shoulder. In the front seat April and Alex exchanged a glance that was loaded with meaning. Not wanting to make the teenagers realize they were being observed, the two of them started chatting as if they were out for a lovely Sunday afternoon drive rather than in the middle of the night to dump two insane mages on the edge of a ward.

      Once they were within a few miles of the address, April got out the map. There were still faint marks on it, leftover stains of Alex's blood that had gotten onto the map and then had been cleansed away by April. Alex started reading off street signs and cross streets as they passed, April marking the map with a cross, indicating that the ward hadn't hit them just yet.

      “Gemina Terrace,” Alex said. Then he started as a car suddenly braked in front of him. He looked around, realizing he was no longer on Gemina Terrace. They were somewhere over in the suburbs.

      He pulled over to the side of the road and touched April on the shoulder. She shook her head and then rubbed her eyes a few times as though she was awakening from sleep. In the back seat, Yvonne was actually asleep, resting against Jacob who was sitting there with his eyes half-closed.

      “We must have hit the ward,” Alex said.

      He looked around until he found a cross street and, taking the map from April, marked their location, a full eight miles away from their previous location. Whatever was there had a far more powerful warding spell on it than at the previous location. Alex looked around. It was suburbia where they were, although he saw a cluster of shops down the end of the street. It was just past midnight now and being midweek there was hardly any traffic about.

      “That ward kicked hard,” April murmured. She drank some water then slapped her cheeks, trying to wake yourself up.

      “Shall we just dump them here?” Alex said.

      “That’s the plan. As soon as we get those mage cuffs off, we need to get away from here as fast as possible,” April said. The two of them got out of the car, leaving the teenagers half dozing in the back. After looking around to make sure they weren't being observed, they opened the trunk to find the two mages in there squirming about.

      Alex hauled them out and dumped them a few feet from the car.

      April had thought ahead, bringing a large serrated kitchen knife with them. She counted down from three, and the moment Alex removed the mage cuffs, she cut the ropes from their hands and feet.

      Immediately they bolted back to the car and jumped in. Alex turned the ignition, but the car refused to start, coughing and clunking.

      “No, not now, you piece of junk,” Alex swore.

      “What's happening?” Jacob asked from the back, finally waking up.

      “If the car doesn’t start we just need to run,” April said, looking out the side. The two mages had gotten to their feet. “And now one of them has summoned a fireball,” she said.

      Alex looked over. The scarred one had a fireball the size of an orange in his hand. He was looking at it as though he was mesmerized. Alex saw the other mage was staring at it too. Hopefully, they would stay entranced long enough for the car to start. Alex hit the gas a few more times and tried the engine. It had only just started coughing to life when the fishhooks of the Great Barrier stabbed into every muscle and pulled on him. Beside him, April called out in pain and the two teenagers in the back seat went from drowsy to awake at the agony of it.

      Alex felt a sudden urge to rush at the mages, to attack them, to do anything he could to just get them to stop what they were doing. He glared over at them, feeling an anger that some part of his mind knew wasn't his, that was coming from outside rather than in.

      He saw the source of the problem—a carload of teenage girls had slowed, looking at the two mages on the side of the road. There were five girls stuffed into the car and they were all gaping at the mages and their fireball. Alex wasn't quite sure why the Great Barrier wasn’t pushing harder against them. The whole look, look away thing didn't seem to be working very well.

      “We need to run if the car won't start before it gets worse and we have to kill the mages,” April said, gritting her teeth.

      The engine stalled out again. Alex tried it one more time and it started, so before it could die again, he put it in gear and hit the gas. They lurched out of there, tires squealing on the road. For a moment Alex almost heaved on the wheel, feeling an insane desire to run the mages over. The uncontrollable nature of it felt very much like the thrall, like the wild rage that sometimes rose up.

      The further they got from the mages, the weaker the pull of the Great Barrier got, and as soon as they turned a corner, it vanished entirely. The shock of it letting go caused Alex to swerve again before he got control of what he was doing. The four of them were panting and sweating.

      “I wanted to kill those mages,” Yvonne said.

      “Yeah, chop their heads off,” Jacob said.

      “Goddamn Great Barrier,” April said. She must've clenched the blade of the serrated knife at some point because it had blood on it and she had a cut on her hand.

      “April, your hand,” Alex said. She looked down and Alex heard a light chiming as she cast a spell. The wound on her hand healed itself, then she cast cleanse for good measure just in case any droplets of it had landed on the road. Alex and April sat mostly in silence as they drove back, but in the back seat Jacob and Yvonne were talking in whispers, and just as they got back to the house, Yvonne giggled at something Jacob had said. Alex and April shared that look again as they got out the car and said good night to the teenagers who walked together back into the house.

      April wrapped her hands around Alex and gave him a brief hug and a kiss.

      “Do you think he’s finally going to get it now? Or is she going to have to drag him off to the garden and jump on him?” April said.

      “My bet is on the garden. Never underestimate a male’s ability to miss blindingly obvious signs,” Alex said.

      April reached down and grabbed him between his legs.

      “You mean like this?” she said.

      “What? You know, I think I need to go to bed. I'm tired,” Alex said, teasing her.

      “I’m going to wash up, then I'll come to bed,” April said. They went inside, Alex briefly passing through the bathroom first to make sure he was clean as well and had no blood on him. Soon he was in bed on the new mattress the werewolves had picked up, beside Nia who was deeply asleep. April came into the bedroom, closing the door behind her, then stripped off before sliding into bed next to Alex.

      “Don't wake the werewolf,” April whispered.

      “I make no promises,” Alex whispered back, his hands already running over her body.
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      “Okay, you're all filled up now,” April said with a happy sigh as she slipped herself off Alex and tumbled down into the grass.

      “But I wasn't finished,” Alex complained as a last glimpse of red and green hit him.

      “There's work to do,” April said, pushing him away.

      Things had moved quickly in the last week. Nia had finally heard from Julius and had marked up the maps that he’d left behind. He’d been successful beyond Alex's wildest hopes, negotiating with ten werewolf packs to support Alex in exchange for healing flame, shield, and fireball rings. Alex had briefly spoken to Julius, who'd explained the volume of rings needed was to secure the alliances. Alex accepted what he said but he was starting to regret promising that he would fulfill whatever was needed. Just one pack wanted two hundred rings combined. So now, Alex felt as though he was a sex slave/enchanting slave. Virtually all he’d done for the past week was enchant rings, have sex with his mates to draw power, and to try to draw power from nature as well.

      The nature magic was a fickle thing, however. April explained that because nature magic had to do with life and growth and living things enchanting was antithetical to its spirit. So, Alex could use it in some parts of the enchanting but not others. Sometimes it worked, but other times, it failed entirely.

      April had tried to get involved to see if she could do some of the preliminary steps, but it was no use. If nature magic wasn't going to cooperate for him, a half-nymph who was entirely steeped in it seemed have no chance at all.

      He'd heard briefly from Jeremiah about Roma. Since they hadn’t run into any trouble in a while, the werewolves were getting out more, although still in groups and still taking pains to cover their tracks when returning home. Roma had taken more shipments of rings, which further strained Alex's enchanting ability. The werewolves had used the cash to begin upgrading the homes they were living in. Everyone was sleeping on proper beds now, had decent clothing, and enough food.

      For the past week, the werewolves had been attempting to make their way to the warded location on Jameson Street.

      They still didn't have enough money to buy another car, so some of the pack had gone on foot, taking a map, and doing their best to mark where they lost consciousness of what they were doing. In the blur of sex and enchanting Alex sometimes wondered, once again, how the wards really worked. After all, there were mages and witches all through Baxter. He'd surely driven past warded locations and the ward hadn't triggered at all, which meant on some level, a ward was scanning constantly, almost mind-reading, trying to find the intention of the person to see if they were looking for that address or location.

      Alex had wondered whether there was a second degree of subterfuge he could use, like hiring a normal private detective, telling them to do surveillance at that address. Would the ward trigger at being observed by a normal? How many layers down could you go? Hire a private detective and tell him to hire someone else, and tell them to hire someone else, abstracting it, telling them to survey the entire street or tell them to set up a video camera to watch all incoming and outgoing traffic of the entire street itself. And if the ward did trigger for those things, surely that meant it was drained… which if they were lucky enough meant they might be able to break it.

      There was something else that had been pulling on Alex. As the only magic users, he and April had been forced to recharge the house ward themselves which, after a long day of enchanting, sometimes Alex found difficult to do, his levels of mana down to zero.

      Alex grumbled to himself as he got dressed and went back to his office and spent the next hour enchanting rings, using up the sex magic and what he could of the nature, being wary not to exhaust himself completely. He’d just finished enchanting a fireball ring when Nia came walking into the office. It was still hot weather, and she was wearing almost what she had on the first time he'd seen her: Daisy Duke shorts and a tartan top knotted with cleavage so deep you could lose an arm in it. Despite how delectable she looked, Alex almost felt too tired to reach out and grab her, which was something Nia immediately noticed. She leaned down, lining up her cleavage with his face.

      “Are you telling me you're tired and you don't want any of this?” she teased.

      “You are, as our friend Emile said, hotness incarnate, but I am very, very tired, my love,” Alex said. Nia grabbed him, squashing his face up against her breasts before letting him go with a tickle under the ear.

      “Well, we’re ready. It's me, you, Matilda, River, and Jacob. That's all we can fit in the car and Yvonne's inside, pouting for obvious reasons,” she said with a laugh.

      Yvonne and Jacob weren't quite all of the gossip of the pack, but most of the gossip, with every adult making jokes between them as the young werewolf fumbled his way through things. It seemed that Jacob and Yvonne hadn't quite gone to the next step, and Alex realized that one of the problems was that they didn't have any privacy. In better times he would have given them a wad of cash and told them to go out to the city, but with everything going on, it just wasn't safe. With him and his mates taking the garden so often, that was out of bounds too. There were still plenty of empty houses but Alex guessed that, despite Yvonne's clear desire for Jacob, she probably didn't want their first time to be in some rundown wreck of a place.

      “Let's load up the car,” Alex said.

      Jeremiah had used some of the cash to get the car serviced, the mechanic telling him they should just buy a new one. Although Julius had made alliances with ten packs, Alex was only going to visit three over the next few days and then meet up with Julius to deliver the shipment of rings.

      Julius was then going to carry them on, before returning to his own pack as it wasn't good for an alpha to be away for too long.

      Eventually they got the car loaded up, taking newly bought hiking packs with them and food as well as all the rings, now tied up in bags and clearly labeled. Alex was driving as they left, with Nia in the passenger seat, and Matilda and River in the back, joking and laughing with each other alongside Jacob who was silent and sullen. Alex was unsure if the teenager was upset because he was leaving Yvonne or if it was just because he was a teenager. They said goodbye to the pack and drove out of the ward, heading out of the industrial, rundown part of the city for the outskirts. Eventually Jacob warmed up and started talking with the rest of them. As they drove Alex could feel a bubbling excitement inside of him.

      He knew that the Jameson location was likely a trap… and there was even a chance Juno wasn’t there, but there was something positive about getting results, making progress. If these alliances were what Julius had promised, he’d be able to call packs to his aid to come to the city to launch their attack on Ignis and to rescue Juno. Although Alex's thoughts strayed to her often, he realized he was planning beyond Juno, as though getting her back was some foregone conclusion. If the packs did actually come to his aid and worked well together, then he would be able to continue making alliances, forging the werewolves into a weapon that he could use against the mages and the vampires who had hurt his people for so long.

      “Six dollars for your thoughts,” Nia said, gently pinching Alex on the arm.

      “What? Sorry?” Alex said.

      “Jacob was saying we should install a pool at that house that's over the back fence from ours, but I don’t know if we have enough money for a pool and a sixty-five-inch television, what do you think?”

      With the windows wound down and the air-conditioning struggling to even let out a slightly cool breeze, Alex knew which one he would pick.

      “The pool in this weather. I’d just live in it,” he said.

      “I think a TV if I have to choose. TV’s year-round. No one is going to be in a swimming pool when it’s snowing,” Jacob said earnestly.

      “You can't get a girl if you're sitting around watching too much TV,” River said and got smacked on the leg by Matilda for his trouble. He was doing his best to help the young werewolf, but so far, his hints and suggestions seemed to be bouncing off Jacob.

      They drove to the outskirts of Baxter and then further to a spot Julius had marked on the map. It was a makeshift parking lot, much like the one that was in the direction of the village where they had often left Boris. Although Alex had understood there was an entire world of supernaturals quite a while ago, he was seeing a system in motion that sometimes woke him up to it again.

      There were six trucks at the parking lot in the middle of nowhere and Alex guessed they all belonged to werewolves, various packs who went to Baxter for supplies, then returned before using the slipways to make their way back to their pack territory with whatever they were carrying.

      It was as they were unloading themselves that Alex realized he should set up an outpost in one of these parking lots, bribe passing werewolves with rings, get them to take them back to their alphas, make a trip out every two weeks, and arrange meetings. It seemed a better idea than schlepping all over the countryside and taking the risk of stepping onto a werewolf’s territory or being attacked.

      Alex told Nia to tell the others his idea, and although they agreed it was a good one, it wasn’t one they could use right now. Time was of the essence. They had to get Juno back. They all put their packs on, which were all finely calibrated to the shifter charms they were wearing. The shifter charms had a maximum weight allowance they could vanish away when the werewolves shifted. That included their clothes and shoes and anything they were carrying. They'd used the most powerful shifter charms they had in their possession, but even so, they varied wildly. Jacob’s was the weakest, so his pack was only half full of food. River was wearing the strongest charm, and as a result, his pack was loaded down with most of the rings, the remainder being shared between Nia, Alex, and Matilda.

      Once they got ready, they shifted into wolf form, shifter charms taking their clothes and backpacks, and set out for the first pack. Although it was still reasonably early in the day, the sun was well and truly beating down on them and Alex was thankful they passed a few running creeks, the werewolves gleefully leaping in, splashing around, trying to soak themselves before they continued jogging on.

      Although Alex was the alpha, he wasn't taking the lead, letting Nia do that. He found he could jog along, keeping roughly in line with her, instinctively jumping over logs and dodging around rocks which allowed him to have his spell screen open. His efficiency working this way was only about half of what it was when he was sitting in the office with full concentration but still, he could make progress. Between studying Juno’s Cantrip and the work he had done looking at the rings given to him by Roma as well as repeating his basics over and again whenever he had time, Alex had managed to gain some more space, enough that he could copy in the entire spell from the joke shock ring with space left over to work on parts of it.

      He'd been cutting and rewriting, trying to get rid of excess code on and off for a few days now. Admittedly it hadn't felt like he was making much progress, not with all the enchanting he had to do, and from what he recalled last time he looked at it, he hadn’t gotten anywhere. But now as they jogged and Alex had the spell open, he saw that some of the code appeared slightly different. Even now it was still rewriting itself, changing its appearance to suit his desires. Strangely, a symbol had appeared in the code: a small lightning bolt which seemed to have swallowed a lot of the lines. It made the spell faster and far shorter. Alex focused on the small symbol and then was surprised when an even smaller window opened up, showing the code it had subsumed. It had somehow abstracted itself on its own, replacing lines with a picture.

      Alex still had enough space to make a duplicate of the flame finger spell, so he did so, then cut out the section that he thought had to do with generation of flame and stuck in the picture of the little lightning bolt instead. This radically cut the size of the spell. He was almost tempted to just cast it, but, of course, he still had April and Nia’s yelling ringing in his ears. So next time they came to a stream, he stopped, transformed back to hybrid, and explained what he was doing. They had with them a few hundred healing flame rings now so if things went wrong, he was sure he would be able to survive.

      The execute button lit up under the spell and Alex held up his hand and cast. The spell compiled almost as fast as Juno’s Cantrip because so much had been cut out of it. A pure mathematical expression blurred across and then it was cast. But nothing happened. Alex could feel the spell working; it was drawing the tiniest sliver of power from his natural mana but not enough to even move the bar as he was generating more than it was using. His pack were watching him expectantly, each of them armed with multiple healing flame rings.

      “Did you do it?” Jacob asked.

      “Yeah, it's cast but nothing is happening.”

      “Well, you didn't die so high five,” the teenager said and swiped at Alex's hand. The shock flung Jacob onto his back into the leaf litter, and Alex lost half his natural mana bar in an instant.

      “Hey, it works. How’re you feeling, electro boy?” River said, walking over to prod at Jacob with his foot.

      “What is this bs?” Jacob groaned. When River prodded him again. Jacob grabbed his foot and flipped the werewolf who then immediately rolled and tossed Jacob who landed in the nearby creek.

      “Need to be faster than that,” River said good-naturedly before jumping into the creek to pull the teenager out. Jacob looked a little shocked but was still smiling.

      “I volunteer Matilda to try it again,” Nia said, pushing Matilda towards Alex.

      “No way! I don’t want to get shocked,” Matilda said, jumping out of the way. Alex canceled the spell silently and then waved his hand toward Nia and Matilda.

      “Watch out… who's it gonna be…” he said as they started ducking away from him. He ended up chasing both of them into the creek and then plunged his hand into the water and pretended to get shocked before splashing both of them. They were taking a break, splashing around, when Nia suddenly stopped and grabbed Alex by the arm.

      “Werewolves are coming,” she said, looking up to the hill beyond the creek. The five them stopped messing around and got out of the creek on high alert. Alex could hear it now. That same odd silence that preceded werewolves walking through the forest as birds and other creatures became quiet. When they were stalking other werewolves, it was annoying, and bad, but it was certainly useful when someone was coming in your direction. Alex only wished that the birds would be quiet for mages too, or the dead. At least they might get a bit more warning of another attack. It wasn't long before a pack of six werewolves came down the hill, making no attempt to hide themselves.

      “I think this is Darius. They lost fifteen werewolves to the blood golem,” Nia whispered to Alex. The six werewolves were all in wolf form, gigantic creatures, all pitch black, and when they transformed back to hybrid, Alex saw they were all easily as tall as him, and Darius—he presumed the wolf at the front was the alpha—was perhaps slightly taller. There were three men and three women.

      Without saying a word, the lead werewolf scraped his claw in the dirt making a line. Alex knew that technically they weren't in anyone's territory as this was the slipway but he understood what was happening. The werewolf alpha was drawing the line in the dirt for the challenge. Alex walked up to the line with his pack behind him and stomped his foot on it, letting half of it sit over the line.

      “I'm Alex Lowe, werewolf mage, and I have come to bring you rings,” he said. Darius stared at him and then sniffed the air before suddenly swiping his arm at Alex. Nia had given Alex a quick refresher that morning about various challenges werewolves would make; the most important part was that you did not move and she had even rehearsed a few times with Alex. It was a good thing she had, because the urge to bring his arm up to block the blow was incredibly strong. Alex managed to keep still as Darius’s claws stopped an inch from his face.

      The werewolf then held out his hand and grinned.

      “I'm Darius. Welcome,” he said and pulled Alex over the line.
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      Alex's head throbbed as he plodded along behind Nia, trying to keep up, wishing he had some of April's anti-hangover potion. The way he felt right now, he’d even take that disgusting one that tasted like bin juice that had been left out in the sun.

      Despite how crappy he felt, Alex was happy. Things were going incredibly well. He’d traded rings with Darius and then they'd slept in a small cave on the edge of his territory. Although Darius was somewhat hospitable, providing them roasted boar, Nia warned Alex against drinking any alcohol or letting his guard down. Although there was an alliance, they couldn't assume that they were safe. It wasn't like her father's pack. So, early the next morning, they left the new allies, Nia trading phone numbers with them upon learning they had a satellite phone, and went on their way.

      They'd talked about the ten missing werewolves taken to fuel the blood golem. Between Julius’s promises and the clear rage the werewolves felt at having ten of their pack go missing, Alex knew that Darius and his fighters would come when he needed them.

      Darius had even agreed to an ongoing alliance provided Alex could supply more rings in the future. Alex had agreed but with the proviso that they would discuss it after they got Juno back. He didn't want to make deals for future rings, considering he had no idea how many he might have to deliver in the future. So, it was the next morning they went out, and two days later came to Simak’s pack. Simak was a friend of Nia's father, and that visit had been much like the visit to Julius’s pack, with heaps of roasted boar and brewed alcohol. The werewolves had made beer, immense amounts of it, but then mixed it with another stronger alcohol to give it an extra kick.

