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      Alex sweated as he sat and stared at the wall of the small office in the rear of the factory. The midday sun was high in the sky. It was blisteringly hot, and in the tiny office Alex was slowly broiling. He was in hybrid form too, covered with thick fur, and occasionally wondering what the hell was wrong with him—was he deliberately punishing himself?

      The last time he’d done this, he’d been back at the village in a freezing cold meeting room, doing his enchanting experiments but staying in human form and freezing his ass off. That had been back when things had been utterly fucked. Alex longed for those days. They’d passed through utterly fucked to the distant calm waters of super-fucked or maybe mega-gargantua-fucked.

      He was the only one that remembered the Great Barrier’s little puppet show. It had been a week now since they, with the aid of the witches and additional werewolves, had wiped out almost a thousand Corvus pain mages, plus their weredogs, blood golem and vampires. The victory hadn’t come without cost, of course. They had lost Pearl, a teenager—she’d been killed, as had Zara and Maggie. River had almost died, the bones in both his legs shattered by a spell. Anton and Mattias, two of the guards at home, were both dead.

      From the fifty new werewolves that Alex had only recently welcomed into the pack, seventeen had died, and of the reinforcing werewolves, at least half had gone down.

      Alex had bargained for a hundred witches on the battlefield, and from what he had seen, at least half of them had been killed. But Juno was being her typical, witchy, secretive self, and refused to confirm the number.

      To Alex, the battle had almost been over. He’d just managed to defeat Titus, and then the Great Barrier snapped down on every supernatural in the area, making them into puppets, forcing them to load dead bodies into the mages’ trucks. Those with rain spells cast a great and terrible storm that washed away every drop of blood.

      All around, werewolves, witches and mages jerked like puppets on a string.

      The next clear memory he had after that was running in terror along with everyone else, the Great Barrier working on them, making them flee.

      The story the rest of the pack told was wildly different. To them, they had fought to the end of the battle, had overcome their enemies, tearing them limb from limb, and then they’d left the battlefield, leaving behind the dead in public for the enclaves to see, so they could see what would happen when you fought a werewolf or witch.

      Alex had thought Nia was joking when she’d first said it, some kind of macabre humor, when everyone had stopped running a few miles away from the scene of the battle. But no, she had been serious, and as he’d asked questions, he felt the Great Barrier pulling on him, digging into his muscles as though it was taking a direct and personal interest in him alone.

      Then Nia had started to get upset, as though he’d been making fun of her. Both Juno and Nia had told him long ago that if you did magic in front of normals, trying to show them the truth, the normals would eventually accuse you of lying to them. They might even become angry and eventually would attack.

      The Great Barrier would destroy any relationship to protect the separation between normal and supernatural.

      A few days later Alex had attempted to ask Nia what happened to the dead werewolves and the Great Barrier had hit him with such force that he’d blacked out.

      When he’d come to, it was to spit out a mouthful of teeth. He’d clenched his jaw so hard he’d busted half the teeth out of his mouth.

      Worse than that, Nia had been furious, the Great Barrier working on her.

      Alex knew he couldn’t talk to her or anyone else about it without risking serious harm or having the relationship torn to pieces.

      Wary he might be injured by the Great Barrier, he’d returned to the site of the battle with some of his pack as security. Aside from the wrecked and destroyed buildings around them, there were no other signs that close to a thousand Corvus pain mages had met their end there. Alex had searched for tracks, figuring that the Great Barrier must’ve puppeteered the mages to drive the truck somewhere to dump the bodies, but the storm summoned by the witches had obliterated every trace.

      And so with that, a week had passed, a week of blistering hot summer. The werewolves mourned their dead, but were jubilant over their victory.

      Alex let out a breath of air, staring at the wall, chasing his thoughts around. He had a pen and some paper, but he was scared to even write down what he thought, just in case the Great Barrier came.

      “So this is super fucked,” he murmured to himself.

      Alex wasn’t even sure if he could bring up the black rune spell now without something bad happening. He’d felt it throbbing at the end of the battle, temporarily breaking the hold the Great Barrier had on him. He knew in that moment that the Great Barrier was nothing more than a ward, a super powerful, incredibly complicated ward. The black rune spell had destroyed other wards, and for a moment, Alex had felt the desire to hurl it at the Great Barrier, knowing that it would tear him to pieces and do nothing to damage it.

      The black rune spell was incomplete… and he had no idea how to complete it. Keep breaking into vampires’ mansions and hope that one of them had a tapestry with the rest of it woven into the fabric? Then what? Hurl it at the Great Barrier and hope he didn’t die?

      His thoughts strayed to the woman and her son, the ones Titus had stabbed and Alex had saved from death. Had the Great Barrier snapped on them a moment earlier, what would have happened then? Would they have just been left dead in the grass? Their bodies picked up by mindless puppets and dumped into the backs of trucks?

      Alex recalled Julius talking about the Great Barrier and all the crimes that it hid… Monroe had said something similar. Evidence went missing. Security cameras stopped working. People literally didn’t see what was before their eyes, like a dead mermaid on the beach with a knife in her heart appearing as a seal that the local supernaturals needed to shove into the water, so the normals wouldn’t look at it.

      Alex was beginning to understand how various werewolf massacres and disappearances must’ve played out. Long ago, when they had visited Julius’s pack, Alex had learned about the tumultuous and vicious history of the werewolves. At the time, he’d taken it as a given that if there was inter-pack warfare, of course there’d be deaths. Werewolves just vanishing. Nia had told him stories of packs of more than a hundred going off to war and never returning. Had the Great Barrier stepped in then, too? Puppeteered mages burying bodies? Would there be mass graves spread all over the place? Was the Great Barrier thorough, cremating the bodies, destroying any trace?