      Simak’s pack had lost seven werewolves, taken all in one night to feed the blood golem, and in between carousing, drinking, and eating Alex talked with various members of the pack. Some were furious and cold, others were resigned, recounting the various times mages and vampires had attacked them. It wasn’t the first time they'd lost werewolves either. One woman he met had lost all three of her sons over the years and now had no more children. Despite all the drinking and the party atmosphere, there had been a mournful undertone to it. Alex felt it was like the way he, April, and Nia threw themselves into passionate sex. The desire to let go, to celebrate life in the face of fear.

      It was a second alliance secured by the magic rings Alex delivered and Simak’s promise to come when called. The alliance had been celebrated with immense amounts of alcohol which led them to now, Alex plodding along with an aching head.

      River and Matilda weren't much better, having drunk deeply, and even Jacob was looking a little seedy. Although Alex had told the kid to take it easy, he'd obviously lost track of him at some point of the night. Nia was still relatively fresh-faced, laughing at the four of them, and calling them lightweights.

      As the day wore on they gradually recovered, sweating away their hangovers with physical exertion. Alex hadn’t worked any more on the spell he was now calling shock finger but he was eager to wrap up this final alliance, meet Julius, and get back to Baxter to see how what progress had been made on breaking through the ward on Jameson Street.

      He had a plan forming that if he could call all the packs they were allied with into town and they all approached the ward at the same time, perhaps they could overload it and then go on the attack.

      If not, he could manufacture enough healing flame rings and use the black rune spell as a last resort.

      Alex was chewing this over in his mind when he heard that unnatural silence in the distance. He stopped and transformed to hybrid, pulling the rest of his pack with him.

      Nia came to his side.

      “This alpha’s name is Wind and according to my father he’s a vicious lunatic. We want to make this deal and leave as fast as we can. We also need to be prepared for a fight,” she whispered to Alex. She'd already gone over it that morning, but it was a good reminder.

      Soon Wind and some of his pack appeared. He had at least fifteen other werewolves with him, all men. Unlike Darius and Simak’s packs, who were mostly all black werewolves, Wind’s were a mixture of colors. Quite a few of them were red-haired and Wind himself was blond, almost white.

      He came stalking down the hill, his fur glowing in the sunlight. Alex would have admired the majestic nature of it if he wasn’t on high alert. The feeling that this was incredibly dangerous grew worse as another werewolf came over the hill, a female, with a mage riding on her back.

      Alex recognized him immediately. He had been the mage at the Greenacre pack, the one Julius thought of as some low-level accountant or something like that. Alex had thought this mage had been the one to cast the binding spell that had trapped him and his mates in a burning house. The mage had claimed that it hadn’t been him and had given him an empty wand as some kind of proof. Alex hadn't been able to get anything out of the wand. As far as he knew, once spells were exhausted, wands were nothing more than a fancy stick, but the mage, what was his name… Eric… that’s right, he'd seemed to think that with enough skill, Alex might be able to pull some information out of the empty wand. Alex growled under his breath and then reined it in as Nia gently touched him on the wrist. The pack came to assemble in front of him, Eric dismounting the wolf who then shifted to hybrid form.

      “Alara,” Nia whispered in Alex's ear. Alex glanced over the pack to see if he recognized any of them. He hadn't really thought much about where all the werewolves from the Greenacre pack had gone, as so few had returned.

      It seemed obvious now that they would join other packs. He supposed Eric and Alara had come to this one, although given Wind’s supposed hostility to practically everything, as Nia described it, it was surprising he was letting a mage live with the pack, especially considering how much werewolves despised mages.

      Alex noticed that Eric was moving with a slight hitch in his step and saw his hand go to his side, as though he'd been injured at some point and it hadn’t healed well.

      Alex stood and waited. Wind didn't bother scratching a line in the dirt. He just stood there looking at them. Jacob had been given strict instructions to shut his mouth, no matter what happened, and was standing at the back, River and Matilda on either side of him to make sure the young werewolf kept it in check.

      Alex didn't have a watch on, but a good half hour passed of simply standing, the assembled werewolves glaring at each other, before finally Wind scratched the line in the dirt and Alex walk forward to stomp on it. As soon as he did, the assembled werewolves roared and raced towards them. Alex almost cast a spell. He had his spell screen up instinctively and barely resisted hurling a fireball into the charging wall of werewolves in front of him. He was thankful he didn't as they all stopped on a dime at the line, standing there slavering, their sharp claws out. When they turned back they returned to their positions, leaving Wind glaring at them. He pulled Alex across the line, but then quickly let go and held out his clawed hand.

      “That’s far enough. Did you bring the rings?” he said.

      The hostility in his voice was evident.

      “Do we have an alliance, so I can call on you?” Alex said in return.

      “There is no alliance between us. You may call on us, just once, in exchange for the rings. They need to be in my hand in the next minute otherwise we’ll execute you all,” Wind said. Alex waved to River. He brought forth the bags of rings and gave them to Alex. He held them out. Wind didn't take them but waved to some other werewolf who came forward and collected them. During all this Eric came down to stand beside Wind.

      Wind glanced across at Eric, and Alex saw disgust in the werewolf’s gaze. Given his seemingly volatile nature, why was he tolerating this mage in the first place?

      “Talk, but be quick,” Wind said to Eric before walking away. Alex saw the werewolves opening the bags of rings to begin passing them out. If this went badly now it would be far worse. He wouldn’t just be facing teeth and claws but fireballs too and werewolves able to heal themselves. They would be shielded, too.

      “I'm sorry about your pack. I heard what happened and that you’re no longer in your territory,” Eric said.

      Alex heard Jacob make a scoffing noise from behind him and then let out a little yelp as Matilda must've done something to get him to shut up.

      “Was there something you wanted to say to me? Because I was here to make the alliance with Wind and then we’re leaving,” Alex said.

      “I traveled the slipways through the wild packs and to the heart of the interior. I believe you know what I'm talking about?” Eric said. Alex saw his hand stray to his side again.

      “Do you have any healing spells, Eric?” he said.

      “I'm sure you know that some wounds don't respond to healing spells.”

      They stood there for a moment, Alex wondering whether he should say more, but all of the werewolves from Wind’s pack were within earshot. Alex was wary of letting out any clues. He knew very well what Eric was talking about. Julius had uncovered information on a pack of an alpha werewolf and a chaos witch that had vanished around twenty-three years ago, exactly when Alex had been adopted by Jane. Exactly when someone had filled out fake adoption paperwork to throw him into the system.

      “Speak, because otherwise we’re leaving,” Alex said. The lingering effects of the hangover were still there, and his feelings about all mages had soured to the point that he didn't really care what this one had to say.

      Eric took half a step forward, but then stopped when Nia growled under her breath. He lowered his voice and beckoned Alex forward.

      “They never found their bodies. It is possible they may still live. I could help you,” Eric whispered so quietly that Alex had to strain his ears to hear it.

      “Mage, are you done?” Wind shouted suddenly. Eric reached into a sleeve and pulled out a small ragged slip of paper with a telephone number on it. He held it out to Alex. He just stared at it. Finally, Nia reached out and took it from him. With that Eric turned away and walked back to his mate Alara who’d been standing nearby, watching the encounter.

      Wind waved a dismissive claw at them, not even looking at them, and despite the disrespect that Alex felt in his bones and his desire to leap forward and snap the werewolf’s head off, he and his pack made an about-face, walking away, returning to the nearest slipway and making their way quickly away from Wind’s pack. Alex was thankful that everyone was in wolf form, especially because he knew Jacob had a lot to say about what had just happened.

      They ran four hours straight this time until they came across Julius and some of his pack. Nia rushed forward making a happy noise, but then saw that Julius was injured, long scratches running down his arm.

      “I can heal you,” Alex said. Julius nodded and held out his arm. Alex used the healing flame to stitch up the wounds. One of the other pack members was injured too so Alex healed her.

      “What happened? Dad, where are the healing rings we gave you?” Nia said.

      “We had to give the last of them away to make a deal, which in retrospect might've been a bad idea,” Julius said.

      Nia transformed back to human, her backpack reappearing. She took out the map, and there in the dirt, Julius updated it, telling Alex which werewolves had accepted alliance happily like Simak, and which were behaving like Wind, or worse.

      Out of the ten packs he marked two that he said he felt were actively dangerous, and although they'd accepted alliance, Alex should bring more pack members than he had with him if he wished to secure it. They traded backpacks then, handing the remainder of the rings they'd brought to Julius, keeping only a few for themselves. He was going to continue home to his territory now and then out again to make more alliances.

      Despite the threat that he might have to enchant for weeks on end Alex didn't tell him to make deals for smaller amounts of rings. Just with the three extra packs they had now and the promised werewolves, he had well over two hundred who would come at his call, in addition to his own pack.

      In under an hour, they had everything squared away, and after Nia chiding her father to be careful and him good-naturedly taking it, he shot a look at Alex that said a lot about wives and daughters telling alphas things. They then went their separate ways.

      It wasn’t until they got back to their car two days later and Nia shifted to human that her phone reconnected to the grid.

      It immediately started buzzing as messages landed. She read through them with a glum look on her face.

      “What?” Alex asked.

      She silently passed the phone to him. There was a message from Jeremiah.

      Esme, Pearl, and Yvonne gone. Taken while probing ward border.
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      Alex paced in the empty front room of the vacant house near Jameson Street, flexing his claws, watching as every minute passed, urging it to go faster. Since learning that Pearl, Yvonne, and Esme had been taken. Alex had felt the wolf side urging him to go on the attack, to rescue his pack members, throw caution to the wind, use the black rune spell immediately, and reveal what was hidden under the ward and damn the consequences.

      Wind, Simak, Darius and their packs were on the way. The plan was to approach on four sides of the ward simultaneously. With a combined force of well over two hundred werewolves, they hoped they could overwhelm it, strip it of its power and then approach the address together, to go on the attack and kill every mage there.

      If luck was on their side, Juno would be there, as well as his three kidnapped pack members.

      Despite the bubbling rage Alex had felt over the last few days, he’d focused his efforts on enchanting. He’d managed to fit the shock finger spell onto a ring, although it was limited, two charges only, and he had problems making them. Half of the rings blew themselves up or melted. Even the ones that survived he was dubious about, worried that they would randomly explode a few days later and injure one of his pack.

      Still, he’d managed to make ten of them and had passed them out in preparation for the attack. These were Ignis mages and fireballs would be of little use. He’d also made a breakthrough, managing to fit flame shield onto a ring. Barely half his pack had them now but there was no more time to delay. He now had two symbols he could use—a flame and a lightning bolt, compressed code bundled up in an image.

      

      Even today, the day of the battle, he felt the urge to enchant more rings, but it was all too late. To do so would drain his mana which would make him weaker for the attack.

      April knocked on the door and opened it, coming in to wrap her hands around Alex. He heard the faint chime of a spell. It was one she’d used on him before. It felt calming and was certainly welcome now.

      “It's time. Remember, the black runes are a last resort and we need to know if you’re going to do it,” April said.

      She let off one final chime of music, the burst of relaxation going through Alex, quieting his mind.

      He followed her outside, Jacob quickly at his side. The young werewolf had been at a low simmer for the last few days, having a far more difficult time controlling his emotions than Alex did. He was ready to rip heads off to save Yvonne and Alex had cautioned him to stay with the pack should they break through the ward.

      The werewolves each had maps shared amongst them, so if they got diverted, they could find their way back to the staging area and try again. The moon was high, painting the street in tones of black and white. They set off down the street, silently counting off the numbers of the houses, and Alex tensed when he saw number fourteen. This was the point past which the ward had hit multiple times. As they approached, they checked the time, wanting to line it up exactly with the other three packs.

      At midnight, as one, they rushed towards the ward barrier.

      Alex found himself alone in a backyard staring at a children’s swing set. He came back to himself and looked around. He shifted to hybrid to leap the fence and then back to human. He soon spotted April a little way down the road next to a tree, her hands on the trunk.

      “April,” he said, touching her on the shoulder. She awoke from her daze, and when she came back to herself, immediately found the nearest cross street. They were three miles away from where they'd started.

      Fifteen minutes had gone missing thanks to the ward’s stupefying power.

      Risking the Great Barrier snapping down on him, Alex transformed into a wolf and April rode on his back to the staging area where a few of his pack were gathering for another attempt.

      Over the next four hours, they walked into the ward and found themselves confused over and again. The night stretched on and Alex regretted that they hadn't started earlier. They'd wanted to avoid risking any normals’ lives or triggering the Great Barrier, but now it was close to four in the morning and soon the sun would be coming up.

      The ward still held and finally Alex decided to use the black runes.

      With most of his pack gathered around him wearing healing flame rings, April made Alex gulp down three bottles of liquid that tasted faintly of mint.

      As he was sitting on the edge of the ward, the moment he opened his spell screen, the pages flipped to the black runes and the painful throb went through his body. The spell felt hungry and eager to do its dark business.

      “Please don’t die if you can help it,” Nia said, watching him.

      “It's happening,” he blurted out a second before the execute button lit up, and he triggered the spell, almost against his own will. It drained his mana down to nothing, every part of it, and then pulled more, as wounds began opening on his arms and legs. April poured magic into him but it was barely enough to keep up.

      Once again, he felt the great and terrible machine he’d set free. The slicing of the spell into the ward was like a knife through flesh. As it shot out, Alex could sense that the ward had been drained by their efforts but even so was still far stronger than the first one he’d destroyed.

      Whatever the Ignis mages were hiding, they’d used a lot of power to do so. Alex found himself on the ground suddenly, staring up at the stars and surrounded by figures with flames burning at the end of their fingers. Some part of him understood it was his pack.

      April was nearby shouting something, and he saw a spray of blood shoot up into the air, bursting like fireworks. He moved his arm to press his hand against his neck and saw the flesh on his hand was gone. It was just bones, and tendons, the meat cleaved away.

      He shuddered as he experienced the doubling of his mind again. He saw the ward being chewed apart by the black rune spell, mages scrambling to charge it.

      It was a fortress, an improbable thing to be hidden in suburbia.

      As the rune spell destroyed the ward, Alex counted three hundred Ignis mages within. They were teeming like ants, struggling to keep the ward intact.

      There was a period of nothingness but then he finally came out of it. The black rune spell was gone, the ward destroyed.

      Alex struggled to his feet, helped up by April and Nia. He was surprised to see his flesh intact but then noticed the piles of dead rings scattered around them. Alex took a step, felt pain shoot up his leg, and almost toppled.

      “Just give it a minute. The ward’s down and the other packs are attacking, but you still need healing,” Nia said. They helped him down the street, Alex bringing up his spell screen, reading the list of injuries. They'd all been to his flesh, and although they were somewhat healed now, quite a lot of damage been done to the veins in his body.

      Alex did the best he could, drawing on the nature around him, which seemed almost eager to help heal his body. The closer they came to the fortress, the better Alex felt, and soon his natural mana had begun to recover as he drew on nature, filling the bar to the top.

      It was close to five now, and on the horizon, the first glimmers of the sun were appearing.

      Together, they turned a corner and Alex saw the building down the street. It was gigantic and imposing, the high stone fence topped with spikes. Even from where he was, he could feel the death within, a lake of it.

      Alex drew on it, filling his death mana to the top in an instant. He charged up his healing flame spell with it, the flame turning pure black and icy cold before touching his leg. The remainder of his wounds healed in a few seconds.

      April touched his arm and her eyes widened.

      “Just be careful with the dead. There are other things there too,” she said.

      “I am,” he murmured. When drawing on the dead he’d become aware of the corpses behind the walls. There were at least a hundred and fifty dead already, mages and werewolves both.

      Alex took off with Nia and April, running the last half mile. As they came closer, Alex's sense of the dead grew stronger. He’d never felt anything like it. It was a cool sea that he could drink from. He only knew one necromancy spell, minor necromancy, with which he could revive something the size of a dog, a cat, or a chicken. Alex wasn't quite sure what would happen if he directed it into one of the bodies. He pushed the urge to do it aside. He had to find Juno and the rest of his pack first.

      They found an outer door that had been smashed off its hinges and rushed inside, Nia and Alex quickly transforming into hybrid form. There were flames everywhere as werewolves and mages fought to the death.

      Alex cast flame shield, charging it with death. It burst from his body, surrounding him with black flames that roared as they snapped and moved.

      April and Nia used their rings to cast their weaker flame shields to protect them against the Ignis mages.

      Like the shock finger rings, the flame shield rings didn't have many charges but the werewolves of his pack were using them to great effect. The fire mages were useless against them, flinging fireballs that just bounced off the shields, seeming sometimes to fuel them.

      Alex and Nia immediately dived toward a group of five fire mages who were desperately flinging spells. Three of them had wands and the others were just using their natural magic. As they raced towards them, vines burst out of the ground, trapping their legs, disrupting their spellcasting. Alex could barely hear April's chimes over the screaming and the flames.

      He hit the first mage, his claws sparking off a shield spell but managing to knock him over. Alex slashed away, quickly breaking through the shield and disemboweling him. Nia was doing the same. April's vines had climbed legs, crushing as they went. One of the mages screamed as his foot twisted off and tore away. He went down, falling into more vines, one of which crept around his neck as he thrashed. His scream was cut off as the vine constricted.

      Alex looked up and saw Wind on a high walkway. His pure blond fur was stained with blood but he otherwise appeared uninjured. He leaped from the walkway, dropping a good twenty feet to crash a mage into the ground. There was a crack as the mage’s shield ring overloaded and shattered, tearing away some of his fingers.

      Wind tore off his head before he could scream and then rushed to the next mage.

      Jacob was on the far side of the compound, soaked in blood, slashing away at mages like a demon. Alex cringed as the kid was flung sideways into a stone column, hit with some unseen spell, but he bounced back up, killing the mage who’d cast it.

      The fighting descended into pure madness. From there on out it was a blur of claws and blood and spells. Alex kept drawing on the death around them, putting his shock finger spell to work, incapacitating mages, letting other werewolves finish them off.

      He found River at one point with his chest crushed, nearly dead, and drew on the death surrounding him to plunge a foot-long flame into his body. There was an audible crack as his ribs healed and soon the werewolf was on his feet again.

      Alex was vaguely aware that before he’d arrived, the mages and werewolves had been roughly matched in strength. Now he waded amongst them, black flames burning all over his body, killing a mage every few seconds.

      The tide of the battle turned and it seemed the last of the mages fell all at once. Alex caught glimpses of both Darius and Simak, bloody to the elbows, tearing the last mages to pieces.

      Alex found himself suddenly with no enemy to fight, standing in a pool of blood. He let his flame shield wisp away.

      “Alex, look!”

      It was April, beside him. She was covered in blood too and had long gashes over one eye but otherwise seemed okay. She was pointing at the main building and a small barred window at ground level.

      It was frosted over, a filigree of ice climbing outward.

      “Juno,” Alex said.

      He took off, vaguely sensing some of his pack following.

      He obliterated the door with a kick, smashing his way inside. There were no mages—they’d all gone to the battle.

      Feeling the connection to his little witch mate, Alex raced down a corridor and a set of stairs.

      He only realized Nia was with him when she shot by, crashing through another set of doors into a room of prison cells. She immediately tumbled over, as the floor was slick with ice.

      Alex managed to keep his balance, his claws scraping up ice as he slid to a stop in front of the cell.

      Juno was sitting in the stone cell, cross-legged, hands in front of her. She was mage-cuffed and both wrists were burning, glowing hot, steam pouring off them, the heat battling with the cold as she let her chaos magic free. In an adjacent cell were Pearl, Yvonne and Esme. They were bound and had clearly been beaten black and blue.

      The rage inside Alex leaped and nearly took over at the sight of them all.

      He drew on it, grabbing the solid metal door and heaving it with all his strength. It protested and he felt his hands burning under the cold, but then the hinges smashed free, weakened by the ice.

      It was then that Juno opened her eyes and held out her hands. There was a final crack as the mage cuffs broke in the middle and dripped off to the ground, molten metal letting off a cloud of steam as it hit the icy floor.

      “About time, White Fang,” Juno said, leaping up and diving on Alex.
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      After freeing Esme, Pearl, and Yvonne and drawing on the death to fuel the healing flame to heal their wounds, there was no time for a reunion.

      Outside, Darius, Simak and Wind were facing off against each other, the packs growling and snapping, ready to fight.

      Alex rushed out and saw a small circle of captured Ignis mages, maybe ten or so, cowering before the werewolves and stripped of their robes. Most of them were bleeding heavily, their old burn scars opened up by sharp claws.

      “It's mine,” Wind growled and then turned to face Alex and his pack. “Oh, here he is. The werewolf mage who keeps the best magic for himself. Why didn't we have any flame shields?”

      Alex could feel the cold lake of death surrounding him but then he caught something else. It was like a thread, but elusive, as though if he focused on it, it would slip away. For a moment, it seemed as though every werewolf in the area was joined by a strand thinner than silk. If he just knew how, he’d be able to draw on it… or perhaps command them.

      He could even feel Wind, a whirling rage. The crazed werewolf wanted the fortress for his own.

      “I only just invented it, that's why,” Alex growled, looking around.

      Scattered around them were so many dead. Close to three hundred Ignis mages. Body parts on every surface. Mages with their throats torn out, heads and limbs missing. Some appeared to be unharmed, lying as though they were just asleep, but of course the blood leaking out onto the cobblestones told the real story. Mixed in amongst them were the werewolf dead. At a quick glance, Alex estimated at least fifty dead easily.

      “You call us to battle, and then arrive with your joke pack right at the end. How small is your pack, mage?” Wind snarled. The contempt in his voice was palpable, especially when he said the word mage. He spat a gobbet of blood, not exactly at Alex but close enough.

      Darius and Simak were watching this, seeing what Alex would do.

      “We’ve won. We haven't destroyed Ignis but we have killed almost three hundred of their mages and we did it by four packs working together. We don't need to be at each other’s throats. If we cooperated like them, we could wipe out every mage in Baxter, every vampire too, take their land for our own and get back every piece of territory that was stolen from werewolves,” Alex said. He was trying to stay calm, but the chant of the death mana was starting to echo in his ears. There was just so much of it here and so readily available. It would be something he needed to remember for the future, when they eventually came up against Xavo, that the more dead there were, the more powerful the necromancers would become.

      Wind snarled then spat on the ground again. Alex resisted the urge to leap on him, seeing that Darius and Simak were barely holding themselves back also. Although the werewolf side of him wanted to fight, to dominate, to tear Wind to pieces and claim his pack and territory for his own, and then move on whoever opposed him, the other side, the human side, was giving a running commentary on how idiotic werewolves must be if after a successful battle, they immediately turned on each other. If they couldn't hold it together now, perhaps they deserved everything the mages and vampires dished out.

      On impulse, Alex pulled up his spell screen and the fireball spell. He immediately duplicated it, cutting out code and dropping in the lightning bolt symbol.

      The execute button lit up.

      Aware that this could be recklessly stupid, he cast it, drawing on the death magic to fuel it.

      A crackling ball of cold, black electricity appeared in his hand, swiftly growing to the size of a basketball. Looking directly at Wind, he then threw it into the midst of the captured Ignis mages.

      He hit one in the chest. The electricity coursed down his body and into the pool of blood he was kneeling in, before snapping to the next mage.

      There was a crack like a branch snapping and half the mages died in an instant, their hearts stopped dead. The rest fell and jittered on the stones, their muscles clenching.

      Alex pulled on the death once more and cast the spell again, another ball forming in the palm of his hand.

      “We're going to take this fortress for our own, for werewolves. It will be like the slipways—owned by none and owned by all. Between our four packs, we can keep at least a hundred werewolves here at all times, and I will supply them with rings of every magic I invent. No one pack shall own it,” he said.

      He became aware that some of his pack had edged away from him, except for Juno, Nia, and April. He could see Nia out of the corner of his eye in hybrid form, her tail waving dangerously. She and the other two had looked back at Alex a few times now, wild with joy at the power of the alpha.

      The Great Barrier hit at that moment, a brief stab, and every supernatural in the area cringed. Alex, for a breathless moment, almost dropped the ball of electricity. The source of it was immediately apparent. A police officer who’d come through one of the ruined doors. The Great Barrier must've gone to work on him. He looked but looked away.

      Despite seeing the werewolves, the carnage and death and the Ignis mages shuddering and gulping air on the ground, he turned on his heel and walked away.

      Alex took this as a tension breaker, turning his attention away from Wind, realizing the volatile werewolf might do something incredibly stupid like attack him and then he would have to tear him to pieces and who knew how that might end up. Alex walked up a small set of steps that were slick with blood, still holding the ball of electricity.

      “The normals are coming, and the Great Barrier might work a little, but it’s going to hurt us as well. We shore up the door, start to hide or dispose of the bodies, divide up any money or valuables we find, and then we keep this fortress. It's ours, and if you agree to ally with me, I will find us another and we will take that too,” Alex said.

      Standing atop the steps, the magic now reasonably calm, deep under the pool of death, Alex caught that elusive feeling once more. There was something there. Perhaps a magic or something else. It was similar to drawing on the nature magic and becoming aware of every tree and flower in the immediate area. Alex knew, without looking, that there was a cluster of six werewolves behind him, belonging to Darius’s pack and that one of them had a broken arm.

      He took a deep breath and pressed, exerting his will on that elusive feeling. It felt as dangerous as standing on a piece of soap in a wet shower and trying to balance. If he gave it too much, it would crash, and he’d hurt himself and fail. Too little and he would fail also.

      Degree by degree, feeling it as a pressure in his mind, he felt the attitude of the werewolves around him beginning to change. He knew Darius and Simak weren't as crazed as Wind and their packs followed them, their disposition more accepting of his offer. As the faint feeling gathered momentum, he could feel it working on what remained of Wind’s pack, pushing on them, and they in turn pushed on their alpha. Alex was afraid to speak lest it broke whatever this new magic was, but after a moment more, it had swept through the werewolves, washing back and forth, bending them slowly to his will.

      “We’re taking the prisoners with us, though,” Wind said with a snarl, looking at the remaining Ignis mages that were still alive. Alex knew this was a face-saving move, one he was happy to give Wind.

      He turned and threw the ball of electricity at the wall, the black lightning arcing across it.

      Alex didn’t give any instructions then but instead turned to heal the werewolf with the broken arm.

      There was a quiet pause before the assembled werewolves began moving, piling up the dead and finding something to shore up the external doors. As Alex worked, he heard the faint chime of April doing the same, and the familiar pull of Juno’s magic.

      They’d won. Juno was saved and others too. The cost had been paid in blood, but with his magic, the werewolves had overwhelmed the Ignis mages.

      Such an attack surely would bring retribution and the cold part of Alex welcomed it.
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      Knox was already shouting, even as the golems formed.

      “Three hundred Ignis mages dead!”

      “Titus,” Titus said, crossing his arms, already on the defensive.

      Prince and Eric's golems formed next. Prince sat down on a small throne made out of clay. Eric remained standing. It was obvious the wound on his side was still troubling him, although to Prince it looked like he was moving a little easier.

      “Now the werewolves are holding it. Four packs! They didn't turn on each other,” Knox roared.

      Titus waved his arm at Eric. “He's in deep with one of those packs. Why don’t you ask him how it happened?” he snarled.

      Knox's rage was white-hot, and although it was mainly focused on Titus, he turned to Eric.

      “What is the point of embedding you within a pack if it just comes up against mages anyway?”

      There was silence as Eric glared back at Knox and then looked to Titus.

      “I told you to kill him with overwhelming force. Now he is grown powerful. If you have any sense at all, send every mage you can to hunt him down… right now. Burn Baxter to the ground if you need to,” Eric said.

      “The vampires are willing to serve,” Prince said, although there was a slightly mocking tone in his voice. Vampires were never willing to serve, and even if it appeared they were, it was always to fulfill their own agenda.

      Knox turned to face Titus. Although the face of his golem was mottled clay, the sneer of contempt on it was clear.

      “I want you to go to Baxter. You personally. Take your pain mages and kill Alex Lowe,” he said.

      Prince watched with interest as Titus stared back at Knox. They were both the heads of their respective enclaves. Knox was in control of Tradinium, the largest and most powerful enclave. Titus, the pain mage, controlled Corvus. Although, technically, they were equal, in reality, Tradinium called the shots, made the plays, and the smaller weaker enclaves fell in line. The games the mages played were very much like the ones the vampires did. Games of pressure and slow power. It was a soft push that became diamond hard. Rarely were direct commands given as that broke the unspoken agreement that, in fact, all of the enclaves were equal. Prince saw Titus let out a breath and his body language change.

      “After the failure of Ignis to destroy Alex Lowe,” Titus said, looking at Prince as he spoke, “Corvus have decided to take this matter into our own hands. We shall be sending a thousand mages to Baxter, and I personally will oversee them,” he said.

      Knox said nothing for a moment before finally nodding in agreement. It was then that Eric spoke up again. “We need to remove the bounty on Alex. Each random attack is another blow of the forging hammer simply making him stronger. Kill him all at once or not at all,” he said.

      “I don't want Alex to be able to get a moment’s rest,” Knox said by way of dismissing his request.

      Eric spat on the ground, which was something Prince hadn't seen a golem do before. The wet clay splashed to the floor and even Prince, who enjoyed such games, was shocked that Eric had done it.

      “I am embedded with the werewolves so we may know our enemy, and I tell you this: those four packs that have taken the Ignis compound and are now holding it are only doing so because of Alex's power. It is only slight at the moment but still he pulled Wind, who is a psychotic werewolf, into line. You give Alex even another month, and he may become unstoppable. If you fail, Titus, we mages should abandon Baxter entirely,” Eric said. Then he canceled the spell. His golem broke into pieces.

      Prince managed to keep a straight face. He wasn't sure himself whether Eric was simply laying it on thick, but it appeared the performance had its desired result. Knox had crossed his arms as though he were hugging himself.

      “Perhaps he’s right and a thousand mages aren’t enough,” he muttered to himself.

      “I said we'll handle it, and we will handle it,” Titus said. He canceled the spell too, his golem disintegrating, leaving Knox and Prince alone. Although Knox was still furious, his anger was cooling.

      “I hear your mansion burned down, and Alex and his pack were involved, but I believe there were some witches too,” he said.

      “Half my mansion, and yes, possibly. The witches are off at the moment, playing one of their vanishing games, so I haven't been able to uncover any more,” Prince said.

      He was still keeping the single frame from the security images to himself. The black runes torn free from the tapestry. Although he could not read them and had no clue to their origin, sometimes they felt familiar to him, reminding him of home.

      “It has been nearly a decade since the witches last went to war,” Knox said.

      “This may be the same. After all, Ignis did take a witch, Alex's mate, and she has some powerful family.”

      “Witches,” Knox muttered. Although he was a master at the various games the mages and vampires had played over the decades, the witches always stuck in his craw. They were sometimes organized, but also wild and chaotic, prone to absurd things, like every witch in the world vanishing for six months straight only to return and to never breathe a word of where they'd gone. Such disappearances in the past had preceded war but other times they had preceded nothing, the witches seeming to delight in confounding others.

      “What will happen if Titus fails?” Knox asked.

      “The werewolf mage rises and, just like last time, mages and vampires will be driven to the brink of extinction,” Prince said. Although much of what had happened was lost to the mists of time, the story now broken into fragments of mythology, the threat of a werewolf who could control magic was extreme. Tradinium had barely survived the last one and other enclaves like Lucrete had been wiped out entirely.

      “Can you please send some vampires too?” Knox said. Although powerful, he knew better than to command Prince.

      “I live to serve,” Prince said with that same mocking tone in his voice. Then he canceled the spell, his golem disintegrating, leaving Knox alone, staring into nothing, lost in his own thoughts.
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      “It's important that you blind bake your pie crust. That means it goes in the oven without any filling plus some pie weights to partially bake it to remove some of the moisture. Then later, when you put the filling in and finish the baking it will cook to perfection. Cooking has so many things in common with potion making,” April said as she clattered around the kitchen.

      Alex was sitting at the newly bought table, his spell screen open, willing various sections of spells to compress down into a symbol but so far none had.

      “Oh, I see,” he murmured.

      “What, are you on some kind of automatic response thing right now? Oh, I see. Hmm, what a pickle. Yes, how interesting,” April mocked but then focused back on her lemon meringue pie.

      “You're right, I'm sorry. I’m just trying to get more symbols to appear,” Alex said. It was now late in the day and they were in one of the abandoned homes. They were outside of the range of the house ward, but Alex figured between himself, April and Nia they'd be okay. Plus, the pack was within two houses anyway.

      Today was the first time he'd been to this particular abandoned house. What he had learned was that when he delegated power and responsibility, it meant things happened that he was unaware of, which was excellent but sometimes a little disconcerting. For example, this house had been scrubbed back to its bare bones, a second-hand table purchased, and the kitchen stocked, including with a refrigerator that looked newish. The rooms had beds in them with fresh sheets, and although the house still looked rundown outside, on the inside it was livable, if not approaching comfortable.

      A pleasant surprise but sometimes Alex felt like he was running an empire and already losing touch with the smaller details.

      “Well, good, because I have a lot to say about the lemon filling next,” April said.

      After Alex had helped heal injured werewolves, they'd gotten away from the Ignis compound as fast as they could, eager to get home.

      It’d been an odd sort of reunion. No time for talking and kissing and reconnection. Although he directly witnessed it, Alex was surprised at how successfully the Great Barrier prevented normals from approaching the mass death scene. Even as they were waiting to leave, the occasional police car arrived but then departed quickly at a twang of the Great Barrier. Alex had shoved that into the list of things to think about later, which had about a million items on it now. The complexity of how exactly the Great Barrier decided when to push and to what degree and how that could possibly be encoded in spells was a mystery to him.

      After returning home, they’d gone to the clean abandoned house where they'd showered, washing themselves clean of the mages’ blood, and then Nia had taken Juno to bed, carrying the little witch in her arms, sound asleep before she was even half dry. Alex checked in on them a few times, Juno dead asleep and Nia pressed up against her, her arm protectively across her. Alex had felt the same desire but forced himself to return to study and also to keep April company, who’d entered some kind of breathless mania in her decision to bake a lemon meringue pie. It was thus far four and a half hours and counting in progress. Alex had listened to her describe how to make the dough, the secret to the perfect meringue, what oven temperatures to set, and how important it was to chill your dough.

      “Will there be a moment in this pie making when you can share a spell with me? I want you to see something,” Alex asked.

      April looked up at the clock on the wall.

      “I’m going to have ten minutes in about ten minutes,” she said. She kept rushing about the kitchen, focused on what she was doing, which allowed Alex to turn back to his spells. With the appearance of two new symbols, the small flame and the lightning bolt, his spells had shortened in size, freeing up space. Alex knew this wasn't quite how Juno described it working for everyone else. The way she told it, you practiced the spells until they took less energy to cast, then your capacity slowly grew over time, allowing you to control more complex spells.

      Alex had briefly discussed it with April on the way home and even shared with her a single page was just the symbol of the flame on it, which April had heard as a song. She described it as a roaring wild music that invoked crackling flames with floating sparks. It was like the idea of a fire, shrunk down and abstracted.

      Alex was currently working on conceal, willing any part of it to compress, but it remained stubbornly the same. With ten minutes to kill he swiped it away and turned to purify. The moment he turned his attention to it, the entire spell vanished, replaced by a single image which appeared as an animated glass of muddy water that turned clear before repeating again. As it shrank, there was a ripple in the magic and April turned around.

      “What was that? Are you doing something dangerous?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Because I'm baking here. I don't have the time to heal you. I'm not sacrificing this pie,” she said.

      “Nothing dangerous, I promise,” Alex said, but April had already returned to her cooking. Purify wasn't the longest of the spells but now that it had shrunk down to a single image, it had freed up quite a lot of space. Alex focused on the small animated image and saw a smaller screen open up. Using his fingers and waving them in the air, he enlarged it and saw it contained all of the code for the original purify spell. Somehow with a simple exertion of will he’d compressed the entire thing down to a single image and yet it was holding code somewhere else, so he could dig into the granularity of it at any time.

      “This is madness,” he whispered to himself.

      Alex didn't pause to study it for any longer. He kept going through the spells, willing the entirety of them to compress, or any part of them, until he got to the end. The final spell still had question marks in the title as he hadn’t named it yet.

      It was the ball of electricity that he’d made on impulse to scare Wind. Alex mentally selected it and titled it shockball, figuring that would make remembering what it was easy. Now he had the ability to throw a ball of electricity and also a fireball, although he didn't yet have the ability to cancel such spells like Juno did. She could make a fireball and then snap it away. His, however, once made, had to be thrown or dumped into water.

      Alex was thankful for the extra space. Now he could get back to experimenting and writing new spells, and now that he had this new offensive spell, he could make some more rings and pass them out amongst his pack. He could also fulfill his pledge to the werewolves who’d taken over the Ignis compound.

      “Remember how I said it was important to temper the egg yolks? I mean, look at this lemon mixture now, glossy and beautiful,” April said.

      “Looks really delicious,” Alex said, forcing himself to focus on what she was saying and actually provide a meaningful response. She glanced at him and winked before returning to her cooking.

      Alex forgot his spell writing for a moment and watched April as she bustled about. He could see what was happening. Nia had her own way of expressing love. For her it was to help Juno, to stay within arm’s reach, to help shower and clean her and to sleep by her side to protect her. April had gone into action, cooking this ridiculously complicated lemon meringue pie, an act of service and love, something that she could feed to Juno to express how she felt. As Alex watched her move about the kitchen, a few loose strands of pink hair brushing her shoulders, he wondered about his own reaction, which seemed to have been to dive into creating new spells. He supposed it was protection, to make the promise that nothing like this would happen again, or if it did, that they would be prepared and strong.

      Time passed, April continuing her cooking and the pie going into the oven. Alex eventually went back to the main house to check on the pack, who had all by now run themselves through the showers and reasonably recovered from injury. The mood of the pack was jubilant with only a slight somber note. Esme was laughing away, gulping down whiskey like there was no tomorrow along with her co-conspirator Lydia. The children were playing, running about with toys, a cacophony of noise going from room to room. Pearl was off sleeping in a bedroom with her friend Dana close beside her and Alex discovered that Jacob and Yvonne were together, sitting in the grassy garden that Nia had built doing what Lydia described as canoodling.

      Alex had only checked on them briefly, interrupting their privacy, before making himself scarce. From the look on Yvonne's face she had decided to Carpe Diem or perhaps Carpe Jacob.

      River was in the kitchen, cooking up a storm, doing his best with only two working hotplates. Thanks to Alex’s magic, he was alive and well. So were the rest of his pack, having gotten through the battle unscathed.

      Alex eventually finished making his rounds and returned to April.

      “Here’s a coffee and if you set foot anywhere in this kitchen area I’m going to murder you six ways from Sunday,” the nymph threatened, placing the cup on the table.

      Alex was taking a sip when Nia came strolling into the kitchen, her hair messed up, stretching her arms, wearing just a t-shirt and underwear. Juno came following her. Now that Alex could get a proper look he saw that she was definitely thinner. She still had marks around her wrists from the mage cuffs, but apart from that appeared physically unharmed. Nia sat down at the kitchen table to watch April as Juno planted herself in Alex's lap, wrapping a hand around the back of his neck, and stealing his coffee.

      At the comforting weight of her, the clean scent of her skin, the smell of her hair, Alex felt a lurch inside of him that had nothing to do with sex. He’d told Nia he loved her but abruptly realized he hadn't said the same to April or Juno. He did, though, deeply so, a bond that was partly the werewolf side of him, and due to them being his mates, but also the other half, the human part or perhaps intellectual. These were good women and he was a very fortunate man indeed.

      “So, I see my grandmother came through with the money and you used it to buy a variety of rundown homes,” Juno said with a teasing smile. She finished his coffee with a loud gulp and put the cup down on the table.