      Alex opened his spell screen. He wiped some sweat out of his eyes, but still didn’t shift back to human. He was uncomfortable as hell and maybe that was what he needed right now, to try to get a grip on what was happening.

      Down his list of resistances he had silver, vertigo, gasp and various other spells. After the battle, six new lines had been added. Question marks with plus symbols next to them. He’d developed resistances to spells or something but had no idea what they were.

      Alex picked a random one, folded analyze over itself, and cast analyze 50x. The spell took a huge gulp of his mana, but like last time, revealed nothing.

      Alex saw movement out of the corner of his eye over near the factory door. More of his pack coming and going. He knew it was his pack because he was alpha and he could feel it now. In just the last week, more than two hundred new werewolves had come walking out of the wilderness to find Alex.

      They’d filled every house he owned and then spread out like a diffuse cloud over miles around the central property. The more werewolves joined, the larger Alex could feel his territory growing.

      Alex closed his eyes and reached out for the thread he’d pulled in the battle. He found it easily. There were at least fifty werewolves within a half a mile. It was near lunch and they were congregating.

      The first time he had felt the thread, it had been like a slippery bar of soap, easily lost, but now his grasp was growing more sure. It was easier to find and easier to push and pull on it. It had been in the back of Alex’s mind, then he’d started to do it unconsciously.

      After all, his original pack was now dramatically outnumbered by werewolves that had come from various packs and had no reason to trust each other. Alex knew that he was exerting a calming and unifying influence on them.

      It also had been on Alex’s mind that perhaps this was why he’d been hunted from the moment the spell that had been upon him until his 25th birthday had broken. He was doing the impossible, unifying werewolves, arming them with magic rings. A small number of witches and werewolves had faced off against a thousand Corvus pain mages and two hundred weredogs, and had utterly obliterated them.

      It had crossed Alex’s mind more than once that perhaps he shouldn’t sit in Baxter waiting for the werewolves to come to him, but should take his pack and march out into the wilderness, not making alliances anymore, but just taking over.

      When Nia rapped on the door, it was no surprise to Alex. He’d felt her approach. He opened his eyes and let go of the thread as she pushed the door open and then wrinkled her nose.

      “Oh, seriously? What are you doing? It’s six billion degrees in here and it smells like ballsweat. Shift out of that before you get heat stroke, and come inside with us and have some food,” she said. In deference to the boiling weather, his mate’s clothing had become even skimpier recently. Today, Nia was wearing a pair of shorts and what effectively looked like a sports bra. She was barefoot with a bracelet around one ankle, wearing a shifter charm around her neck. Her beautiful red hair was tied up, keeping it off her neck, and with the heat, she glistened.

      “Come closer and say that,” Alex said, looking her up and down.

      “There is no way I’m coming into that office to have sex with you. It’s forty billion degrees,” Nia said.

      “I thought it was six billion in here.”

      “Duh, I just came in so it got hotter, clearly.”

      She turned tail and walked away, but not before glancing back at Alex, who’d been watching the sway of her hips. Then he felt the slightest ripple as Nia partially transformed. The shifter charm took her clothes, but she only grew a tail and a set of ears, and was naked otherwise. She waved her tail at him and then spun around so he could see her entire body, before laughing and shifting back to human, her clothes reappearing as she did so. It was a trick Alex hadn’t mastered. Anytime he tried to shift even a little, he went the entire way. He couldn’t make just a tail or ears appear. As Alex watched Nia’s long legs disappear around the corner, and that cute little bubble butt, he concluded that, yes, although things were absolutely super mega fucked, perhaps not everything was a disaster.
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      “That doesn’t sound good,” April murmured as they ate their lunch. Today was a sausage and tomato mix with rice that River had whipped up with help from his sometimes-begrudging assistant, Yvonne. Despite the fact it was a hot day and the mediocre air-conditioning was doing little to cool the house, the food was delicious, even if everyone in the pack was now sweating even more than before. Nia’s plate sat half-eaten on the table. Her father Julius had called and now she was in the front room talking with him, every now and then cursing under her breath.

      “Will they leave?” Nia asked. Alex, Juno, and April shared a glance. Since the battle a week ago, nothing much had happened, which had been a welcome respite. Alex gulped some tepid water, hoping that whatever this was would be solved easily, but given how things had been going, that seemed unlikely.

      Eventually Nia ended the call and came back to the kitchen. Everyone else was finishing up their meals, so Nia waved to the three of them and took them to the front living room, where they stood in front of the droning air conditioner. It was dripping water onto the dirt outside the window.

      Nia was flexing her hands as though she was about to change to hybrid just to have sharpened claws to swing around. When Juno touched her on the arm, she flinched and then let out a long breath.

      “Some planes bombarded my dad’s territory with silver this morning, right onto the home and all around it. There’s a lot of injured werewolves and the silver’s so deep it’s going to take weeks to months to get rid of it, if ever. Other planes have been spotted taking aerial photographs,” she said.

      “Blowback for the Corvus mages, I guess,” Juno murmured.

      “I can send some healing flame rings. We have some stored up,” Alex said, touching Nia on the arm. She nodded and sniffed and he thought for a moment that perhaps she was crying before she suddenly shifted and punched the wall, putting a hole in it.

      “We need to kill these mages,” she growled. She was breathing heavily as though she’d just sprinted. When she’d shifted, Alex had felt the pull strongly in his own body and he almost went with her. He could sense her rage, a deep and endless pool of it.

      April reached out and touched Nia, taking her by the hand, which was large and clawed. Alex heard a light chime as April cast a calming spell, one that she had used on him many times. Nia relaxed, and then after a moment, shifted back to human.

      “If they’re using planes to dump silver, that means there must be an airstrip somewhere that they’re taking off from. Maybe we should find it. Get in there and give them the ol’ Malaysian Milkshake,” Juno said. Everyone frowned.

      “What’s a Malaysian Milkshake?” Alex finally asked.

      “Well, it’s like the Egyptian Head Massage except you leave the bodies out in the open,” Juno said. Nia laughed at the absurdity of it but soon the smile vanished from her face.

      “Dad says that men have been fighting out in the territories, hunters. They’re killing any wild animal they come across. Some of them are being poisoned too, like they’re trying to cut off the food supply,” Nia said.

      “We’ll put a stop to it. That and the silvering,” Alex said and briefly embraced Nia, who finally relaxed and wrapped her hands around him. It was too hot to hold each other for long and they soon pulled apart.

      “We really need to upgrade the air-conditioning,” April said, and just then with perfect timing, the power died, the air conditioner spluttering to a stop.

      The children who were down at the other end of the house all cried out in dismay as whatever they were watching on the television vanished.

      “Great, what now?” Juno said. She looked up at the ceiling and then pointed a finger at it. “Listen up, JP, we need help here. Not stuff like the power going out because of a heat wave,” she said.

      From where they were standing in the front room, Alex could see out into the street. A small brown car appeared, puttering along the street, driven by a man. He parked on the street and got out. He was wearing brown pants and a brown shirt and had a lanyard around his neck with a pass on it. He rummaged in the backseat of his car before he pulled out a clipboard.

      “I’m going to say either he’s here to sell us accountant services or he’s a bureaucrat of some kind,” Juno said, watching him as he approached the house. The man passed into the ward with no effect. Alex was half-expecting him to get dazed, turn around, get in the car and drive miles away, but it was clear whatever was happening wasn’t supernatural.

      With the girls following him, Alex went out the front to find the man was now asking the two guards to step aside. In his hands, he had a large red sticker with condemned printed on it.

      “Is one of you the owner?” the man said. With his free hand, he held up his lanyard to show his ID. His name was Daniel Harris and he worked for the city of Baxter.

      “I’m the owner,” Alex said.

      “I’m here to advise you that this property has been condemned. I’m here to affix this sticker to the front door, and by law, you are not allowed to remove it. If you wish to appeal this decision, you must contact the city council,” Daniel said.

      “Condemned! That’s bullsh—” Juno started to say before Alex touched her on the arm. Daniel obviously had done this many times. Although his face was impassive, there was empathy in his voice.

      “I understand this is upsetting. I’m just here to do a job. It’s not personal. It’s just a decision by the city. So if you would step aside, I can affix this sticker to the door and then I highly suggest you contact the council to work on getting it overturned.”

      “You can come inside. There’s no reason to condemn this house. Sure it looks a bit run-down, but there’s power and water and cooling and beds,” April said.

      “I understand. But that’s not my role. I can’t come in to do an inspection. You need to contact the city. Now could you please step aside so I can affix this to the door?”

      Alex could see that although he’d done this many times and appeared unflappable, he was perhaps getting unnerved by the two werewolves standing by the door, both of whom were hulking giants. Alex waved them aside and they stepped out of his way so Daniel could press the bright red sticker to the door. As he did, some of the children appeared in the corridor looking at him with wide eyes.

      “What are you doing?” Ruby asked. Daniel ignored her, and as soon as the sticker was in place, did an about-face and started heading back to his car.

      “Wait a minute,” Alex said, suddenly thinking of something. “Are you condemning a few houses in this area today?”

      “Yes, I have a few more stops,” Daniel said. Alex walked out from the meager shade of the roof into the blistering sun where Daniel was standing.

      “I own a few homes in this area. Can you tell me the addresses you’re going to?”

      Daniel opened his clipboard and pulled out a list of addresses, which he passed to Alex. His stomach sank as he read through them. It was well over half of the homes they owned in this area. There were others on the list that he didn’t own but where Alex knew werewolves were squatting.

      It appeared that whomever was behind this didn’t know exactly where Alex and his pack were but they’d managed to narrow it down and then leaned on the city council to get this result.

      “These ones here are mine. I’m going to send Michael here with you to make sure it’s safe. I don’t want anything to happen to you just because you’re doing your job,” Alex said. He called Michael over and showed him the list and told him to go to each of the homes so Daniel could do his work safely.

      Daniel watched the exchange with curiosity. He finally took back his sheet of paper, nodded to Alex and left, with Michael following along behind.

      “There are no coincidences,” April said, watching the cars go.

      They went back inside where at least it was marginally cooler, although with the power out, the temperature was rapidly starting to rise. River came out of the kitchen, his face sweaty. He took off his bandana to wipe himself down.

      “We need the power back on soon or we’re going to lose everything in the refrigerators.”

      Jeremiah appeared. He was talking on one of their burner phones with the power company to find out why they were blacked out.

      “This is the vampires,” Juno said. She stomped her foot and to everyone’s surprise a burst of cold shot out from it, frosting the walls for a moment before it quickly disappeared with the heat.

      “The condemning is vampires, or the power too?” Alex said.

      “Both probably. I wouldn’t be surprised if the water goes out too. This is exactly the kind of stuff vampires do, pushing on all the levers, making the system itself hurt you. You might never see a vampire, but still, you’ll be forced off your land, made to sell where you’re living, and somehow a vampire will come into possession of it, and it’ll all be perfectly legal,” Juno said.

      “This is one of the reasons werewolves stay out of cities, generally. It’s easier for the vampires to screw us here than out in the territories,” Nia said.

      To Alex, it felt like the temperature was literally increasing a degree for every second that passed. He’d expected some kind of reprisal, mages trying to hunt him down, more weredogs, maybe a blood golem—but this? There was no defense against the power getting cut off, which was either someone physically destroying a power line or some kind of bureaucratic thing.