      “Speaking of your grandma, she came to visit me, splattered in blood, carrying a huge bag of cash before mysteriously vanishing,” Alex said.

      “Splattered in blood… yes, must've been a Thursday, right?” Juno said.

      “Where are the witches anyway?”

      “Acapulco beach. Windsurfing, drinks, it’s wonderful.”

      “You witches need to get new material because that's what Ruby said too.”

      “No, she needs to get new material because that's what I say; she stole it from me,” Juno said.

      “She gave me something else of yours, actually,” Alex said, opening his spell screen and bringing up Juno’s Cantrip. With her sitting in his lap, it was easy to connect.

      “Oh… I knew that sneaky old witch had stolen that from me. Well, that's fine, you need to learn how to make small spells anyway,” she said.

      “Can we have some lemon meringue pie before we have dinner?” Nia said, rubbing her eyes, seeming to be having trouble shaking off the sleepiness.

      “No deal, werewolf,” April said. Alex realized most of the rushing around April was doing was cleaning up, shifting all the countless bowls and spoons and mixing things into the sink. Now she was leaned up against the counter, looking like she was wearing half of her ingredients.

      “I missed you, nature girl,” Juno said.

      April's cheeks went red, and she burst into tears. Juno immediately jumped from Alex's lap and came to hug April, heedless of the fact she was covered with sticky bits of dried pastry and lemon filling.

      “It's okay. It wasn't your fault, not your fault,” Juno repeated.

      Alex realized she was talking about when Juno had been taken. In the rush of it all, the deaths and the escape, and trying to keep his pack together as they'd fled their territory, Alex had occasionally blamed himself. He’d had stupid ideas about somehow simultaneously staying behind and saving his pack.

      Somehow, he’d let it slip out of his mind that April might have blamed herself, despite the fact she'd been grievously wounded in the attack fighting off the mages.

      Eventually, the girls broke apart, then the oven timer dinged, and April smiled. Juno stepped back from her as April crouched down, looking through the front window of the oven.

      “Oh, it's perfect. This is so good. I made this just for you, Juno,” April said. She grabbed a pair of oven mitts, opened the oven, and carefully removed the pie. There was a metal cooling rack sitting on the counter waiting for it.

      April took a step but unfortunately it was onto a piece of slightly damp pastry that appeared to have fallen off her clothing while hugging Juno. She slipped, but that was enough, as she suddenly toppled forward, flinging the entire pie at an angle. It smashed onto the counter. Most of it stayed on the counter and hit the wall but some of it poured down the front of the cupboards and onto the floor, steam rising from it.

      There was a moment of shocked silence after April finally managed to right herself as the four of them just stared at the busted-up pie. For a moment Alex felt the magic tug, unsure whether it was April or Juno.

      “I… I made…” April stammered. Juno snapped everyone out of the daze they were in, jumping forward and pulling open drawers until she found the newly purchased cutlery. She grabbed a spoon, which she dug into some of the pie that was on the counter and stuffed it into her mouth.

      “Oh, it’s so good,” she trilled. She held the spoons out to Nia and Alex who were still sitting there quite stunned. Nia got up and then pulled Alex with her.

      “What do you call this? Counter pie or floor pie?” Juno said, poking April in the stomach before taking another spoonful of the hot pie on the counter.

      “I think having it served at high velocity really gives it an edge,” Alex said, joining in. Although some of the pie was a wreck, it still tasted incredible, a delicious base, the sweet taste of the lemon, and the fluffy but toasted meringue on top.

      “This is the only way I prefer to eat my pies,” Nia said, scraping a bit of it off the countertop.

      April giggled and wiped away tears before accepting the spoon from Juno.

      “Hours of baking just to make counter and floor lemon meringue pie,” she said before taking a bite herself.

      “You know I love you too,” Juno said. She took a mouthful of the lemon mixture and then kissed April, wrapping her arms around her before they finally pulled apart.

      The atmosphere in the kitchen changed immediately. Sex, honestly, had been the last thing on Alex's mind, especially after a battle of that magnitude. April's ears were turning pink and he knew it wasn't from distress at what had happened to her pie. Very deliberately, Juno stepped away from April, took another spoonful of the lemon mixture, and put it in her mouth before coming over to kiss Nia. She then did the same and approached Alex, wrapping her hands around him. Her mouth tasted of sweet lemon, and by the time she pulled away from him, Alex's heart was thudding.

      “The question is, how much did the three of you really miss me,” Juno said in a low tone. She held her hands out to Nia and April who seemed to be almost in some kind of hypnotic trance. With a significant look at Alex, she led them down the corridor with him following closely behind. It was only when he got to the bedroom that Alex realized he was still carrying a spoon that was sticky with lemon filling.

      Juno had led April and Nia to the end of the bed and was slowly undressing April, who had an apron on over her clothes. Nia seemed to have come out of whatever hypnotic stupor had come over her and was helping, gently pulling April's apron off and then slowly the rest of her clothes. Soon she was naked while the rest of them were still fully dressed. Juno reached behind April’s head and pulled her hair out of its loose ponytail, letting her pink hair fall to her shoulders. As it did, a small piece of dried pastry fell to the floor.

      “You smell like a pie,” Juno murmured before kissing April.

      Aside from the bed the room was empty entirely of furniture, so Alex had nowhere to put the spoon but on the ground. He gently placed it down and approached his mates, first touching Juno on the back of the neck, and then Nia. Juno turned her attentions to Nia, slowly pulling off her clothes until she too was naked, just like April. Then the three of them turned to Alex, and stripped him out of his clothes slowly and deliberately. Soon there was just Juno fully dressed in amongst the three of them. Occasionally she touched April and then Nia and then Alex.

      “I missed all of you so very much. Can you show me how much you missed me?” Juno said.

      There was no leaping upon her like the crazy sex of the thrall. Together, the three of them undressed Juno and led her gently to the bed. April lay down beside her and they began kissing, April twining her fingers through Juno's hair. Meanwhile Alex kissed down Juno's body from her collarbone to her breast to the side of her flat stomach. There were the faint bumps of a healing scar there, some new injury Juno had acquired, but it didn't seem to bother her.

      Nia had started on the other side of Juno's body, going down past her belly, but then not making it much further. She kissed down to between Juno's legs and soon her kisses turned to licks. In between kissing April, Juno let out a gentle sigh.

      “I knew there was a reason I kept you three around,” Juno said in a whisper. Alex lay down and stroked his fingers down Juno's body. She eventually lifted her legs up to give Nia greater access who was licking faster now between kisses. Juno was unable to keep her attention on kissing April, but April kept kissing her on her neck, her earlobe. Alex came to the other side, kissing Juno's neck, nipping her ear, and every now and again, Juno managed to turn and focus enough to kiss him. Between one blink and the next, the first glimmers of red appeared in the air and then there was a sudden flood of them as Juno's breath hitched and she bucked her hips, moaning before eventually pushing Nia away, who retreated to kissing the inside of her thigh before resting her head against it.

      “Goddess, that was so good,” Juno breathed. A tear trickled down from the corner of her eye which Alex caught with a kiss on the side of her face. She tasted like salt and smelled like lemon meringue pie.

      Time, ever slipping forward, seemed to slow as he and his mates kissed and touched. It was like a repair being done, reacquaintance, a strengthening of the bonds between them after Juno had been gone for so long and they'd feared so greatly for her safety. At some point, the quiet grew noisy, then joking, Juno teasing April about her delicious floor and counter pie, the nymph attempting to give as good as she got before Juno slipped two fingers into her and April lost all of her words with a gasp.

      Even in the midst of the sex, Alex finding himself between Juno's legs with her knees pressed to her chest, there was some other part of him witnessing that reconnection. Nia had slept with Juno beside her to keep her safe, and April had cooked, an act of service. Alex had studied, trying to make himself more powerful, but now he could see that was only one of the ways forward. Alone, he was powerful, but with his mates, he could be unstoppable, and with his pack, together they could change the world. There were bursts of green and red as they went round and round, and at some point, Alex found himself laughing, even as Juno pulled him into her, the red shooting out of the air hitting both of them. Eventually, he and his mates were a hot pile of bodies on the bed, gasping for air, warm and safe in their reconnection.

      “Dinner is ready now, so stop whatever it is you’re doing down there, like playing chess, and come and eat with us,” Matilda suddenly called from the kitchen and then laughed.

      “Okay, I need to see if I can salvage my pie, and you, don’t be gone so long next time,” April said, giving Juno a kiss before lightly slapping her on the cheek. As his mates laughed and talked and got ready, Alex lay back on the bed, knowing that soon he’d be eating and drinking with his pack, and at some point, eating a small piece of lemon meringue pie that had been thrown on the counter.

      Today had been a success greater than anything he imagined, but it was still in the back of his mind that he had but one ward on just one home and part of the factory, and surely an attack that killed almost three hundred mages would not go unanswered.
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      The sun was beating down on the empty lot and, as a result, most of the pack were huddled in the scant shade of the trees there, testing the weight of the various lemons, oranges, and rocks that they'd gathered. Alex was standing in the open, regretting his choice to use the empty lot. There hadn’t been much choice though—the factory was like an oven.

      He had his spell screens open, going over his newly acquired spells and checking his mana levels. In the three days since Juno had been rescued, Alex had put the empty space in his spell screens to work, learning vertigo, gasp, and also flee, which was given to him by April. They had taken him almost up to his limit, and if he wanted to learn more spells he’d have to work out how to compress others or delete them entirely.

      Vertigo he’d studied plenty of times. The best he could see, it screwed with the inner ear, producing stomach-churning nausea and causing the victim to trip. Gasp affected the lungs and throat, cutting off the source of their air and was different than most other spells in that it required a constant charge to continue to work. Since he'd obtained them, Alex had been eagerly studying them, trying to tease out what each section did to see if he could cut it and use it for new spells. The final spell, flee, was one April had used out in their territory after Alex had accidentally set a forest fire. It was mind magic, as April described it, and incredibly dangerous, and the opening lesson to it was her smacking him in the face pre-emptively and telling him not to screw with it, not to experiment with it, and that if she found out he had, the consequences would be severe. Flee was a much larger spell than almost anything else he had, with incredibly complex structures and code Alex had never seen before. Usually, when he read through code, he could get some sense of what it was trying to do or even a vague feeling, but there were huge chunks of the spell that were simply gibberish to him. As April explained it, it worked on the mind and what was the mind but an artifact of the brain? It induced fear, working incredibly well on animals, only about half power on werewolves, and hardly at all on humans.

      Today they were in the empty lot so Alex could test out his new spell innovations and get in some training. After finally getting some time alone, Alex had spent it experimenting, merging spells together or intensifying them. He’d managed to throw a ball of electricity out of the factory that had shorted out their homes and blown the power transformer down the road. He'd also had some screw-ups. Curious to see what would happen, he made a copy of his analyze spell and then mixed in a lightning bolt symbol. Then he’d cast it, intending to analyze a ring, and woken up on the floor, his teeth still buzzing, and his muscles twitching from the electric shock he gave himself. Not all spell combinations were useful.

      Alex guessed if he put that lightning bolt into other spells like haste, or put the fire symbol into it, it would result in dangerous things like being incredibly fast but being on fire at the same time.

      Alex checked through his manas one more time. The sex magic in red was full to the top. His natural mana was about three-quarters full, still recovering after him spending part of the day enchanting rings. Nature in green was full and so was death, as a result of him filling it after they killed the Ignis mages. Pain was about half full, which was frustrating to Alex as he was still unconsciously drawing on his own pain from wounds sustained in battle. The lure of it had decreased in recent weeks, but the urge was still there. Although pain was useful, it wasn't so useful as to risk the addiction.

      Alex was doing one last check of everything when Jacob strolled out into the hot sun, tossing a large orange from hand to hand. He was in hybrid form as the empty lot they were in had a high fence. They were hidden, so the Great Barrier left them alone.

      “I’m ready,” Alex called out. Jacob grinned and got ready for the windup but then Juno walked out and put her arm around Jacob's shoulders.

      “Okay, Jacob, you need to listen to me,” Juno said. Behind her, Alex saw Yvonne screw up her face, a clear look of jealousy on it. It was an incredibly hot day and Juno wasn't wearing much at all; her top incredibly low-cut and her skirt incredibly high. Although Jacob was in hybrid form, Alex thought he saw his face turn slightly red as Juno wrapped her arm around Jacob's shoulders, the werewolf having to hunch down to her level and getting an eyeful of her cleavage.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Take that orange and throw it straight at the center mass. That's a good thought. Going to center mass is always good for the kill shot; less chance to miss. But I want to give you some options, something to think about. Look up from that chest to his face. I know, nondescript. It’s tempting to throw the orange at that face of his and there are many reasons to throw the orange at the face. But that head is ninety-five percent bone. You hit him with an orange and he’s gonna get right back up. But go from the middle down, between those legs, you could cripple him. So, think about it, Jacob, go for the head or go for the other head and you might be able to take him down,” Juno said. She winked at Alex and then let Jacob go.

      “Thank you, my dear, I love you too,” Alex called out. Nia and April were sitting under the nearest tree, both of them grinning. Alex looked back at Jacob, who was grinning now too.

      “Choose whatever you want, Jacob, but remember we’re still going be in the same pack together,” Alex called out.

      “Go!” Juno suddenly shouted out. Jacob threw the orange with such blinding speed that Alex wasn't exactly sure which head he had aimed for. Thankfully, he managed to get his shock shield up, the orange hitting it and breaking into pieces and splattering as electricity shot through it.

      The shock shield used up more mana than flame shield for some reason, and Alex supposed it was because the offensive backlash of it was greater so he had to be careful to watch it. He didn't have much time to consider things as the rest of the pack suddenly joined in, hurling oranges, lemons, and rocks. His shock shield failed after about five seconds but he managed to get flame shield up, though not before taking a lemon in the face at high speed, the fruit bursting on his forehead and knocking him over in the dust. Alex managed to change the fall into a roll and jumped back up but he now had lemon juice running down to his eyes, and because it was on his skin, flame shield did nothing to get rid of it.

      “And the werewolf goes down!” Juno called out. This was just stage one of the training and testing, the rest of the pack grinning as they threw lemons and oranges and rocks, and Alex doing his best to fend them off with a combination of shield, flame shield, and shock shield. After a few moments Juno waved her arm, signaling round two, and the werewolves picked up assorted wooden fence palings they’d gathered from surrounding homes, advancing on Alex from all sides.

      “Vertigo,” Alex called out as he cast the spell.

      He hit Jeremiah square on, and the werewolf toppled sideways as though he was suddenly walking on the deck of a ship that was being flung about on the high seas. Alex cast it again, noting the chunk of mana it took, taking down Matilda who, although she hit the ground, managed to keep crawling towards him. Alex drew on the nature magic, charging it and flinging vertigo as fast as he could. He hit three werewolves in quick succession, dropping them to the ground before he switched to his next spell, calling out “Gasp.”

      Gasp wasn't so good at crowd control as he could only cast it on one werewolf at a time. River had been the brave volunteer for it, and although he didn't fall to the ground, the look on his face showed that he wasn’t enjoying it, even as he continued advancing on Alex. Before the pack could get too close, Alex let gasp go, watching River recover.

      This would be the first time he'd cast flee, and he had no idea how much magic it would use, although April had said it was a lot. He got himself ready. Flee had an interesting aspect to it—before casting he could set its duration. April had warned him about exceeding five seconds, as the power usage grew exponentially for novice casters.

      Alex set the timer for five seconds and cast the spell. Flee immediately swallowed all of his natural mana in a gulp and then three-quarters of the sex magic, the red bar disappearing.

      Alex felt the spell like a great and heavy thing pluming out from him. A water balloon thrown, splashing outwards. The look of panic that he saw come over his pack was both great and terrible. It was good it worked, but bad to see them so scared. A few of the pack took steps away, gritting their teeth through the fear while the others were frozen to the spot, unable to advance closer. Alex saw Nia baring her fangs at him, holding hands with Juno on one side and April on the other. The witch and the nymph seemed relatively unaffected.

      The spell canceled when it hit the time limit, and everyone relaxed. It was then, standing in the boiling hot sun, still with lemon juice on his face, that Alex caught the slightest hint of that elusive feeling, the one he’d sensed at the compound. Casting flee on his pack had disrupted some kind of equilibrium or harmony. Spirits had been high since Juno had been recovered and they’d won the battle, but Alex could feel that casting flee on his pack had done some kind of damage.

      The feeling was so slight, so weak, compared to at the compound because his pack was small. Alex focused on it, and then, feeling slightly stupid, tried to imagine good things, pushing them down the thin connection. Lemon meringue pie, drinking, eating meat, and hunting. He only had a hold on that feeling for a moment before it slipped out from under him, but it was enough to change the mood of the werewolves, who went from slightly distressed to calm again and feeling happy.

      “I think we need another party,” River said aloud. The assembled werewolves cheered. Alex went with it, the mood of the pack happy. They’d just had a party recently to celebrate Juno returning, but why not? He was advancing in leaps and bounds, and besides, feeling the mood of the pack go down like that made him want to push it back up again.

      They all got out of the hot sun, Jeremiah and some others leaving to buy air conditioners for their stifling homes.

      It was only just past midday, and Alex quickly gathered that by party, River essentially meant let's get inside and drink a lot of cold beer. He was going to join them, but first, he went back out to the factory and to the small office where there was a collection of rings and wands that they'd recovered from the Ignis compound.

      Alex was examining a wand with an unknown spell on it when Jeremiah came into the office, back from the shopping trip.

      “There’s a pack of werewolves a few streets away. We just came across them. There are at least fifty and they say they want to join you.”

      Alex let analyze go and closed up his spell screens.

      “To join our pack? You think that's what they’re really doing?”

      Jeremiah shrugged. “They’d be stupid wandering the burning hot streets for any other reason. They say they're from a pack that lost their alpha and also some to the blood golem. I told them to stay where they were so they wouldn't trigger the house ward. More pack members would be a good thing but it’s also worrying that they knew where to look for us, even roughly.”

      “Let's go meet them. We’ll take half the pack,” Alex said. He grabbed the boxes of various rings that sat on the desk and carried them out back to the front of the house where Jeremiah, anticipating Alex's command, had already assembled part of the pack. They passed the new rings out, the shock shields. Now every adult werewolf had healing flame rings, fireball, the ability to throw a shockball, a flame shield, and the electric shield. Alex was starting to wonder how many rings any single werewolf could wear and began to understand why mages had amulets, brooches, and bracelets as well as magic woven into their very clothing. Nia kissed Alex welcome and said she’d be coming along.

      There were too many of them to take the car, so they walked in the heat, taking close to an hour to find the pack of werewolves. They'd done exactly as Jeremiah had commanded, staying exactly where they were, which was out in the middle of the street. They were all in human form and some of them looked quite sunburned. Alex saw immediately that they were significantly outnumbered, but of course, these werewolves had no leader and he and his pack had magic on their side.

      Alex and his pack came close enough to talk. There was a woman standing at the front of the pack, and Alex guessed she was perhaps the de facto leader, so he looked to her. Her saw her clothes were ragged and stained, and she looked like she’d missed a few good meals.

      “I understand you want to join my pack,” Alex said.

      “If you're Alex Lowe, yes we do. You’re the werewolf who kills mages and takes their land,” the woman said. Although at first she appeared dirty and hungry, her voice was strong and carried well. Alex glanced over the assembled werewolves, doing a quick count. Jeremiah had been right, exactly fifty on the dot. There were thirty men and twenty women but no children. There were no elderly either. Most of the pack in front of him looked between twenty and forty, and he saw some of them had wounds that were only a day or so old.

      “What happened to your alpha?” Alex said.

      “My name is Poppy,” she said. Her name didn't match her fierce spirit. “The dead came and killed most of us, including our alpha—over two hundred gone and we’re all that remain. They silvered our land, killed our children, and we have nowhere else to go.”

      Hearing what had been done to them, Alex saw how it had gone down, the dead stepping out of the forest. Probably drones again. After all, it worked so well with him, why wouldn't Xavo do it again?

      Two hundred dead was an astonishing number. Xavo must have come out in force. Although Alex knew the logistics didn't work at all, he didn't care. He waved the assembled werewolves over to the sidewalk. This area was so rundown it was covered in a thick layer of dirt. Scraping a line in it with his shoe, Alex held out his arm to Poppy.

      “You first. Come with me and we’ll get revenge,” he called out. Poppy put her foot on the line and Alex pulled her over. With each werewolf over the line, Alex could feel his pack growing, like there was some number in his head ticking up.

      Despite the fact they were out in the open, there were no normals around to trigger the Great Barrier. His pack used their healing flame rings to help the injured. Alex drew on nature mana to heal the worst wounds.

      Although it was clear the werewolves had heard that he was a mage, seeing it was something else entirely. A few of them were wide-eyed at the sight of a werewolf casting magic. Alex even removed the rings from his fingers and gave them to Jeremiah to show that it was all him.

      It was just over an hour in the burning hot sun to make their way back to the home, and when they got there, Jeremiah quickly took charge. Splitting the fifty werewolves up into groups of ten, he then assigning them to a werewolf from the original pack to give them water and food and take them to have a shower.

      On the way back, Alex had talked with various werewolves. Most the time it was like when he first met Jacob, and the werewolf was hesitant to speak to the Alpha. Nia had greater success. She charmed the werewolves, pulling out of them information about what had happened and where their territory had been. As soon as they returned, she used their newly bought satellite phone to contact her father and it wasn't long before she called in Alex to speak with him.

      “You want to explain to me how that alliance is holding together?” Julius said without preamble. The line wasn't great. Occasionally there was a strange metallic echo through it, but they could hear each other well enough.

      Alex hesitated. He hadn't told anyone, not even his mates, about that elusive feeling that he had yet to give a name to, or how it had felt to influence the werewolves to back Wind down to keep it all from falling to pieces. He wasn't sure he could tell anyone. After all, what if this was some kind of insidious mind control? How could anyone trust him again if they knew that he could exert a power and make them do what he wanted? He waited too long because Julius cleared his throat and spoke again.

      “I said, can you tell me how the alliance held together? Because I've been trying to do that for decades and even the best of them barely lasted past a battle, the werewolves turning on each other. I want to know how you got Wind to stop being a lunatic,” he repeated.

      “I just talked to them,” Alex lied. He could feel plummeting cold in his stomach. He realized he needed to talk to someone, probably Nia, to judge how she felt about it, but this might have to be a secret that stayed close. He wasn't sure whether Julius believed him or not but the werewolf made some grunt of approval.

      “Nia tells me you've added the refugees from another pack. Fifty or so, that's good. Keep growing, because despite the fact you have that alliance, I think something bad is coming. I've heard whispers of mages massing. There were trucks moving about the place. People gathering supplies, docks being loaded and the like. If I had to guess, you bloodied their nose with that Ignis attack and they’re going to come back to burn down your world,” Julius said.

      “Are they more Ignis mages?”

      “I don't know. It seems likely as that’s who you attacked. I can't say for sure.”

      “Have you been able to make any other alliances?” Alex said.

      “Not yet. I returned home and we were attacked ourselves. It’s not safe for me to go out just yet,” Julius said. Alex went to speak again, but then a strange echo came rumbling down the line. He heard Julius repeating hello a few times and then the line dropped out.

      Alex turned around to see Nia had walked away but not as far as he had thought. She’d crossed her arms and was studying Alex. Normally, Alex would have been very happy to see this. She was wearing a tight white T-shirt with cleavage and her arms had forced it up. She’d also braided her hair so it fell down around her neck, curling past her collarbone. She was frowning at him.

      “You don't have to lie to my dad. I know he says that stuff like ‘don't tell another alpha whatever’ but you can tell him the truth,” she said. Alex put the satellite phone down on the desk and walked over to her. She didn’t unfold her arms, even when he touched her.

      “There's a lot going on, but I promise, soon I'll talk to you. I just need to sort some things out first,” he said, hoping it didn't sound as lame as he thought. Nia sniffed, but accepted his excuse, finally unfreezing and giving him a quick kiss.

      “I think we can still have a party, but with fifty new pack members we have about ten minutes’ worth of food left. We need to make a big trip to Roma to offload rings to get some cash.”

      It was close to mid-afternoon by now, and Alex wanted to do anything other than getting in that car and driving around town, but he understood the need for it. He was definitely sure they didn't even have enough food to feed all the werewolves even a single meal and with all their other expenses he knew they were running low.

      “Okay, I'll have a quick shower and go see Roma,” he said.

      Nia arched an eyebrow at him.

      “A quick shower? Getting yourself all prettied up, are you?” she said. She had a chilly look on her face which then quirked into a smile before she poked him in the chest and turned to go.

      Alex followed her out, still not quite sure how it worked exactly with adding another mate when you already had three. It seemed to be some complicated dance of requesting permission and consent, and he wasn't quite sure why these questions were dancing around Roma. He barely knew her, and apart from one wild moment during the thrall approaching when the wolf side of him had decided that Roma was his mate and that Prince the vampire couldn't touch her, he wasn't sure if there was any connection there. Plus, there was the whole thing about her being a Medusa.
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      Roma’s shop was a blasted wreck.

      “Well, this isn't the happy reunion I was looking for,” Juno murmured, looking at the broken shop window. As soon as Nia had told Juno and April that they were going to go and see Roma, the two of them immediately volunteered to come along. Jacob had volunteered right away too, and although Jeremiah made a few grumbling noises about wishing they had another car so he could send more of the pack members with Alex, he finally let them go.

      Alex looked at some of the people passing on the street but none of them even glanced at the broken window or the yellow police tape across the doorway saying do not cross. Alex could only wonder who had actually put that up. The normal police or police like Monroe, a fey pretending to be human?

      Pretending that he had every right to go inside, Alex pulled the tape off and pushed the door open, walking inside what was left of Roma’s shop, followed by his mates and Jacob. Although the outside had evidence of burn marks on the door, inside it was as though someone had gone around with a sledgehammer, smashing everything to pieces. There were some marks, black but they weren't soot. April knelt to take a sample.

      “I don't think this was Ignis mages, no fire,” she finally said. Alex took a quick look around. There wasn't any information to be gained in the front room. Although part of the counter was still there, the rest had been smashed. He carefully stepped around it, through the door that led to the corridor in the back room. Once out there, safely away from the view of any passersby, he shifted to hybrid form and felt Nia and Jacob do the same as they followed. The back room was no better than the front. Roma’s bed had been destroyed, along with the kitchen area; the fridge door was half smashed off and there was old food splattered on the ground.

      “Well, that's super creepy,” Nia said, pointing to the middle of the room. Alex recognized the heads of the statues. They were all that remained of them. They appeared to have been snapped off their bodies, which had been crushed into a pile over on one side of the room. Someone had set the heads in a circle.

      In his hybrid form, Alex’s sense of smell was better, and he quickly found his way to some blood that was dark green, a spray of it across some of the surviving cabinets. April came over, pulled another small bottle from her bag, and began scraping some of it off.

      “Is that Roma’s?” Alex asked.

      “I think so. Medusa blood is green,” April said.

      Juno came over to join them, and although the mood was somber, smiled when she saw the blood. “Excellent, we can do a finding spell. Maybe we can locate her,” she said as she touched Alex on the shoulder.

      “Watch and learn,” she said. She reached forward with a nail and scraped up some of the green blood, depositing it into the palm of her hand. Alex saw her spell screen flash up. She was casting a variant of find food.

      He could feel Juno's attention on the blood as the spell locked on to it. A small ball of light appeared in Juno’s hand and throbbed. Even through Juno, Alex felt the pull of it. It was incredibly faint but in a clear direction.

      “Saddle up,” Juno said, walking out to the front room. They followed to the car, which now felt like an oven, even after the short while it had been sitting parked on the side of the road. After winding the windows down and trying to get the air-conditioning going, Alex set off, turning when Juno told him to. Sometimes she reached over and touched his shoulder to share the sensation of the spell with him. As they moved it gave a throb every few seconds that she felt to be from a certain direction.

      It wasn't long before Juno told him to slow down and Alex found himself back in a familiar neighborhood. They were near the Grease Trap. That meant not far from here, Howey and Puzo were working on their post-apocalyptic computer game. Although Alex had been to the Grease Trap plenty of times since his world had been ripped apart, he felt a slight trepidation now, worried that he would run into his friends and he still had no explanation for why he had vanished. For a moment he wished he had some means to pull the Great Barrier aside, just so he could tell the truth. More than just a ring that exploded after a few seconds. There was also a greater worry that if anyone was following him and saw him speaking to Howey or Puzo, that would draw targets on their backs.

      Soon enough Juno waved them to a stop outside the Grease Trap.

      “She’s definitely in there. You go first, we’ll come after to give you time and her space,” Juno said.

      “It’s so hot out here though,” Jacob complained.

      “There's a tree over there. Go sit down under it,” Juno said, pointing out the window.

      “Go, go,” Nia said, waving Alex on. Alex left his three mates and Jacob behind, and walked into Grease Trap, feeling for a moment as though he'd time-traveled. It could have been an ordinary work day and he was picking up a quick lunch.

      He saw Roma, sitting at one of the rear booths, staring into nothing, with a plate of uneaten food in front of her. She’d ordered pancakes with a side of bacon and eggs and a glass of orange juice which was half-drunk, and a black coffee, but she wasn't touching any of it.

      Alex slowly approached, quickly glancing around to see if he could recognize anyone who might be a magic user, perhaps a mage or a vampire who had been tracking her, worried this might be a trap for him. He also didn't want to startle her. Even at the best of times, Roma had wanted to keep a fixed distance between them.

      Alex gave her a wave in her line of sight and eventually she focused back into reality. She gave a slow blink at him and then nodded for him to come over, although she never smiled. Alex slid into the booth across from her, but before he could say anything, one of the waitresses was there handing him a menu.

      “Would you like to hear today's specials?” she said.

      “Pablo's heart attack special and a large orange juice,” Alex said, passing the menu back. The waitress turned on her heels and vanished. Alex returned his attention to Roma who was staring at some point over his left shoulder. Now he was closer to her, he saw her clothes were a little dirty. Her T-shirt definitely had dried blood on it. Thankfully, she was wearing dark clothes, so it wasn't immediately obvious to the eye.

      “We went to your shop. Are you okay?” Alex asked, figuring he might as well start with the worst of it.

      “No, I am very much not okay. How did it look?” Roma said, still looking over Alex's shoulder.

      “Smashed front window. Every bit of furniture demolished like someone went through there with a sledgehammer,” he said.

      “Oh. How about the statues?” she said, finally glancing at him. Her eyes soon tracked back to that invisible point.

      “Haven’t you been back?”

      “Not since the vampires attacked. I stoned three of them in a row, two fully, one only partially, then I escaped. The last thing I heard was them starting to smash things,” Roma said.

      Alex wasn't sure whether he should tell her about the statues, but he figured it couldn’t make it much worse.

      “They cut their heads off, smashed the bodies, then put their heads in a circle in the middle of the room.”

      “Vampires. It's a very traditional calling card and warning. Usually it's the heads of their victims, but I guess there was no one there they could use, so they took the statues, figuring they were alive.”

      “I saw some green blood there. Are you injured? I can help heal you.”

      The waitress reappeared, dropping Pablo's heart attack special in front of him. It was ridiculously giant—eggs and bacon, sausage, chicken-fried steak, biscuits and gravy, mushrooms and more. The smell of it made Alex's stomach rumble again but he wasn't sure whether he should start eating, considering Roma’s state.

      “Please, eat,” she said and went back to staring at nothing.

      “How long ago was it that were you attacked?” Alex asked. He picked up his fork and started eating, hoping the familiar activity would perhaps break Roma out of whatever trance she was in. Sure enough, after a moment she turned her attention back to her food and began slowly picking at it.

      “Three days ago… maybe four. I sort of lost track there. I haven’t been able to go home. I don't know a cleanse spell so every hour or two I move around. I get the feeling they're not chasing me, though. I think them destroying my shop was punishment for selling your rings and helping you,” she said.

      Roma was frowning now at her meal. Alex heard a doorbell jingling behind him, and when he glanced back, he saw it was his mates and Jacob, who went to another booth at the front.

      Alex turned back to Roma, who had seen them come in.

      “Great. The whole pack is here,” she said.

      “I'm sorry they destroyed your shop and hurt you.”

      The words felt hollow in his mouth. After all, Bailey the pawnbroker had been crucified inside his own store, tortured and gutted, and then Alex had just moved on to someone else that he could sell rings to. Now that he thought about it, he knew he hadn't even warned Roma that doing business with him might be dangerous. She seemed to be thinking along the same lines.

      “Oh really? Are you sorry the same way you were sorry about Bailey?” she said.

      Alex stopped eating to take a gulp of his orange juice.

      “Yeah, I am. That’s the problem with these psychotic mages—they don't stop and they’ll hurt anyone. I'm not sure how that's meant to be my fault,” he said with a hint of challenge in his voice.

      “You cost me everything!” Roma suddenly shouted, banging a hand on the table. Every head in the diner turned in their direction, and Alex suddenly felt he was having a public breakup. There was a shocked silence for a moment before everyone turned away and the sound gradually returned. The waitress came cruising by, giving them both a look, but didn't say anything.

      Alex sat for a moment more, choosing his words carefully.

      “Not too long ago our pack and three others attacked the Ignis mages. They had a fortress. We killed almost three hundred of them and took it for our own. I did that because Ignis had come all the way out to the country to attack my pack. They’d killed ten of us. I still don’t know why they won't leave me alone, but it is clear they’re not going to stop. I see now that I should have told you how dangerous it was, and I’m sorry. I can't fix your shop but you could come with us. Our pack is strong and we have our own properties, and I swear I'll do everything I can to keep you safe,” Alex said.

      Roma looked properly at Alex then, as though seeing him fully for the first time snapped her out of her shock. Then she suddenly put her hands to her head, smoothing down her hair and looking back at her plate.

      “It's okay, it's okay, it's okay,” she said before finally letting out a breath and taking a sip of her coffee.

      “Where is your pack staying?” she asked, still staring at the table.

      “Out in the rundown industrial area. Take whatever expectations you have and then lower them about ten notches. The air-conditioning doesn't work well, and it is very crowded right now, but you'll be surrounded by a hell of a lot of werewolves. I can definitely guarantee you a room of your own,” Alex said.

      For the first time, Roma smiled at the slight joke about the notches.

      For Alex’s part, there was strange feeling inside of him. He wanted to protect Roma although he barely knew her. And then…

      It seemed absurd in this moment to be thinking about her as some potential mate, so he pushed it out of his mind.

      “I definitely get my own room?” Roma asked.

      She wasn't smiling but her tone of voice had changed slightly. Alex had no doubt she was in shock at what had happened, but at least she was making a recovery now.

      “You’ll definitely have your own room. I might just have to evict five or ten werewolves out of it,” Alex said.

      “Okay, I’ll come with you,” Roma said. Some small part inside Alex was happy beyond belief at the news, but he quickly suppressed it. This was just helping out. Then, if in a few days, once she got things together, she left and he never saw her again… well, that would be fine.

      “We came into town to offload a bunch of rings because we desperately need some money and we only have one car, so it's extremely crowded.”

      “Do you have the rings with you now? Give them to me, then meet me back here in an hour,” Roma immediately said. There was some life back in her voice.

      “Are you sure? They destroyed your shop for helping me,” Alex said. He didn’t want to reopen the wound but wanted to make sure that Roma knew what she was doing.

      “Yes, give them to me. I need your help to find those vampires who destroyed my shop and if you need money then that's my problem. I know everyone around here, and I'll get a better deal than you ever could.” She stood up as she spoke and Alex followed suit, pulling some cash out of his pocket and dropping it on the table to cover both the meals. Roma briefly glanced at it and then back at him.

      “Thanks, but that doesn't make this a date you realize?” she said. She walked past him and out the door. Alex followed, seeing Juno, Nia and April looking at him with questions in their eyes as Jacob wolfed down a giant meal.

      “I'll be back in a minute,” Alex stage-whispered to them before following Roma out. They went to the car and opened the trunk, Alex pulling out the box of rings. He started to explain what each one was but Roma waved him away.

      “I can analyze just like everyone else,” she said then walked off down the street with the box of rings, Alex watching her go. Once he dragged himself away from the sway of her hips, he realized he may have just done something incredibly stupid. That was most of their spare rings. The rest were destined for the werewolves at the compound, plus he had to outfit the rest of his new pack and he still had Julius’s promises to fulfill. He’d just let Roma walk off with a huge amount of magical merchandise. He pushed those thoughts aside as he went back to the Grease Trap, and to the booth where his mates were sitting. As soon as he sat down beside Jacob, the same waitress from before reappeared with a menu in her hand.

      “Hi, welcome to the Grease Trap, would you like to hear our specials?” she said, handing him the menu.

      “No, I was just here. I was sitting over there,” Alex said, pointing at the now empty table.

      “So, would you like to order?” the waitress asked like he hadn't spoken. Knowing that the waitresses liked to get everyone fed and pushed back out so they could turn the tables over quickly and figuring they had at least an hour to wait, Alex ordered again: another heart attack special.

      Once the waitress was gone, Juno reached over and pinched him on the arm.

      “Can you tell me what you two talked about?” she said in a half-accusing, half-mocking tone.

      “Some vampires came,” Alex began. He quickly gave them the rundown on everything Roma had told him and explained how she'd gone to sell the rings after he had offered her his protection. Upon hearing that, his three mates shared a round of raised eyebrows which Alex did his best to ignore. Jacob, ever-oblivious, just churned through his food like a werewolf garbage disposal.

      They talked a little about Roma and then changed the topic, unable to speak too loud in the crowded diner. Alex got another meal, and despite the fact he'd eaten part of the last one, still found he had room to spare, gulping down most of it. Nia was eating with an appetite, and so was Juno, doing her best to regain some of those lost pounds from her imprisonment. The waitress came back a few times over the next hour and eventually they ordered dessert just to keep her off their backs, before Roma finally returned. The box was gone, and she was holding a small sports bag. She placed it on the table amongst the dishes and looked down at them.

      “Fifty-two thousand dollars. Can we go now? I want to get away from the city for a while,” she said.

      “Let's go,” Juno said, clapping her hands, rushing everyone out of the booth. Nia took the bag of money and Roma followed them out back to their car. She took the passenger seat with Alex driving, the three girls and Jacob squashed into the back seat.

      They drove out of the city and headed for home, Alex wondering exactly how long the money would last.
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      Alex tried to remember the names of the three werewolves sitting in the back seat but they eluded him. He hadn’t forgotten his promise to know each and every werewolf in his pack, but had come up hard against the reality: having fifty new werewolves was a lot of names and faces to remember.

      Jacob was in the passenger seat, drumming away on his knees, seeming exceedingly chipper for the time of morning. Alex supposed it was Yvonne, and although the pack gossip was that she’d finally gotten her way with him, no one was entirely sure because they must have been exceedingly sneaky about it.

      Alex glanced in the rearview mirror, spotting Jeremiah driving their second car with his werewolf passengers. Yesterday Alex had handed over the money to him. Jeremiah had immediately put it to work, buying two more near-wrecks, so now they had three spluttering cars to their name. He’d also spent money on food and other things, the welcoming party going into the night.

      The fifty werewolves had been spread amongst the various houses they owned and then, to Alex's surprise, the pack had naturally spread further. There seemed to be some unconscious pressure that went with the numbers. Some of them were living ten miles away and Alex was mentally marking the boundaries of a large territory.

      That morning they were heading to the old Ignis fortress. Alex has done his best to keep at least one or two of his pack there, rotating in and out, but there’d been some truth to what Wind had said: his pack was small, and between trying to guard their home and keep a presence over there, they were stretched exceedingly thin.

      The injection of fifty new werewolves meant that he could station more werewolves there. Although they were still outnumbered by the other three packs, the five he was taking today were a start.

      Alex turned a corner and the fortress appeared. Since the battle, the werewolves had been hard at work disposing of dead bodies. The mages were dismembered, loaded into trucks, and taken far out into the countryside where they were buried in mass graves.

      Alex had been told by both Juno and April that this wasn't necessarily the best solution as large piles of bones in one area tended to attract necromancers, but with limited resources and time, and the bodies starting to smell, they had to get them out of there as fast as possible.