      The houses in the area being condemned… It wasn’t as though there was some vampire he could find, to threaten, to cast a spell, to tear their heads off to get this reversed. This was just… government. Slow moving and stupid, filled with forms and regulation, and easy to manipulate if you knew where to press.

      Jeremiah got off the phone.

      “Oh fuc—I mean, fudge,” he said, seeing the children were still gathered enough to hear.

      “Power company says they have no idea why it’s out and they’ll send someone, but there could be a delay because there’s been a few blackouts with the heat. I’m going to send some of the pack in every direction to find out how far the blackout goes, see if we can spot any downed wires or anyone lurking in the area,” he said.

      He walked off into the back of the house, already shouting out orders to various pack members.

      As he went, Alex’s mind churned. Killing the pain mages was an example of hard power, direct force, but what was happening now was soft power, indirect, but could easily be as deadly. Just with the weather at the moment and the temperature, they’d be risking heat stroke if the power didn’t come on soon. It was hard enough to sleep as it was with the temperature. But how could he exert soft power now?

      An idea hit him like a bolt of lightning.

      “Is my laptop around here somewhere? We need to print some flyers. Some really dodgy, stupid-looking flyers with, like, clip art on it and using Comic Sans, so normals disregard it but anyone in an enclave or any vampire or witch who finds it can understand it,” he said.

      “Mages are dumping silver on packs and doing aerial photography, vampires are getting us evicted and the power is out, and you want to print a flyer?” Nia said dubiously.

      “Plus put a crappy website with an email address. It’ll say anyone who silvers werewolf land will be killed. If you want the latest magical weapons, get in contact and we’ll sell them to you. Things like that. Sure, we’ll get a lot of nonsense, but if we print enough of them, it’s eventually going to get back to the enclaves. They must know by now that we’ve killed nearly a thousand Corvus mages. You remember Henry, from Xavo? He said there was an argument going on in whispers within their enclave. We need to apply soft power to make mages doubt what they’re doing, to take those cracks and widen them into canyons. Because as much fun as it was killing all those Corvus mages, blood is not going to be the only way forward,” he said.

      Alex saw everyone around him break into grins, the mood of the room shifting immediately, and then he realized he had pulled on that power and nudged all the werewolves in his pack, including Nia, who had gone from angry and worried to smiling.

      “I can absolutely design some crappy flyers with just the best clip art,” she said.

      “The laptop battery only lasts a couple hours, so we need to get moving, and in the meantime, someone’s going to have to contact the city council, see what’s happening with this condemning,” Alex said.

      There was a sudden busyness that erupted around him. Nia went off to find the laptop, closely followed by Juno, who was insisting a black cat piece of clip art should definitely be on it. Part of Alex’s mind was on the next step of registering a website domain and getting it quickly set up, which he knew he could do from a phone in under half an hour, but he was also thinking about how he’d just nudged his pack without intending to. It hadn’t cost him any magic. There was no spell being cast. It wasn’t mind magic, but something else, and it was definitely growing stronger.
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      Alex tried to sneak up on Jacob, but even in human form, the young werewolf’s hearing was too good for that. He turned and spotted Alex. “You’re going to need to do better than that, old man. I can hear your footsteps and breathing from a mile away,” he said with a grin.

      “Yeah yeah,” Alex said, ceasing his creeping. He walked across the rooftop to join Jacob in surveying the burger joint across the street.

      “See any mages today?” he asked.

      “We think so. If I had to bet, they were either dropping off money or picking it up,” Jacob said. Alex looked across three rooftops to where he could see Scout, one of the newer members of the pack. Another rooftop down was Mel, who was squatting in the shadows, almost indistinguishable. The sudden influx of werewolves meant that no one had to go anywhere alone now, so even simple surveillance missions like this one involved at least three werewolves.

      “Binoculars?” Alex said. Jacob passed them over and Alex saw they were bejeweled.

      “Are these Ruby’s?” he asked.

      “I think Juno stole them,” Jacob said. Alex smiled and shook his head before looking through the binoculars down at The Grill. It was a burger joint that they believed was owned by Xavo. It seemed stuck on some halfway point between being cheap and cheerful and high-end, as though it hadn’t decided which direction to go. Although half the building was set up with tables and chairs and booths, and looked quite upper-class, the rest of it looked like standard cheap burger joint: small tables and chairs, bright lights and annoying music. Alex had looked up the menu online and it was similarly schizophrenic, with a bunch of cheap burgers alongside gourmet creations that cost almost as much as a steak.

      Despite the fact that Alex had shredded the ward on a Xavo home, which had caused an explosion, killing the mages within, he wasn’t finished with that enclave by a long shot. They had still silvered his land, killed Bish, and shot Jem in the forehead, leaving her in a coma from which she had never awoken.

      They had been keeping a watch on the address that Stephen the necromancer had given them, as well as other locations they tracked Xavo necromancers to. A few days ago they’d followed them to The Grill, and they’d gone again the very next day. Stephen had mentioned that Xavo had their fingers in a few pies, one of which was fast food, as a way to diversify their income. So now they were watching The Grill, hoping to track any mages so they could snatch one up if they needed.

      “You know, we should go in there and buy a whole bunch of burgers just to shake them up a bit. I mean, River might be annoyed, but with the power out all day, there’s not going to be much food worth salvaging anyway,” Jacob said. It was just past nine and still sweltering, the buildings and roads of the city holding the heat. The sidewalk itself was still unpleasantly hot to touch.

      Alex had a burner phone with him, and last he heard, the power was still out. The pack had gone out and discovered the circumference of the blackout. Jeremiah thought it could be traced back to one transformer. But despite repeated calls to the power company, no one had come out, and then as soon as it hit five p.m., it seemed that everyone there had gone home.

      Juno, who could summon balls of ice, had done her best to keep the refrigerator cold, but her chaos magic went up and down, and perhaps because she was so distressed about the situation, it had dropped to nothing for a long while. The werewolves were using dwindling cash reserves to buy bags of ice, having to scour the city for it, as apparently with the hot weather plenty of other people had done the same.

      Alex had managed to get the website up and running in short order as well as the email address, and Nia and Juno had designed a bunch of truly crappy looking flyers, which they managed to get printed off at a local print shop in the afternoon. Now, every werewolf that went out was carrying them with instructions to leave them in places they knew mages frequented. A pack of werewolves was even sticking them up next to various band and movie posters around the city in random alleyways.

      “The burgers are good…” Jacob sang.

      Alex’s stomach grumbled at the thought of a burger.

      “See? Your gut agrees with me,” Jacob said. Alex took another look at The Grill. The counter was staffed with teenagers. He had only seen a few adults in there, one being a fat little man who he assumed was the manager.

      A long time ago, Alex had talked to Howey, discussing asymmetrical warfare, how it was about convincing hearts and minds, making groups pick a side in the struggle and convincing them to pick yours. Given the bright red stickers on their homes today, it was clear the vampires, or whoever was behind it, had an ability to exert soft power that Alex couldn’t. He didn’t know anyone in the city council, had no allies that he could call to get such things overturned. The only plan he had thus far had been to survey the burger place, keep tracking mages, finding not just their business locations and compounds, but their homes.

      Sometimes Alex had crazy thoughts of tracking hundreds of mages, finding where they lived and then killing them all in one bloody night. But perhaps the slow burn was more effective now; they had shown their power with Corvus and now it was time to press in other ways.

      “You know what? Let’s go get a burger,” he said to Jacob. He signaled the other two werewolves that he was going down to the burger place and they were to stay in their locations to observe. Moving over to the edge of the roof, Jacob shifted into hybrid form and Alex let the pull of it take him too. They both stepped off the edge and landed in the dark alleyway before shifting back to human.

      “I really like having shifter charms. It was so annoying to have to keep taking your clothes on and off all the time,” Jacob said.

      “Probably an advantage for Yvonne too,” Alex said as they walked out of the alleyway, giving Jacob a light push. The young werewolf broke into a grin.

      “Yeah, she likes it,” he said.

      They crossed the street, Alex keeping an eye out for any mages in the vicinity before going inside, the gust of cool air-conditioning at the door exquisite.

      “Fancy or cheap?” Alex asked Jacob.

      “Definitely cheap. There’s hardly anyone over there,” Jacob said. The expensive half of the building was virtually empty, only two couples eating, whereas the cheap side was busy. They joined the queue. It was mostly teenagers and young people out for the night.

      Alex saw Jacob looking over at a group of teenagers in the corner who were eating food, stuffing fries in their mouth and generally messing around, flicking food at each other and laughing. For a moment, Alex felt the pull of the things that Jacob had lost or had never had. Despite the fact the pack had increased in size, it had been almost all adults. They’d only added four extra children, and the reasons for that were grim and dark: attacks out in the territories killed children, teenagers and the elderly first.

      As they shuffled forward, Alex tried out lines he could say to Jacob but everything sounded lame and stupid, excuses for something that Alex could hardly change or fix. The fact was that most other types of supernaturals went to normal schools. Plenty of them had jobs, bought houses, paid taxes. It was the werewolves who lived out in the territories, split between some kind of wild nature and civilization. While Baxter was surrounded by werewolf packs that stretched off for hundreds of miles, there weren’t officially any werewolf packs in Baxter except for Alex’s. Most werewolves came for work, getting money before returning to their territory.

      There were a few who stayed, becoming civilized, usually couples who did their best to fit in. Some werewolves sent their children to normal schools. Nia herself had gone off to school, to high school, and then to college. But with the constant threat they were under, there were times when having such a large pack felt like an extreme weakness. There was simply no way to keep them all safe at all times. For all he knew, if he sent Jacob off to a local high school, one day he’d vanish, taken by mages or vampires, or who knew what else.

      Soon they reached the front of the queue and ordered three burgers each, as well as fries and soda. Alex looked into the back of the kitchen as they waited, watching the manager bustling about the place, pointing at burgers and fries, and generally appearing to tell teenagers to do what they were already doing. Soon the girl behind the counter got the order together and passed it over to them on two large trays.

      “Do you guys have job applications? Do you think the manager could come over once he’s free?” Alex asked.

      The teenager, a skinny girl who was wearing a dot Band-Aid over her eyebrow hiding an eyebrow ring for when she was at work, looked back into the kitchen.

      “I could let him know,” she said.

      “Thanks,” Alex said. They found a table in the corner, which had good sightlines to the door and out the window, and wasn’t too close to the teenagers who were still making a ruckus.

      Jacob was about to dive in until Alex stopped him, quickly casting Analyze 50x on the food. It was beef, high in salt, high in fat, high in everything good and delicious and not poisoned, so Alex waved Jacob on, who started inhaling his burgers like it was a race.

      Alex unwrapped his, a beef burger, sniffed at it then took a bite. He knew it was stupid, but there was something unsettling about the idea of necromancers owning a burger chain. The mind immediately went to: where did they get their meat? Even though Alex knew that they weren’t doing anything stupid like serving human in burgers to people. Analyze 50x had already told him it was beef. They chowed their way through the burgers and soda and the incredibly salty fries. River’s food was good, but sitting there in the air-conditioning, eating the food, was some kind of amazing combination.

      They were just finishing up when finally the manager came over to their table. He was watching Alex with a wary expression, and Alex suspected he knew who he was. He quickly checked the street; although there was plenty of traffic coming and going, thus far he hadn’t received any warning text messages from his two scouts up on the roof that there were any mages out there.