      The packs treated their own dead far more respectfully, taking them away for burial back at their homes. The three alphas, Darius, Simak, and Wind, were no longer at the fortress, although they sometimes came and went.

      Alex parked the car and went to the main door which had gone from hastily repaired to as good as new. There were two werewolves standing guard. They were both from Wind’s pack. His pack members were easily the most antagonistic, glaring at everyone and growling for no good reason. They glared now at Alex as he approached with Jacob and the five werewolves.

      “Boys,” Alex said in greeting. Now that he was close to the compound, he could feel the slightest hint of that elusive sensation, the pressure he could apply. He wasn't doing it now, figuring he'd save it for when he really needed it, and maybe not even then, given that he still wasn't entirely sure whether it was a good thing to be pushing his will.

      For a moment the two werewolves looked like they might step in front of him, but then they moved aside, letting them enter.

      Inside, the compound was clear of bodies but Alex could still feel the lingering presence of death. The pool of power that he'd found so easy to draw from was now almost entirely gone, but Alex knew that if he could feel it, there was definitely enough there for a necromancer to feast upon it.

      He quickly checked his mana and saw death was only half-full. He drew on the death mana, drinking from the cold source, filling the bar to the top.

      A werewolf approached them as he was drawing mana. Alex wished he had Nia in his ear whispering names because he couldn't remember his name either. He knew this was a leader, at least nominally, someone like Jeremiah, who arranged everything and kept things running.

      “Five more of my pack to stay here,” Alex said.

      “Welcome. Did you bring rings?”

      Alex waved to Jacob who was carrying a small cardboard box. He handed it over to the werewolf. He gestured to the five standing behind Alex and went walking off without another word. Alex’s pack glanced at him, an unspoken request for permission, and Alex nodded.

      He felt slightly bad about throwing them in the deep end like this. After all, yesterday they’d just come from an enormously long walk from the wilderness and through the blistering heat. After a single day they were being assigned to guard a fortress, but it couldn't be helped. He needed a presence here. Alex knew from working crappy jobs during his college years that it was those who were there who got a say. If Alex didn't keep werewolves at the fortress, perhaps one day the guards would step in front of him.

      “Stay with me and try not to piss anyone off,” Alex murmured to Jacob, heading to the interior.

      “Me, piss someone off? That's impossible. I'm adorable,” Jacob said with a laugh.

      “Adorable like a toad that has fallen out the ugly tree and hit every branch on the way down.”

      “Hey, it was your mate that said your head was ninety-five percent bone,” Jacob said. Alex scuffled with the young werewolf as they went through the door, good-naturedly shoving each other.

      Inside there were various other werewolves from three packs. Alex could immediately feel that they were at least somewhat calm, though they weren’t quite friendly just yet. The elusive feeling was back, stronger now.

      Although the three packs were still distinct, the close quarters were helping merge them. It crossed Alex’s mind that perhaps he should ask for werewolves to be stationed there for much longer periods of time rather than rotating in and out.

      Then they can be my pack, he thought as he looked around. He spotted what he was looking for on the far back wall. It was a ward battery. Bringing up his spell screen he cast analyze on it as he approached and was surprised to find there were still spells active, although far fewer than there should be. Juno had told him that even the most basic ward was at least thirty spells laid on top of each other. On this one, there were only six remaining. The black rune spell that Alex had cast had destroyed the others, chewed them to pieces and emptied the ward, although still managing to keep it relatively intact.

      Looking through what was left, Alex saw there was still a battery there which had a slight charge. One of the other spells he thought was a look, look away, but the other four were incomprehensible to him.

      He’d asked Juno this morning when Ruby would be returning but Juno had made up some lie about her grandmother enjoying the windsurfing so much that she couldn't really say. Alex had taken that to mean that it wouldn’t be anytime soon. But he was hoping it wouldn't be long before the old witch appeared so he could bring her here and get help in repairing the wards, and understanding them, so he could begin making his own.

      Jacob was getting antsy, standing around, tapping his foot, making noise, so Alex eventually sent him off, telling him to walk around, keep his mouth shut, and definitely not cause any problems. The young werewolf immediately headed in the direction of a stew pot that was bubbling on a stove in the next room.

      Alex continued through the fortress, looking for wards, aware that the werewolves were making a very conscious attempt to not stare at him, although they were all watching him. As he passed he counted rings, seeing that, thanks to his deliveries, the werewolves now each had a fireball ring, a shockball ring, healing flame, shock shield, and flame shield: five rings per werewolf.

      Alex continued, finding another ward, but this one had been entirely destroyed, half the battery itself on the floor. Alex picked it up, observing with interest that there were curls of metal encased in ceramic. He took a piece to study later.

      Long ago, Juno had shown him what happened when he wrote a simple spell on a piece of paper. The spell had drawn passive magic and heated until the paper caught fire. Alex knew that spell books were similar. They were written on specially prepared metal and then as they degraded they became dangerous, liable to explode all at once.

      Alex realized he definitely needed to talk to Ruby about the wards again because he hadn't considered that ceramics and metal could be mixed together to hold a charge and spells. As he headed downstairs, the temperature noticeably dropping, Alex smacked himself in the forehead at the large gaps in his knowledge.

      “A wand? Moron,” he said, feeling for a moment like he was channeling Juno. Some of the wands he'd seen were just metal, but others were wood and metal mixed together. So he’d already seen hybrid examples of materials that could hold spells but hadn't thought about them any more deeply than that.

      Maybe that was the solution to the exploding Great Barrier ring—metal and ceramic. Make it strong.

      Alex was down on the prison level now and he shifted to hybrid without even thinking about it. A moment later he growled as he caught the faint remnants of Juno’s scent. The werewolves hadn't bothered to clean down here yet as there was no blood or dead bodies.

      Alex went over to Juno’s cell. The door was still where he’d left it after he’d torn it off its hinges. Juno hadn't exactly refused to talk about what had happened, but the story was short and simple. They kidnapped her, put mage cuffs on, threw her in the prison, then left her there. No one spoke to her and they fed her just one meal a day.

      It had been Esme, Yvonne, and Pearl who had received different treatment, being severely beaten before being thrown into their cage and sometimes not fed at all. Esme had finally talked to Alex about it, but the two teenage girls had entirely suppressed it as if refusing to talk about it meant it never happened.

      The molten remains of Juno's mage cuffs were still on the floor where they'd dripped. Alex scuffed at it with a clawed foot, a piece of the metal coming free from where it had melted into the stone.

      Alex gave the area one final check, looking for broken wards, but there were none on this level. As he left the cells, he wondered if he should arrange to have them repaired. Surely there would be more prisoners of war and he couldn't just tie them all to metal beams in the part of the factory covered by the ward.

      For a moment, as he stood there looking at the cells, Alex saw the mechanics of empire. He already had Jeremiah working for him, taking the money, buying food, buying cars, the dodgy accountant buying land. Now they'd taken this fortress, which came with cells. If Alex repaired them they could take prisoners of war and extract information from them.

      Prisoners of war meant guards and a feeding schedule and then perhaps surveillance cameras. Like when he'd first perceived the true extent of the supernatural world, Alex saw that, by delegation, you could almost become completely unaware that in some small part of your empire, prisoners were being tortured, and you never knew about it.

      He already had an example: Wind had taken the surviving Ignis mages and vanished with them back to his territories. Alex didn’t know what happened to them, but if they were still alive, they would surely be living in terror.

      Alex shook himself out of these thoughts, realizing he was growling under his breath.

      He was halfway up the stairs when he felt a twinge, a disharmony in the slight feeling that surrounded him. A moment later he heard the growling and knew a fight was brewing.

      He quickened his pace until he was jogging. In the main room, Jacob was facing off against a werewolf who was a good two feet taller than him and easily had a hundred pounds on the kid. Both were growling at each other, Jacob flexing his claws. Between them on the ground was a broken bowl and some splattered stew along with a spoon.

      There was a rough circle of werewolves around them. Some of them were making noises to encourage the fight and others were just watching. Alex walked in, and without thinking about it, reached for the slight tendril he could feel.

      He gripped it mentally and pushed.

      “We're going now,” he said in a commanding tone. Sometimes he put a growl into his voice, but this was different; this command brooked no argument. The power he had over the werewolves was strong, even though it was the barest sliver.

      The werewolf facing off against Jacob stopped growling, but didn't lower his claws.

      Alex walked past him like he didn’t have a care in the world and Jacob fell in step with him as they left.

      The feeling of imminent violence dissipated.

      “Dude thinks all the stew was his,” Jacob said.

      “I understand. Don’t worry about it,” Alex said automatically. There were still enough werewolves about that he knew he could be overheard, and he wasn’t about to take sides over something as stupid as a bowl of stew.

      They shifted back to human before leaving the fortress. As Alex did, he felt his grasp on the faint tendril of power vanish.

      They got into their car, which was already starting to bake in the morning sun. Jacob slouched into his seat and hunched down, his eyes hooded.

      “So where to now, Jacob? Is there anyone else you want to piss off over a bowl of stew?” Alex teased, hoping to get him out of his mood.

      “He smacked the bowl out of my hand for the crime of eating food near him. Did you see the size of him? It’s like he probably wants all the food for himself anyway,” Jacob complained.

      “Some of Wind’s pack are angry werewolves, but I don’t think it's their fault. I’m not sure they have a good leader.”

      “Yeah, the dude’s crazy. The sooner he goes, the better off everyone is,” Jacob said. Alex hadn't really intended to gossip about other werewolves, but he realized what Jacob said was true. Simak and Darius seemed to at least get along, their packs more harmonious. But Wind’s wasn't and the alpha werewolf himself felt like a dangerous lunatic. Sure, he wasn't at the fortress, but Alex imagined that if he returned he would walk around growling at other werewolves and asserting his dominance.

      “Maybe we should get some food at the Grease Trap,” Alex said.

      “Excellent idea, driver, yes, to the Grease Trap, James,” Jacob said, putting on a posh accent and waving his hand. Alex searched for something to throw at the kid, but there was only a screwed-up paper bag that once held a sandwich. He grabbed it and tossed it anyway. The werewolf hit it back, like it was a volleyball.

      They were a bare ten minutes away from the fortress when Alex spotted a black van following them. He took two random turns and the van stuck to them like glue.

      “Do we get to kill some mages?” Jacob asked, looking behind them.

      Alex turned a corner and then the car was upside down, spinning through the air, a shock of pain running through his legs and back, feeling like they'd been kicked from beneath by a giant. He shifted to hybrid form instinctively and heard Jacob yell before the car smashed to the ground. There was a blink of black then before Alex became aware of his wrists burning in pain. He found himself staring at a chip of stone, lodged in the corner of what was clearly a jail cell.

      Alex blinked and came back to himself, finding that he was hanging by his wrists, his shoulders and arms screaming at him in pain. He was in human form, naked, with no rings, dangling in a small damp cell with a thick iron door.

      There was a small pool of sticky blood at his feet, and as Alex looked down, he realized it was from him. He had countless tiny wounds running down his torso and his legs. Although his feet hurt, he managed to put enough weight on them to take some of the pressure off his arms and shoulders.

      He looked up and saw that one of his wrists was blackened with soot, and he was burned. The other was discolored, and he guessed that this was a standard pair of mage cuffs, one that heated and burned while the other froze should he attempt to use magic.

      Alex pulled up his spell screen and saw that his natural mana was down at a quarter and stuck there. He couldn't regenerate it while he had the mage cuffs on.

      For a moment, Alex thought about calling out for Jacob, hoping that perhaps he was in an adjoining cell.

      Before he could do anything, the door swung open and four masked men entered. They were dressed in all black and carrying baseball bats.

      He didn't have a chance to speak before they laid into him. They focused on his torso and his ribs, standing around him in a circle and hitting him as hard as they could. Alex gasped for air as his ribs snapped.

      One man hit him hard enough to shatter his bat. He gathered the pieces in silence before returning with a replacement to continue the beating. At some point, Alex passed out and then came to, finding himself being injected with something that was like fifty shots of espresso all at once. His heart was thudding like crazy.

      The men went to work on his legs, and this time, as his knee smashed, Alex couldn't pass out. Whatever drug they dosed him with was keeping him conscious. By the time they finished, one of Alex's legs was badly broken and the other one was fractured in multiple places. The agony of it was unbelievable, but he had to put his weight on it, otherwise the pain from his arms and ribs was unbearable.

      Finally they left, slamming the door behind them as darkness washed over Alex’s mind again, overwhelming whatever they’d drugged him with.

      Alex wasn't sure how much time had passed when he came back to consciousness. There was a sharp stab of pain in his lung that brought his body back to full awareness. The men had dealt him a fatal wound and he had the sickening feeling of drowning. He opened his spell screen, and then looked up at his wrists. The hand that had been torn off by the old lady still had a few flakes of metal around it, and when Alex cast Know Thyself, sometimes it had a +1, representing an increase in strength.

      Alex hoped that meant it would be able to withstand what he was about to do. Concentrating on the flame shield spell. Alex opened up the screen then realized he didn't even have enough space to compress it over on itself. He’d have to get rid of something to do that. Without hesitation, he deleted shock shield, knowing that when he got out he could copy it again from one of his own rings.

      So far the mage cuffs hadn't activated, but the moment he brought up two copies of flame shield and began mentally compressing them together, the one on his left wrist began to heat and the one on the right began to chill. He compressed the spells onto themselves and then did it again, twice, four times, eight times, sixteen times.

      Alex couldn’t be thankful for it, but there was some blessing in having agony in every other part of his body. It made it difficult to concentrate on new pain. His wrist was sizzling now, the flesh burning against the mage cuff, while on the other arm, a deep chill was biting, stretching down from his wrist.

      Alex kept folding—four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two, sixty-four—and then he focused on the death mana. It always seemed the most powerful to charge the flame shield with. Before he could think about it, Alex cast the spell, drawing on the death mana.

      It was consumed in an instant, and Alex screamed as one mage cuff became white-hot and the other felt as though it dropped to absolute zero. He buckled, unable to hold his weight, and the agony increased tenfold. Barely aware of what he was doing, he drew the pain mana, adding it to the spell as the flames from the shield burst out around him, first red and then white-hot. The temperature in the cell increased rapidly but Alex couldn't feel it.

      He suddenly found himself on the ground and the flame shield spell canceled. His vision swam as he looked down at the ends of his arms. He had one charred and blackened stump, and the other was frozen over, both hands cut off.

      Through his agony, Alex cast healing flame, but it refused to work. The spell was tied to a finger and his finger was currently on a hand that was disconnected from his body. Alex managed to roll to his knees, each movement a world of pain, and saw his hands. The one that had been burned off was blackened and smoking. The one that had been frozen was looking better, but the wrist was frosted over. Alex crawled over to his frozen hand and, reaching down, placed the frozen stump against it. With the heat of the flame shield it had already started to defrost and there was a slick surface of wet blood.

      Praying the connection would be enough, Alex tried casting healing flame again. There was a roar of pain down his arms and then the magic connected and the flame appeared at the end of his finger.

      Alex had to contort his fractured leg around to touch the flame. Every movement was agony and the drowning feeling was making his vision swim. The flame touched his foot and immediately went to his frozen wrist, growing a thin bridge of cells that soon thickened.

      Free of the cuffs, he drew on the last dregs of sex magic he had and also pain. Once his wrist was repaired somewhat, the healing snapped to his lung. The pain intensified as it repaired his wounds and Alex found himself unable to stop drawing mana through it, drinking deeply of the sweet agony.

      Eventually he crawled over to his charred hand and pushed the blackened stump against it. For a while, the magic ignored it, jumping about his body repairing broken bones and internal injuries. Alex eventually had to scratch at it, to bring forth new blood, and then do the same to his charred hand before the magic finally got what he was trying to do and reconnected.

      Cells grew and strengthened. He had his hands back but both were numb, as though they weren’t there at all.

      Soon, the pain faded, and with it, Alex’s access to a flood of mana to heal himself. He ran out entirely. He tried to reach for nature, but wherever he was, it was far from anything living, deep in some hole. There were only the slightest hints of it, molds and other such things in the stone, and they were no better than a slight trickle.

      Alex’s natural mana hovered near zero, and the healing flame spluttered out and he had to wait for it to regenerate before he could apply it again. At some point there was a deep pain in his head, and he realized an injury had been repaired as his thinking cleared and he was finally able to look around. The wooden door had been charred by the heat of the fire shield, but no one had come running. His captors either didn't care or had abandoned him. Alex knew he couldn't stay there but he was still terribly injured.

      He waited until his natural mana filled a little more, and then, with a grimace, shifted to hybrid form. He felt the healing speed up and some of his wounds ease.

      Alex got to his feet and approached the door, pressing his ear to the charred surface. On the far side, all he could hear was the faint sounds of a distant television, sounding like it was showing a soccer match. As carefully as he could, Alex wedged his claws into the edges of the door and pulled. The lock gave way easily, and Alex cautiously emerged into a small stone corridor with a single door at the far end. As he crept down it, he let his senses roam, trying to pull on the natural magic, urging it to fill so at least he could cast a shield spell.

      He stopped before the door and became aware that the four men were on the other side. They were watching television, as though they hadn’t just been torturing him.

      Alex had enough for a shield spell at least but it wouldn't last long. If he waited a little more he might be able to get a fireball, but it would only be one and he wasn’t sure he’d be able to throw it straight.

      He flexed his fingers, seeing that between two hands he only had five claws left. The others had been torn out, burnt, or frozen.

      Before he could second-guess himself, he cast shield and pulled the door open, diving into the room in a whirlwind of fury.

      He stabbed the first man through his throat, killing him instantly, before slashing at the next one, who’d tried to dive away, catching him with a mortal wound. A spray of blood jetted into the air as the man crashed to the floor. One of the others still had a bloody bat beside him and managed to swing it but missed. Alex shoved him, smashing him into a wall, his head leaving a bloody mark. The final one went for a gun that he was wearing on his hip, managing to fire it. The shield spell, already weakening, could only slow it. It hit Alex in the shoulder but then Alex was on the man. Two great slashes and his throat was gone, leaving him gasping and gurgling on the ground as his idiot body continued to live for a moment more.

      Alex growled as he checked the bodies. Three were dead and the fourth, who he’d smashed into the wall, was coughing blood. He gasped for a few seconds before dying. For a moment, Alex considered pounding on his chest, trying to keep him alive so he could get some answers, but then a wave of dizziness washed over him. Even if he had enough mana to cast healing flame on the man, it would be risky in Alex’s weakened state.

      He checked the room. It was sparse, with four chairs, a small bar fridge, and a simple table with a television. It was indeed showing a soccer match, although the glass was now splattered with blood.

      Alex listened carefully see if anyone else outside the room had been alerted, but there were no sounds of alarms. He was either undetected or this was it.

      Alex waited a little longer until he had enough mana to cast shield again, then he crept out the other door. He found himself in an abandoned building that looked far more rundown than his prison cell. It was dry and hot in the building and some of the walls were rusted through. Alex crept over to one of them and looked out, seeing dirt and dead weeds.

      He was halfway out the hole when he felt the Great Barrier hit him. He shifted back to human, groaning with pain as he did, toppling to the ground.

      From the ground he could see a rusted gate. There was a homeless man walking along, muttering to himself. From the look of it, he was in an abandoned industrial estate.

      Alex dragged himself up and climbed back through the hole. In the room of the dead he salvaged pants and a black t-shirt from them, the dark color hiding the blood, as well as a pair of shoes. While he was there he opened the bar fridge, finding it stocked with a few bottles of water, which he took and gulped down. He was tempted to take the gun with him but he had no way to hide it and the bats were slick with blood.

      Alex eventually crept out of there, making his way to the gate. With no idea where he was, he picked a random direction and started walking. Between the heat and his exhaustion, soon he was stumbling along in a trance, barely aware of what he was doing.

      “You’re back,” a werewolf said and touched him on the arm. Alex didn’t have the strength to react. He looked up, seeing it was one of his new pack members.

      “Your name?” Alex slurred before falling to his knees.

      Things went blurry then. He felt the glow of healing flames and then he was in a bed, his wives fussing around him.