      “Hi, my name is Harvey and I’m the manager here. I understand you asked for a job application,” he said, handing it to Alex.

      “Thank you. Can I borrow that pen you have in your pocket there?” Alex asked as he passed the application to Jacob, who took it with his greasy fingers. Harvey gave him the pen and Alex pulled out one of the flyers and turned it over. He wrote I want to speak with Henry on the back and the burner phone number, before giving it to Harvey.

      The front of the flyer looked like it had been designed by a 10-year-old, which was exactly the look they were going for. It was covered in a mishmash of clip art and clashing fonts, and just looked like a stupid childish prank. Alex saw Harvey’s stance subtly shift as he read through it, including the line in the dead center: Any enclave who silvers werewolf land will be utterly destroyed.

      “I will… see if I can find that person for you,” Harvey said. He then nodded to Alex and Jacob, and bustled back behind the counter and soon vanished, Alex and Jacob watching him go.

      “Two things. One, dude needs to stop eating his own products, and two, he’s totally calling his enclave right now,” Jacob said before taking a huge gulp of his soda and letting out a burp that caused some of the girls at the nearest table to laugh. Alex saw Jacob getting a few scowls from some of the teenage boys over there. It was obvious that Jacob had attracted the attention of the teenage girls, which wasn’t surprising considering the build of the young werewolf. One of the teenage boys at the other table took a gulp of soda and then burped as loud as he could, but all he got were looks of disgust from the teenage girls. Apparently, such things were only funny if you were handsome as well.

      Jacob, as usual, was completely oblivious to the attention on him. Alex wondered how it was that Yvonne had finally made her intentions clear. His bet was that the young werewolf must have just jumped on him at some point, and it wasn’t until they were having sex that Jacob realized that Yvonne liked him.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here before something goes down. I like the burgers this place makes. I’d hate to have to destroy it in a magical battle,” Alex said.

      They quickly finished up and walked out, the gust of cold from the air conditioner over the door like a cruel joke before they were out into the warm, muggy night air. They quickly disappeared across the street into the dark alleyway and then back up onto the roof. Their scouts gathered and told them that no mages had appeared.

      They resumed their positions, Alex sitting in the dark next to Jacob, occasionally looking through the bejeweled binoculars. Eventually, the manager reappeared and even came out to the front of the shop onto the sidewalk, looking up and down the street. Shaken was probably the best way to describe his demeanor. Alex couldn’t see the flyer anywhere but he hoped his message had got through. He was more than willing to use force on Xavo if it came to it, tearing off some more heads. But if he could get in contact with Henry, maybe there was another way to crack that enclave wide open.
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      Alex finished enchanting flame shield on a ring, watching the spell compile and take hold before tossing it into the appropriate box and added a line to the tally on the paper he’d been using to keep track of numbers.

      Failing was bad, but there was a downside to success as well. When Julius had volunteered to make alliances, Alex had expected maybe one or two at best and possibly none. But for some reason, perhaps because of Alex’s growing notoriety, Julius had managed to make alliances of a sort with fifteen packs.

      In return for Alex supplying them with a variety of magical rings, he could call upon them. While Alex knew it was better to seal such alliances in person, he didn’t have the time. It was also dangerous to go heading out to the territories for weeks on end simply to trade rings. The werewolves now sent their own representatives back to designated pickup spots, where Alex’s pack would hand over the rings.

      Alex had spoken to some of the alphas via satellite phones, the friendlier ones at least. Others delegated it to their second in command, which had forced Alex to do the same at Nia’s urging. She explained that the alphas were intending to insult him, saying that he was only worthy of dealing with a subordinate. Alex had followed Nia’s advice, handing over the negotiations to Jeremiah, adding it to the increasing number of tasks Jeremiah was taking charge of.

      Julius had done his best in negotiating but still the burden on Alex was immense. He owed hundreds upon hundreds of rings now.

      Despite the fact many of the new werewolves in his pack had tried to find jobs, only some of them were successful. As a result of his growing pack, just the grocery bill was in the thousands. The costs just kept mounting: power, water, food, clothing, bedding. Jeremiah had dropped a thousand just buying plates, cups and cutlery. He’d also shown Alex projections of just when their money would run out, which in some ways was more terrifying than what the vampires were doing to them.

      Alex was under pressure, to not just create the rings for all of the agreements he’d made, but also to keep everyone fed and clothed. This included the Slipways fortress where the various packs had agreed to send werewolves. There were now three hundred werewolves living there, and because it was Alex’s arrangement, the burden fell to him to keep it funded. Three hundred werewolves meant nine hundred meals for just a single day. Even cooking so frugally that it was down to a buck a meal, that was still a thousand a day just to feed them.

      Alex picked up another ring, getting ready to enchant it, but then dropped it back onto the table. Back when he was making his post-apocalyptic game with Howey and Puzo there were ideas they’d discussed a few times. One was the difference between working in your business and working on your business. The dumb entrepreneur felt that if they worked in their business hard enough, pedaling that bike as fast as they could, that would reach success. Whereas the smart entrepreneur would sometimes stop, take several steps back, and have a look at the structure they were working on to figure out what they could do better and also assess if what they were doing was right at all.

      Alex could see an immense lump of work ahead of him. Just fulfilling the agreements would probably take a few more weeks and that was if he spent every day enchanting. What he really needed was people working for him, but so far the only mage he knew who could enchant was Stephen, and the kid had vanished.

      Alex brought up his spells screen and the purify spell. He’d been working on how to shrink this spell because it was too large to fit onto a ring. That was yet another problem with Stephen the necromancer going missing. They’d only worked together a short while and done incredible things. Alex just wanted a few more days, even a week or two, and he knew that he’d be able to make rings of all kinds, perhaps even spells no one had seen before. Such things he could sell for high amounts of money to fund his army of werewolves.

      Purify was stubbornly refusing to compress itself. Fire and electricity had done so, seemingly on their own, giant chunks of code shrinking down to a single symbol. When Alex concentrated on them he could expand them out again if he wanted to dig into the code, but shrinking them had allowed him to make new spells.

      Only two days ago, the healing flame had compressed by itself. Now he had a small symbol of a pair of scissors, a needle, and thread. That, along with Alex expanding his memory, left him with a lot of space to work with, but once more he was beginning to hit the limits of what he could do.

      He’d tried talking it over with Juno and April, but the way they saw magic was no help to Alex. April saw it as music, playing a song, and although she’d written her own spells and had cut pieces of them apart, she didn’t dig down to the granular level that Alex needed. Juno was the same: her spells were images, complex and interlaced. Cutting pieces out left holes, which meant they didn’t work most of the time.

      “Come on, you son of a bitch, just compress already,” Alex murmured, flicking through the purify spell code.

      After the attack on Julius’s pack and his land being silvered, Alex had been desperately trying to get purify to fit onto a ring, something he’d discovered that no one had done. Although there were rings that provided similar abilities, they were incredibly expensive.

      When mages or vampires silvered werewolf land, the werewolves were forced to clean it up. Alex figured if he could make a bunch of purification rings, then at the very least if a werewolf stepped on a piece of silver, they’d be able to immediately get it out of their body, which would reduce the number of injuries.

      He was deep in purify’s code, reading three lines over and over, willing himself to understand what it was saying, when the door to his office swung open, kicked from the other side. He spun in his chair to see his three mates wearing dresses with low-cut cleavage and slits up the side, showing their legs. They were also wearing heels. Nia had a gold chain around her neck, whereas Juno was wearing a brown leather cord with a red ruby hanging from it. April had braided her hair and looked like a Swedish milkmaid who’d suddenly decided to dress up.

      “Get up, get dressed, we’re going,” Nia commanded. Alex gave a double blink at the sight of the three of them. The sight of them looking so well dressed made Alex went to howl at the moon. He glanced past them and saw it was far later in the day than he’d assumed. He’d been so deep in the code, he hadn’t noticed the time passing.

      He stood up and took a step towards them, but they all took a step backwards, Juno waving her finger.

      “No deal, werewolf. Inside and shower. Get dressed. We’re going to be waiting in the car that has the awesome air-conditioning.”

      With that, the three of them turned on their heels and slinked out, Alex following behind them, his tongue practically flopping out of his mouth. At the front gate they sent him on his way as they got into one of the cars that Jeremiah must’ve purchased recently. Although the rest of the so-called fleet they owned were generally wrecks, this one wasn’t so bad.

      Alex wasn’t quite sure what they had planned, but he liked how it was going. He went inside and immediately was greeted by a grinning Lydia. She waved him to the bathroom, where a new suit was hanging. Evidently the girls had gone shopping despite their money troubles.

      As he showered, Alex could faintly hear the sound of the generators over the flowing water. The electricity was still out, but Jeremiah had neatly sidestepped the problem, throwing cash at generators, which wasn’t an ideal solution, but at least they had air-conditioning again and refrigeration.

      Alex grimaced as he thought about it and then shook it away. They’d come up against a faceless bureaucracy. Every time they called, it was as though they had never called before. They were promised that someone would come out, but then no one ever did. Jeremiah was asking around the pack for anyone with any electrical experience because if the company wasn’t going to come and fix it, they might have to.

      He got himself ready, quickly shaved away stubble, and then dressed. He was wearing dark pants and a blue shirt. He rolled up the sleeves and then grabbed the suit jacket from the back of the door before coming out where Lydia was waiting, this time with her co-conspirator Esme by her side as well as a bunch of children.

      “Looking good, Alpha,” Lydia said. Esme glanced at the children then back at Alex.

      “You know if you want any of these, there’re certain things you need to do,” she said with a wicked smile.

      “I’m well aware,” Alex said. The two old ladies, both of whom drank like fish, were always talking about him having babies, using the slow grandparent thumbscrews. When the thrall hit Alex, both of them had brewed up a potion which had prevented his three mates from becoming pregnant. At the time Alex had thought it was a good idea, but sometimes he wasn’t so sure.

      As Esme and Lydia had put it: werewolves had been under the attack of mages and vampires for decades if not centuries. If he waited for the perfect time, he’d never take the leap.

      There was also the issue of the thrall itself. It most often hit alphas who had no children.

      The thrall was a kind of mindless desire, but with it came a rage… and Alex had actually attacked some of his own pack after slipping into it for a moment. If it hit him while they were under attack by mages, what would happen then?

      One of the little kids gave him an enthusiastic thumbs up as Alex walked past. He gave him a high five and then went out the front door, past the guards and out to the car. April was in the passenger seat and Juno and Nia were in the back, leaving Alex to drive. He got in, passing his suit jacket over the back so it wouldn’t get wrinkled, feeling the delicious air-conditioning wash over him.

      “So where are we going, girls? The cheapest burger joint in Baxter?” he said.

      “Just start driving to the city, wolfie,” Juno said and pinched his ear.

      When they’d got underway April turned to him. “We have an incomplete list of things we’re not talking about tonight. That includes mages, vampires, stuff that mages and vampires are doing, the power going out, renovations we need on houses, how much money we have, how many rings we need to enchant. Basically anything that’s a problem is off the menu,” she said.

      “Okay. So… read any good books lately?” Alex said.

      “It’s funny you say that because when we were shopping in the bookshop, I’m pretty sure I saw Rose,” Nia said.