      The last conscious thought he had before he sank into sleep was why would someone bother to torture him, rather than just killing him outright?
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      It took three days for the feeling in Alex's hands to return, both coming online with a sudden cold rush of pins and needles that was so sharp it hurt. He was sitting in the office by that point, looking at piles of unenchanted rings and trying to push himself to get to work on them, but most of his body was throbbing like an infected tooth. His wives had worked on him as best they could, and when Alex came out of his daze, he’d cast healing flame on himself. The bullet in his body hadn’t been spat out but seemed to have been pulled to pieces. Now Alex had gray flecks around both wrists and dotted randomly on his body.

      Despite the agony of it, Alex was more puzzled than furious. The men who had taken him could have murdered him, but hadn't. Was it a message? And why would you bother sending such a message when it surely invited revenge?

      Jacob thankfully had survived. He’d been knocked out in the accident and awoken to see four masked men dragging Alex into the black van. Jacob had used his healing flame ring to recover, and then made his way back to the pack who had immediately set out searching for Alex.

      It had all taken place within the span of a single day, a matter of hours actually, although Alex could have sworn it was longer. Yesterday he had gone out with ten of his pack to try to retrace his steps to see if he could locate where he'd been kept a prisoner. Alex had an excellent sense of direction, but they just couldn't find the rundown building and didn't come across a ward pushing them away either.

      Juno had cast cleanse to destroy his blood so weredogs wouldn’t be sent after them and had, like his other two mates, spent the last three days at a near furious boil. The chaos witch was having the worst of it. Her magic kept lashing out, freezing tables and the room she was in. In one instance, a kitchen chair disintegrated into splinters, and Juno bolted out of the house with Nia close behind her. Alex knew that chaos magic could take more than one form but it was surprising to see a chair reduced to fragments in an instant.

      It seemed that Juno had taken her own kidnapping in her stride, but now that it was Alex, she was beyond furious, unable to control her anger. April had gone the other direction, into a kind of scary calm, spending most days brewing up potions, using some newly bought equipment to distill them and fill bottles. Nia seemed to have fallen into a support role, trying to keep Juno calm but all the while flexing her claws and talking to Alex about bloody revenge.

      It had only been yesterday, very gingerly, that Alex had managed take Juno to bed again. Which he’d thought would calm the chaos witch down somewhat, but today she seemed twice as furious, as though the connection made reminded her of what she could have lost.

      Alex picked up a ring and was halfway through enchanting it when Nia came sprinting into the factory, shouting at the top of her lungs. She hit the door of the office hard enough to nearly tear it off its hinges before crashing into the room. Alex had already shifted to hybrid form in alarm and was grabbing rings.

      “Weredogs and mages. Like, a thousand mages and easily two hundred weredogs, all of them north, on the outskirts, and coming this way,” Nia gasped. She barely got to finish her sentence before Jeremiah came sprinting in. He managed to slow himself before he got to the office, his claws scraping long marks on the concrete.

      “One of the werewolves was out scouting around, and discovered a huge gathering of mages and weredogs. They’re twenty miles away on the outskirts and they’re clearly pushing in this direction, I think looking for a ward. It's Corvus, pain mages, and he definitely saw some vampires too,” Jeremiah said.

      Alex swore and looked back at the box with the enchanted rings in it. Sure, all the adults in his pack were now equipped, but there were so few of them. There were still werewolves stationed at the fortress but there was no way their tiny number could do anything against a thousand pain mages, two hundred weredogs, and vampires.

      Alex turned back to Nia and Jeremiah.

      “Do we abandon and run? Maybe we go to the fortress?” he asked.

      “At the speed they’re moving, we might not make it. We could call the fortress werewolves here, and if we’re incredibly lucky we might have a chance. But even so, most of the pack will probably die today,” Jeremiah said.

      Nia suddenly slashed the door, scoring lines across it with her claws.

      “This is our territory. We can kill them, every last one of them. Lure them into abandoned homes and rip their throats out. We can't be forced off our territory again,” Nia snarled. Alex felt the pull of her bloodlust. It was always her that he responded to most. When she shifted she could pull him along quite easily, her blood calling to his. On the other side he had Jeremiah, not afraid but calculating.

      Alex knew he didn't have long to think it over, but then he realized there might be a third way. They could do both things, retreat but attack at the same time. After all, Nia was right. This area was full of countless abandoned factories and warrens of ruined homes. There were normals spread throughout it, peppered thin but enough to trigger the Great Barrier which would hurt any mages coming to attack them. There were also countless ways to escape.

      If they couldn't leave now and be sure they would make it, he’d tell Lydia and Esme to take the children in the cars and escape. The rest of his pack he could spread out, working in groups of three or four, attacking and withdrawing, making their small force seem much larger.

      Perhaps they’d be able to puncture a hole in the thousand mages, flank them, delay them enough to get some of the werewolves from the fortress here. Alex knew he didn't have to kill every mage, just enough of them to drive terror into their hearts.

      “Call the fortress and tell them to bring everyone here, right now. Evacuate the children and arm everyone with the rings. In ten minutes we’re advancing,” Alex commanded. Jeremiah sprinted off, and began immediately shouting at werewolves, issuing commands. Alex grabbed the box of enchanted rings. He still had some of the wands that Ignis had left behind, so he took those too, including the one covered in question marks with just the single spell on it.

      As he left the office, he saw April frantically grabbing bottles and passing them out to werewolves, who were gulping them down. She waved Alex and Nia over and gave them bottles of golden liquid that they drank without question. Alex felt nothing more than a slight warmth, and when he brought up his spell screen there were just question marks because he hadn't had the time to ask April what she'd given him.

      The werewolves gathered, Alex passing out the last of the rings and a few of the wands, keeping just one for himself. Esme, Lydia and the children were gone, racing into town, taking two of the cars.

      Alex, Nia, April, Juno, River, and Matilda piled into the other one, Nia driving. Alex didn’t know where Jacob was, so they left without him. They headed north, the rest of their pack jogging their way. The chatter in the car went all over the place. Alex could feel the bloodlust from the three werewolves with him. April was quiet, doing something on her spell screen. Sometimes Alex heard a chime of music.

      Juno was in the passenger seat with her eyes closed, taking deep breaths, doing her best to control her chaos magic, but even so Alex saw frost was gathered around her legs. He realized he didn't know where Roma was. She’d been in one of the houses and Alex had been vaguely aware of her, but she'd kept to herself, staying in her room all day, only emerging at night to make herself food before returning.

      “Does anyone know where Roma went?” he asked.

      “Probably just slithered away somewhere,” Juno said bitterly. Then she took a breath and waved her hands in front of her like she was rubbing out what she just said. “I don't mean that. I take it back. I'm just angry. I don't know where she is,” she said in a singsong voice. It wasn't long before Nia pulled them to a stop, parking the car in an abandoned lot behind a large tree which didn’t do much to hide it, but was the best she could do. As soon as they got out of the car, Alex caught the faint tendril again, that feeling of an immense number of werewolves. It was to the north of them, growing stronger with every moment.

      “Something is wrong. Did the scouts say there were werewolves in the force too? Maybe enslaved or something?” Alex asked.

      Nia shook her head. “Just Corvus pain mages, weredogs and vampires,” she said. Alex’s body was still aching. He hadn't fully recovered, so now, as he stood under the tree, he tried to draw nature, filling the bar to the top, knowing that he would soon use it all. The feeling that there was an immense number of werewolves ahead of him to the north grew stronger, but it felt as though every time he glanced at the small tendril, it would dart away, tenuous and mist-like.

      “Stay together. We’ll get close enough to scout them out. Juno, you can scry them if you get close enough,” Alex said.

      “Yes, if my goddess-damned chaos magic gets its shit together,” Juno swore. She had an aura of cold around her and the car door was frosted over where she'd touched it.

      They crept out of the abandoned lot, down the street, trying to stay off the sidewalk, going through front yards and past factories. Eventually they spotted a tall building, industrial and brutal with a smokestack sticking out the top of it. It had long been abandoned. Juno and April stayed on the ground as Alex and the werewolves shifted to hybrid and leaped atop empty fuel containers, then scaled their way to the roof. They reached the peak and, keeping low, took in the vista before them.

      “That’s about seven hundred… so where are the other three hundred? I don't see all the weredogs either and zero vampires,” Nia said.

      “This is crazy,” Matilda muttered, looking across the assembled mages and weredogs.

      Alex looked over them, his heart sinking. This was only seven hundred or so and it was a stupidly large number of mages. The weredogs were snapping and growling, barely controlled by their handlers.

      “They’re to the east of us. A separate group has broken off, and also another on the west side. It’s like they’re making a giant pincer,” Juno said. Alex turned but Juno wasn't there. It was just a voice emanating from empty air.

      “Which is the smaller force?” Alex asked, hoping Juno could hear. Evidently, she could as a voice again whispered next to his ear.

      “The one to the east. Fewer weredogs and fewer mages. I think we should attack them first,” she said.

      Alex saw Nia, Matilda, and River looking at him with curious expressions and realized that they'd been unable to hear Juno. He quickly relayed to them what she had said. They climbed down from the roof and found Juno sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed. April was pacing nearby.

      “Definitely the east,” Juno said. Alex saw she was still trying to calm her chaos magic but the ground was iced over around her.

      The werewolves shifted to wolf form, Juno getting on Alex's back and April on Nia’s. They were aware the Great Barrier might hit them and make them shift back, which at high speed could be dangerous, but there was no time.

      As they ran, Alex was doing calculations. How many miles had they driven? How fast was the rest of his pack?

      They bolted away from the factory, April and Juno hanging on for dear life. The sun was blistering down on them, but Juno's body was chilled, like ice. He could feel her legs pressed against his back, her hands in his fur holding on, and through their connection he could sense her chaos magic was surging like the sea, sometimes powerful, and sometimes almost non-existent.

      They ran, keeping rows of houses between them and the main force, sprinting to the east. They only felt the Great Barrier pull a few times, perhaps squatters living in some of the homes, but it quickly went away. Alex assumed the Great Barrier was pushing the normals to look in the other direction. He hoped any normals there would be safe. Given the mass of weredogs and mages advancing, this could soon become a bloody battlefield and they’d become collateral damage.

      They soon approached the location in the east that Juno had identified. There were sixty mages and at least the same number of weredogs. Some of the Corvus mages wore robes, looking very traditional, while others were wearing more modern clothes, some in Army camouflage and carrying guns instead of wands.

      The six of them crept up onto a house roof for a better vantage. The mages and weredogs were at the far end of the street, advancing. They were moving reasonably fast so Alex knew they only had minutes before they’d be surrounded.

      “Let's hear all the ideas right now,” Alex growled. The wolf side of him was stupid and reckless, perhaps from the closeness of his mates, and the threat of enemies. The rage that had seemed under control somewhat was now bubbling away in his stomach. The times in the past that it had leaped up had been when Nia had been injured.

      That was sure to happen again and Alex hoped he could stay himself. He needed to be the werewolf mage, not the vicious dumb animal pounding chunks of flesh into the sidewalk.

      “Streets are cracked so there’s a lot of dirt. If I use most of my magic in one spell, I can raise enough vines and spikes to temporarily hold them in place. Then we fireball their asses, electric shock them before we bail and set up again, make them advance towards us,” April said.

      “I like this idea,” River growled. Alex didn't have any better ones. He had spells and magic but right now they were dramatically outnumbered. Hitting the small group would at least stop them and then they would have to see what happened next. Perhaps reinforcements would arrive, splitting the main group, or they would change the direction of the whole mass. If that happened they’d have to move quick to get out of there, otherwise they would soon be swarmed.

      They split their forces then, April going with River and Matilda, moving back a row of houses before crossing to the other side of the street. Alex, Nia, and Juno stayed where they were, watching as the weredogs and mages advanced up the road. As they came closer, the feeling of the werewolves being near grew stronger, but overlaid on top of it was the seductive lure of pain. The Corvus mages fed on pain to use their magic, and some of them had already injured themselves, cutting thin lines into their arms to cause injuries so they could draw more readily on their magic. Most of the sixty mages were already sporting wounds, small black dots of blood on their hands or cheeks. A few of them had wrapped barbed wire around their arms, the penetrating spikes providing a continuous dose of pain. As they walked small droplets of blood trailed in their path.

      “Where are the vampires?” Alex murmured to himself, looking over the force, seeing only mages and weredogs.

      The weredogs were a mix of sizes. Some quite small, terriers mutated by the exposure to werewolf blood and magic. There were a few larger ones, and one gigantic beast, easily the size of Alex when he was in wolf form.

      As the faint tendril touched Alex he suddenly realized what it was he was sensing: the werewolf blood in their bodies. He knew without having to count that there were sixty weredogs.

      As they came closer, he tried to reach for them, wondering if he could turn the weredogs back or at least push a dose of fear into them and have them turn tail. But the feeling of it was elusive. It wasn't quite the same as reaching for werewolves. Alex suspected it was the diluted blood. For a moment he had the wild idea to leap from the roof to land amongst them, but knew that would almost certainly end in death.

      They waited until the mages and weredogs reached a large crack that ran through the road, like it had been made for this very moment. Alex heard April's magic, a high chiming followed by low notes, and evidently a few of the pain mages heard it too because they were instantly on the alert, but it was too late. Vines burst out of the earth, quickly growing, wrapping around any weredog or mage who was too close. They surrounded them, tearing up through the road in spots. As the vines thickened, they grew wickedly sharp thorns.

      Some of the mages immediately cast fire at the vines using wands—they didn’t need a spell screen to do that. Before they could burn their way out, Alex and his pack attacked. They flung the shockballs first, which landed amongst the mages. Alex's first one missed, hitting the vines and discharging harmlessly, but the rest managed to hit, including one from Nia that landed dead center, shocking ten mages at once plus some of the weredogs.

      In a moment at least half were on the ground. Alex saw flares of magic as panicked mages shot at their unseen enemies. The magic around them was stirred up, like the ocean before a storm. Alex and his pack quickly followed up with fireballs, hitting the prone mages, but already the response was coming. Shields sprang up and something heavy shot towards their position, some unknown spell that Alex only felt, that smashed into the house and shook it to its foundations.

      Only two of the fireballs got through, but it was enough to catch some robes on fire, and even from where he was standing, Alex caught the sweet wave of pain rolling over them like honey. He saw some of the mages turning towards their burning brethren, pulling on the pain, drunk with it, but others were more disciplined, hunkering down and casting spells. The mages burned a hole in the vines, and through it, weredogs poured, rushing towards the two positions.

      His pack continued flinging fireballs until they had emptied their rings, and then it was just Alex, Juno, and April using their magic, the three of them frantically casting spells.

      Although they’d started strong, the Corvus mages were disciplined. Fireballs were knocked away and the hole in the vines grew larger.

      The weredogs were rushing towards them with startling speed and Alex quickly realized they were outnumbered, and there would be no way to retreat. Not without jumping directly into at least twenty weredogs that were snarling towards them.

      Juno stood up, even as Alex shouted for her to keep her head down. He saw a spell scrolling above her head before an enormous flash erupted from her hands that was like ice and lightning together. It hit the mages and weredogs near the hole in April's barrier, snap freezing some of them, jolting others to the ground, and blocking up the hole for the time being.

      Juno swayed, then fell to her knees, her magic temporarily exhausted. The weredogs were almost upon them. Alex looked behind them, desperately hoping he'd see the rest of his pack, but there was no one in sight. He looked down and saw the gigantic weredog readying for a leap which he knew would bring it up to them. Nia was crouched down with her claws ready, her fangs bared. He knew that between them, perhaps they could take on a few weredogs, but not twenty. The rest of the weredogs were racing towards April, River and Matilda.

      

      Alex pulled up his spell screen, knowing that desperate times called for desperate measures, but he had no new combinations that leaped to mind. There was barely any space to do anything anyway. Vertigo and lightning? Have them fall over and get an electric shock, but perhaps it would only be one of them. Even if he folded the spells over on themselves multiple times, if he missed, he would use all of his magic and it would be utterly useless. He could feel the pain from the burning mages still down below and knew there was magic there to draw upon, but not enough to do much.

      “Alex,” Nia said in a warning tone. Alex reached for that elusive thread, but it was still too far away.

      There was nothing for it; he’d have to jump.

      He leaped off the roof, into the midst of the weredogs. He heard Nia scream his name as he landed beside the largest weredog. He caught it off guard, and in that moment, knew he could slash up and underneath its ribs, disemboweling it if he wanted.

      Now he was amongst them, he could feel the werewolf blood beating in their veins. The Corvus mages had been stupid too. It wasn't enough to draw on their own pain, so they'd hurt the weredogs too, cutting them, hitting them with spikes, so each one was injured in some way, the blood seeping out, providing a ready connection for Alex. He reached for it and it was slippery, threatening to come out from between his claws at any moment.

      There was no time for subtlety; this could be no gentle push. He grasped the thread and heaved at it, opening his jaws and roaring to the sky a command for the weredogs to turn and attack their former masters. He felt the blood respond, and then the weredogs too. It was like pulling a ship, turning the wheel, heaving against the slow weight of it. The smallest weredogs went first, spinning about and attacking the nearest Corvus mage. Then, like a wave, it crashed over the rest of them and Alex roared at the sky again as the feeling of connection flooded through him. He could sense every weredog around him, he knew where all the enemies were. He pulled the force that had split off, heading towards April, and they turned back.

      Alex ran, his claws out, Alpha of the pack as they surged towards the mages. April must've realized what was happening because the vines suddenly retreated, opening the way for them. He could feel Nia, River, and Matilda jumping down to join him, drawn by the force of his call.

      The weredogs hit the mages like a vicious wave of blood. Alex's spell rings sparked and charged as he was shot at and attacked, and he felt a burst of pain in the side of his head as some spell took one of his ears clean off, but the mages hadn't expected their own dogs to turn on them. Snapping weredogs, designed for war against werewolves, chewed through the mages, ripping legs off, tearing guts out. The surge of pain that rose up turned some of them drunk and they became helpless in the face of it. They crashed down and were torn to pieces which increased the wave. Alex tried to resist pulling on it, but the urge was too great, so he drew on their pain, casting vertigo over and over again, dropping the few remaining mages to the ground. The biting and crunching of it took just a moment, then Alex found himself sprinting, running with the weredogs, aware that Nia, Matilda, and River were running somewhere behind him.

      He was aware in some small part of his mind that this was like a new kind of wild. He felt like he was surfing a wave, and if he was skillful enough, he could bring it to crash down upon the mages. As Alex ran, rushing towards the main body, he felt a faint awareness on the edge of his mind. His pack had arrived and not far behind them were the werewolves from the fortress. They were too far away to command, out of his reach, but he knew they could feel the lure of the battle and they were slowly approaching.

      Alex leaped, springing from the ground to the top of a two-story house and from there to an adjoining factory roof, landing with a thud. He looked down upon the main body of the mages, at least seven hundred or so, and the remaining weredogs. His pack were flooding around the corner now, and the mages were gathering their defenses, wands raised, spell screens all over the place. Their weredogs rushed towards him, but as they did, the connection grew stronger and Alex pushed with his will, the surge going outward. The weredogs fell like dominoes, turning, perhaps snapping once or twice at each other before falling under his control. The mages erupted in a scream of magic as their own weredogs attacked them. Alex was about to leap from the roof to join the carnage when Juno was suddenly in front of him, hands icy cold, gripping his fur.

      “Alex, let the weredogs go. It’s too many,” she urged. The chill in her hand seemed a distant annoyance to Alex. After all, she was wrong anyway. He was powerful, supreme, he could feel the weredogs below, churning into the main force, killing mages, and as their agony rose, others succumbed to it, although a few began to draw on it. Great and terrible spells erupted. One sliced through his weredogs, killing a hundred in a blink of an eye. It was a vicious cleaving. Alex felt it like a mortal blow, the werewolf blood suddenly struck dead, and for a moment his hold on the tendril wavered, the weredogs losing cohesion before he grasped it again and directed them to attack once more.

      It was then that he felt Juno's hands on his body. She practically leaped off the ground to bring her face up to his, wrapping her legs around him. She brought her mouth close to his remaining ear and then bit it, sinking her teeth in. The jolt of cold from it pulled Alex away from his crazed thoughts. He barely managed to hold the weredogs but came back to himself. Juno pulled herself off him, and stepped back down to the rooftop, pools of frost gathering at her feet.

      “Just wait a minute. The rest of the pack is almost here and more.” She looked up at the sky, where out of nowhere, dark clouds suddenly appeared, popping into existence on what had been a blisteringly hot day.

      “The witches are coming,” Juno said.

      She’d barely finished speaking when there were two thuds on the roof as Ruby and Hera landed.

      Ruby was dressed much the way she was last time Alex had seen her—combat boots, green camo pants. Her T-shirt this time had an advertisement for a strip club. Juno's mother Hera was all in black, wearing a short skirt and a black T-shirt, her arms laden down with bracelets that buzzed with magical energy. Although she still very much looked like Juno, Alex saw now that she must have had an illusion spell on her the first time they’d met, making her appear far younger. Her eyes were sparkling with mischievous energy.

      “Mother, Grandmother, what can we help you with?” Juno said airily as though they were just discussing the weather.

      “We have a hundred witches if Alex is willing to make a deal,” Hera said, crossing her arms.

      Juno looked at her nails and then buffed them on her shirt.

      “What do we need to make a deal for? As you can see, he is now psychically controlling weredogs so those mages will soon be dead and then we’ll get the rest.”

      Alex couldn't believe what was happening. Below, the carnage continued, but the mages were winning, slowly executing the weredogs one by one. Juno was ignoring it like it didn’t matter. She looked at him as though reading his mind and then pointed at his missing ear.

      “Please heal your ear, dear,” she instructed. Alex cast healing flame and stuck his finger against his leg, the magic jolting up to his head to begin repairing his flesh.

      “We just want three favors. Moderate ones for each of us and one large one for the witches,” Ruby said.

      “No deal!” Juno declared. “You can have one favor, that’s it.”

      “It’s good you escaped, my dear, but did you suffer a head injury? You know the witch coven always gets what it wants,” Hera said.

      Juno snorted. “I’ve got something for the witch coven right here,” she said, grabbing at her crotch.

      Alex saw Ruby snicker. Hera remained unfazed.

      “We have one hundred witches ready to fight. We want our three favors,” she repeated. Juno glanced up at the sky, which was quickly covering over with grey, blocking out the sunlight. Alex couldn't see anyone up there, but he could feel the magic swirling. His mind was on the weredogs. Out of the original sixty, they were down to forty.

      “You can have one favor, and you can decide which of you gets it, and then the witches can have one favor,” Juno demanded.

      “You know, if you’d been there, you would have been able to make this deal,” Hera said.

      “I was kidnapped.”

      “Oh, please, you could have got out any time,” Hera said, fluttering her hands in the air.

      “Is that true?” Alex asked. They were down to thirty weredogs now. Nia, Matilda and River were holding them back and he could feel the main force of his pack approaching, including reinforcements from the fortress some distance behind them.

      Juno turned to him and stomped a foot on the rooftop, which was coated in ice.

      “No. Well, maybe. I knew I could push it but the chaos was all over the place. Once I knew you were there I got out.”

      “What do you say, Alex?” Hera said, her voice low and somewhat seductive. Before he could answer, though, Juno waved a warning finger at him.

      “Zip it!” she demanded. She turned back to her mother and grandmother.

      “One favor, you choose who gets it, and one for the witches, but we also want a permanent twenty witches stationed at the fortress we took,” Juno said.

      “You want a permanent twenty witches stationed amongst werewolves? Are you planning on starting a breeding program?” Hera said archly.

      It was then they felt a surge in the magic. Something being done down on the battlefield. Alex got the feeling of more blood that must've been down there, pulling together. It was werewolf and human mixed, forming together, and a moment later he knew what it was: a blood golem. The Corvus mages had created it but they'd already learned. They'd taken the blood from their dead brethren and mixed it with only a small amount of werewolf blood.

      “Great, now there’s a blood golem. Can we wrap this up, please?” Juno said. She buffed her nails on her shirt again and examined them as though nothing really important was happening.

      “Agreed,” Hera said.

      “Agreed,” Alex said. There was a lot of magic going on but he still felt the bond being made. He had his spell screen open. There was a tab marked favors and contracts. He didn't need to turn to it, but he still felt the two favors land. One was moderate and the other large, whatever that meant in reality.

      With the deal done, Juno turned back to Alex just as the last of his ear reformed.

      “Let's murder them all, my dear. Titus is down there somewhere. Big, bald, covered in scars. Hunt for him,” she said. With that, as though they’d rehearsed it, she, Hera and Ruby ran to the edge of the roof and dived off. It was so fast that Alex was taken aback for a moment, finding himself up there alone.

      He was down to only fifteen weredogs now, most of them terribly injured, but with all the death he could feel a new source of power. For a moment he reflected that Ruby was right: the mages were stupid staying locked in their narrow enclaves. A mixture of necromancers and pain mages would be formidable…

      Alex drew on the death that was swirling around him and brought up the spell for minor necromancy. Henry had said it was for small animals but Alex felt that he could push it. With a roar, he ran towards the edge of the roof just as a hundred witches appeared out of the sky, as black as crows, dropping down.

      Alex cast his spell, feeling it spread out from one dead weredog to the next, their eyes lighting up in green as they returned to existence, pulled by his will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      The sensation of controlling the reanimated weredogs was different than pushing on the live ones. They drew on death, and Alex could now feel why they called it reanimation rather than resurrection. There was no spirit. There was no controlling intelligence. There was just the will of the necromancer. Alex managed to pull forty weredogs out of death and sent them charging against the mages. The weredogs were strong already, but the reanimated ones, their eyes glowing green, were stronger still. Alex kept pulling on the death surrounding them, flooding it into the weredogs all the while as he hacked and slashed and cast spells with wild abandon.

      The Corvus mages had been dealt a mortal blow, but they still weren’t out. They’d gathered near an old factory and the force that had split off was now rejoining them. They’d learned quickly though; on the edge of his awareness Alex felt the last of their weredogs being executed by the mages so they couldn't be turned against them.

      As Alex dived on a mage and tore his arm off, sending it and his wand spinning across the sidewalk, he could feel his pack finally arrive and dive into the fray. They attacked with teeth and claw, some remembering to use their spells, and Alex couldn't begrudge those that forgot in their wildness. He knew these were not the same mages that attacked their village. That was Ignis, and they'd exacted their bloody revenge upon them, but that meal of violence hadn't been enough to sate him nor his pack. Alex could feel it, surging amongst them. Decades of being suppressed and abused, werewolves being forced off their land and killed.

      He tore through more mages, hitting one who had a particularly strong spell ring that took Alex a good few minutes of hacking to wear down before he tore the mage’s head off. His pack had reached him now, and he felt the reinforcements joining, all of the werewolves from the fortress. He could even feel their divisions. It was almost as if they were colored red, blue, and green, separate from each other. He felt that elusive thread somewhere behind him but there was no reason to call on it right now. His pack were fighting, and the witches had brought hell with them. They’d dropped out of the sky, landing amongst the mages, casting deadly magics. He saw one sprinting across the battlefield in a blur, leaving icy footsteps in her wake.

      Not everything was going their way, though. One witch burst into a spray of blood and viscera in the air, splattering down in a gory rain. Another screamed, blood pouring out of her mouth before dropping dead on the sidewalk. The Corvus mages had come well-prepared, and through the deadly magics surging about, there was a smaller group with guns, firing them, wearing down shield spells, and sometimes killing. In the rear of the battlefield beyond the factory, the blood golem came lumbering towards them, attacking the nearest target of opportunity. Werewolves who dived at it sometimes splashed straight through. Sometimes it hardened and grabbed at them, tearing their bodies to pieces.

      Alex felt every death of the werewolves like watching a light being snuffed out in his mind and that rage churned in his stomach. He saw ten witches come out of nowhere, simultaneously casting spells at the blood golem. It was too fast for Alex to see what they were doing, but one of its legs solidified, drying out, and then tore off. The golem stumbled and then fell to the ground before shrinking, forming a new leg, and getting to its feet again. It was shorter now, its former leg turning into a congealed lump of blood and slowly oozing to the ground. A spray of bullets went through the witches and they were hit by spells on every side, half of them dropping dead.

      Then Alex felt it again.

      That great and terrible cleaving that had swept through the weredogs. The magic heaved and then it tore through the battlefield, killing witches, mages and werewolves alike.

      Alex turned and saw the mage responsible: big guy, bald head, scars everywhere. Sure, there were a few that matched that description but this had to be him. Titus, head of the Corvus mages.

      Alex sent his reanimated weredogs flooding towards him, chewing a bloody path through the mages.

      He ran behind them, his shield spell flickering as bullets hit it.

      In the rage and chaos, Alex hit something, like a landmine. He found himself flying off his feet, smashing through the wall of an abandoned factory. He got to his feet and cast healing flame, drawing on the death and pain around him, stitching up his wounds, and then jumped back out the hole and joined the battle anew.

      Although it seemed they were down to equal numbers now, the pain mages who remained were experts in drawing on the lake of pain Alex could feel sloshing around like warm honey. He felt a spell go streaking across the street towards Nia who stood exposed, and only at the last moment saw a faint shimmer of light appear in front of her as Hera cast a protective spell. Whatever it was rebounded off Hera’s spell at an angle, hitting two witches and a mage. It was as though every cell in their body became disconnected from every other one and there were suddenly animated bags of blood that slipped apart and wet the ground.

      What started as a hundred witches was down to maybe fifty now, and they were exacting a cost for every death. The blood golem had been reduced in size but was still killing with wild abandon. Alex tried to reach for it, to feel if he could grasp the small amount of werewolf blood, but it was too dilute.

      He cringed as the last of his reanimated weredogs were torn to pieces. He brought the spell up again and cast it about the battlefield, but there were no other weredogs to reanimate, they'd been cut and broken, torn to pieces, and although there were quite a few mages and werewolves available, he knew the spell didn't have the power.

      The fighting grew desperate, and Alex struggled to get to Titus. He became vaguely aware of blurred figures moving impossibly fast about the battlefield. The vampires had finally shown themselves.

      Alex felt more werewolf deaths from behind him. He felt rather than saw Jacob tearing mages apart, then being flung through the wall of a house, Yvonne following after, a healing flame burning at her fingertip.

      Heedless of the mages between him and Titus, and his wounds that were bleeding freely, Alex sprinted for the mage. They were a good three blocks apart. Titus was out at the edge of the outskirts where it turned to countryside and where the houses were truly ruined.

      Over the screaming around him, Alex swore he heard Juno yelling no but he couldn't turn to stop. His mates and the pack had to protect each other. Titus was running now, turning tail like a coward, and his inner wolf howled with joy at the idea of pulling him down and tearing him to pieces as he cowered in fear and begged.

      Alex cast haste upon himself and blurred, leaving the main battlefield and following Titus down a street to a small cluster of houses. Titus was running with a few mages, all terrified, scrambling as they went. They leaped a fence using magic, as agile as any werewolf.

      Alex followed, thudding down to a backyard that was slowly being reclaimed by nature. The moment he hit the ground two great spikes of pain pierced his feet and then wrapped themselves around his ankles, creeping upwards. Alex looked down to see that they were two enormous thorns that he had landed on, magically altered, that had thrust themselves out of the earth. The spiked vine that had grown with them had dug itself into his calf muscles and wrapped around his thighs.

      Titus was standing near the rear of the ruined house, a spell screen flickering above his head as he directed the growth. The mage was grinning, waving his arms like he was conducting an orchestra. The vines quickly grabbed Alex's body, binding his arms to his sides, and began to suck on his blood.

      Alex saw a ripple near Titus and realized he'd been fooled. Titus hadn't been running in fear with a pack of scared mages. He'd been running and casting a spell to make Alex chase him, to get him alone and away from the rest of the pack. Alex brought up his spell screen, but everything was grayed out. The vines had some kind of spell on them that blocked his. His active spell list was full of question marks and wounds, and even as he watched, his mana was draining away with frightening speed.

      “My mother was a nymph, my father was a mage, and from her, I got some control of nature. This is the same spell I used on your baby brothers and sisters, piercing them with the thorns, sucking their blood dry,” Titus said.

      Alex struggled, but the vines were too strong. They were constricting his breathing now and on his spell screen he could see the list of wounds multiplying. There was a line that said blood loss and the percentage was climbing higher. Alex struggled again and went to roar to attract attention, but a vine snapped around his muzzle, holding his mouth closed.

      “You can always rely on a werewolf to be a stupid werewolf, to chase their prey, to be dumb and vicious, and to practically run straight into the knife,” Titus said. He was still casting spells. Alex could see them appearing above his head, only vaguely recognizing a healing spell which Titus used, pressing his hand against his leg and grimacing as it went to work. Titus went to say something more when they both felt it: the stabbing of the Great Barrier.

      Beside the house as though he appeared out of nowhere was a little boy, no more than four or five years old. He was dirty and thin and staring at the two of them. The snap of the Great Barrier forced Alex to transform back to human, and the vines loosened. He tried to dive but it was pointless in this form. He was slow and the vines were thick.

      As Alex slowly toppled, the vines tightened their grasp, pulling him upright again. Titus blurred across the yard and stabbed the boy in the stomach. The Great Barrier snapped away as Alex tried to scream, even as the vines surrounded his mouth.

      A woman screamed as she came rushing from inside the house. Titus pulled the knife from her son and stabbed her too. She collapsed on the grass, blood jetting out of the wound in her neck.

      Titus turned back towards Alex, the knife wet with blood, and Alex saw the intent in his eyes. It seemed he’d wanted to use the spiked thorns to kill Alex, but now had decided there was no more time to wait.

      Every spell was still grayed out. Every mana—what was left of them—was inaccessible. Alex cast about, desperately searching for that tendril, until he finally brushed against it. His pack were nearby, plus the reinforcements. He reached for it and caught hold of it with a grip that was harder than iron. He meant to pull, to bring the pack of werewolves to where he was, to tear Titus to pieces, to see if they could save the woman and the boy, but something else happened instead.

      Instead of bringing them, he drew energy from them and felt some of the werewolves topple, suddenly weakened, while others howled. Despite the pain they experienced, it was a willing exchange. He was their alpha, they would sacrifice for him. A surge flooded into Alex and he literally heard a chime as a circle appeared in his vision, saying two status points. Alex immediately shoved one to speed and the other one to memory. As before, he felt the space he had for spells expand.

      The two status points were confirmed, and Alex felt the change in his body. He was faster now and had more space for spells. With the Great Barrier temporarily gone, and his speed enhanced, Alex lurched, pulling away from the vines, and just for an instant, all the spells came back.

      He shifted, then sudden increased in size, tearing the vines, breaking their hold on him. Titus blurred towards him and Alex cast his final spell so fast and quick, the mage didn't see it. He was wearing thick combat boots and the laces knotted together. As he was running with haste he crashed face-first to the ground and then Alex was upon him, slashing wildly at his back, shredding his armored clothes. Titus managed to turn over and desperately cast shield spells and others as they grappled.

      Something pierced through Alex from behind, a searing that went straight through his back and out the front of his stomach, but when he looked down there was nothing there but an open wound.

      Between the blood loss and the exhaustion, Titus slowly got the upper hand. For every wound that Alex managed to land on him, he got two in return. It took but a moment for Alex to end up flipped on his back, crashing into the grass near the dead boy and his mother. Titus loomed up, his face a mask of blood, grinning like a madman, the spell screen above his head flashing as he cast something great and terrible.

      Alex shouted Juno’s Cantrip, pushing it into Titus's code, flooding it in multiple times, and then there was a great pull as the magic surged and fed upon itself, Juno’s Cantrip interfering with his spell. Titus suddenly went to the ground, all of his magics vanishing except that one spell, clutching his stomach. Alex only had the barest threads of magic left and he was horribly wounded but he used them to cast healing flame, grabbing the boy's leg. For a moment there was nothing and then a jolt as it began to heal him.

      Titus screamed, the agony inside his body flooding out, a sweet warm liquid, and Alex began to draw on it. He pulled it from Titus and fed it through the spell, the healing crackling around the boy's wound. Through their connection he felt him gasp for life. On a leg that was close to broken, Alex heaved himself across the yard and grabbed the mother.

      The healing flame did nothing, but through touching her, Alex could feel that deep cold of the doorway to death. The thread that trailed off into the dark was still thick and strong like a rope. Alex reached into the black and heaved on it. Just like with Jacob, he saw a face shooting out of nothing, and then the woman was gasping, clawing at her wound.

      Alex grabbed her again, using the healing flame to stitch up the worst of it. Then he let her go and pressed it against his own leg, the jolt zapping through to that hole in his side that Titus had put there.

      The mage was now huddled in a ball and Alex could faintly feel the spell that was doing it: Juno’s Cantrip. Used for tying shoelaces into knots, it was twisting his intestine, in his guts, knotting and looping, pulling at the veins themselves.

      Alex managed to get to his feet as Titus’s screaming reached a fever pitch and then cut off, a froth of blood spraying from his mouth. The head of the Corvus mages died.

      Alex could still feel his pack fighting, feel the injured and wounded everywhere. He could also feel the Great Barrier. He was in hybrid form and the woman and her son were looking at him. It felt for a moment as though it was weaker, those fishhooks in his muscles not so strong.

      “Fuck you, Great Barrier,” Alex said to the sky.

      He took a step and then a blinding agony went through his body, as though by mocking the Great Barrier, he'd brought forth its wrath. The pain heightened to a crescendo, and then he became aware that he was moving, his body no longer under his control. The woman and her son had vanished, but the Great Barrier was still pulling at Alex. He found himself carrying Titus's body, walking alongside a mage who was carrying a werewolf head. Alex couldn't move his head an inch, although it seemed he could still move his eyes. He saw the great battlefield was now full of marionettes—witches, werewolves, mages and vampires gathering the dead, piling them into the trucks the mages had come in.

      Alex saw April cleansing away blood. Juno was doing the same as well as some of the other witches. All of them were blank-faced and serene. There were gaps then, Alex suddenly flashing from one point to the other—at the truck by the factory, back to the truck again—and at one point he found himself carrying a dead werewolf by the feet. A mage had it by the arms, and together they hurled it into a truck along with the rest of the dead. Upon turning around, Alex saw police cars in the distance and he saw Monroe, jerking his way across the street as if he was on strings. There was another gap and the trucks were gone. The street was still bloody. There were witches casting spells, pulling rain from the clouds, the blood golem was gone and sitting on the sidewalk was a metal and wood core that had been the heart of it.

      As the rain came pouring down, washing away the last of the blood, a wave swept over them. It was like April’s flee spell but far stronger, and Alex found himself sprinting, gulping air in terror, leaping over fences. He was with his pack but the power that had connected them, the one that he could draw on, had been shattered.

      As he leaped a fence he felt a throb of pain in his head and his spell screen opened, flipping to the black runes.

      Alex managed to stand and hold still against the terror. He could sense the spell throbbing, wanting to be cast. It wanted to fling itself against the Great Barrier, but Alex knew it would be useless, like throwing a hand grenade at the Great Wall of China, expecting the whole thing to come down, and Alex would die in the attempt.

      When he'd opened the Great Barrier spell, back at the territory, seeing it working on him, it had seemed like libraries atop libraries, endless pages and a deep and eternal chill.

      But it was really a ward and the black rune spell devoured them.

      As he swayed on his feet, Alex understood its purpose. It had been made to destroy the Great Barrier.

      But it was incomplete. The deadly machinery of it backlashed against him, and if he cast it now, it would fail to destroy the Great Barrier and he’d die too.

      There was a thud beside him as Nia landed and then streaked past him. The compulsion to follow his mate overwhelmed everything else. His spell screen collapsed, and Alex let his body go, running after her, fleeing with the rest of them in the face of the Great Barrier.
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      Thanks for reading my book! Indie eBook authors live and die by reviews so if you liked it please leave a review.

      Sign up to the mailing list for updates on future titles. You can also join the Facebook page and there is even a private Facebook group.

      More crazy harem, mages and werewolf stuff coming!

      Cheers,

      Harry
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