      “Do you mean Rose with the nose or Rose with the hair?” Juno asked.

      “Rose with the hair. Man, Rose with the nose is such a bad nickname for her, especially after she had the surgery,” Nia said.

      “With a nose that big it follows you even after it’s been fixed,” Juno said.

      “So you didn’t talk to her?” April said. Alex listened as his three mates chatted about Rose with the hair who maybe Nia had seen. As he drove into the city, his mood, which was already pretty good from the sight of his three mates in their slinky dresses, started to get a hell of a lot better. Part of it he knew was simply the air-conditioning. It was just so damned hot in the houses, which meant not much sleep and the constant drone of air conditioners, which was now joined by the sound of generators.

      As they neared the city, he was given more directions, until eventually they parked in an area known for its expensive restaurants.

      “I take it we’re going in one of these so I have to enchant fifty more rings just to afford the entrée?”

      Nia karate-chopped him in the arm and then Juno grabbed his hand and bit his thumb, not hard enough to draw blood, but hard enough to let him know that she was serious.

      “No talking about enchanting,” April warned, waving her finger at him. They got out of the car and he looked them over again, seeing what delectable morsels they were. Although he was hungry, he had other thoughts on his mind. His three mates must’ve seen it on his face.

      “We booked a hotel room, so hold that thought,” Nia said. Then as though they had rehearsed it the three of them turned on their heels and headed down the street. They came to a restaurant called The Lady. It was French and looked ridiculously expensive.

      Alex followed his three mates inside, feeling the welcome transition from the warm air to the cool. They were greeted by a maître d’ with a French accent and Alex discovered he had a reservation. Soon they were sitting at a table with romantic lighting.

      The waiter handed them glasses of champagne along with the menu and told them he’d return. Alex took a gulp of his champagne and then looked at the menu, almost coughing it back up at the prices.

      “Should I get this entrée or should I save the money for a house deposit?” he joked.

      “Definitely get the entrée,” Nia said.

      Alex couldn’t help but feel a touch of guilt at the four of them sitting in this expensive restaurant wearing expensive clothes, eating expensive things, when all that money could go to better use.

      Juno pinched him on the back of the hand.

      “Sometimes you need to get out of your sweaty hothouse where you’ve been sleeping on mattresses on the floor to remember there’s a better life out there,” she said.

      “I was using that hand,” Alex said, flexing it. It was the hand the old lady had torn off once upon a time. Since then he’d burned off one hand and frozen the other after being captured by some unknown group. There were lines of gray dots around his wrists where pieces of metal had been used in the healing process.

      Thankfully, they were dull, unlike his eyes which in the right light glittered with silver.

      Alex realized that Juno might just have a point. They were at war and at times it felt all consuming, like every moment Alex was thinking what can I do now? Am I doing enough? Should I be sleeping? Or should I be working? His mates sometimes had to fetch him, dragging him to bed because otherwise Alex would stay up all night, churning out rings like some kind of machine.

      A tired alpha wasn’t a wise alpha as Nia had explained to him. He agreed but it felt like there was no choice.

      Alex lifted what remained of his champagne. After he’d taken a gulp, he had only a quarter of it left.

      “To my three beautiful mates,” he said, as they clinked their glasses together. He looked at each of them in turn. Juno gave him a wink back that was positively filthy. April smiled and briefly touched him on the hand and Nia nudged her leg against his under the table.

      It was easy to lose track of what was important. Yes, although this would be expensive, it was a worthy reminder.

      The waiter returned and the orders were made and soon the food began to flow. As they talked, Alex realized how many of their conversations now centered around the banned topics. He had to keep pushing away the desire to speak about enchanting rings or other mundane things, like making sure every house had at least a table and chairs in it.

      The conversation eventually built up steam aided by plenty of champagne. River’s cooking was excellent, but restaurant-quality food was amazing. Alex had duck l’orange for the first time in his life, the delicious taste of the meat and the sweetness of the orange bursting on his palate. They were eating their way through dessert, laughing away the conversation, sometimes heavy on sexual innuendo, when Nia sighed and tapped Juno on the hand.

      “What is it?” Alex said through a mouthful of food. He was eating something that involved prawn and bacon and some kind of dipping sauce that was spectacular.

      “Not that we want to disrupt the night but we’re being watched,” Nia said. Alex saw Juno’s spell screen flicker to life. He felt a faint tug on the magic. She cast a spell before nodding and letting it go.

      “There’s a dude sitting in the car across the road. He was following us when we parked and he’s definitely watching us. He has a notebook with our names written in it,”. she said. Alex wished once again that he could use Juno’s scrying spell, but it was so ridiculously large that he couldn’t copy it even with all the extra space he had.

      “So what should we do?” he asked.

      “I say we don’t do anything. We finish our meal, head down the street, go to our show, and then eventually go to our hotel room,” April said.

      “I agree,” Nia said. They ate their dessert but the mood had definitely changed. After he’d paid a sum that would have been a decent deposit on a reasonable car, they left the restaurant and began walking down the street.

      “Why don’t we just go to the hotel now?” Alex said.

      “No deal, White Fang. It’s dinner and a show and then a show if you know what I mean,” Juno said, elbowing him in the ribs.

      “What kind of show are we talking about?” Alex said.

      “Do you mean the first show or the show back at the hotel room? Because the second show has a very explicit rating,” Juno said. Although they were joking as they walked along, Alex kept glancing about trying to see if they were still being followed. Eventually they came to the front of a theater, which was advertising a puppet show for adults.

      “This is it!” Nia said.

      “Puppets… you didn’t tell me it would be puppets,” April groaned.

      “Hey! I have never complained, not once, when you’ve dragged me to those orchid shows, which you have made me go to many times.”

      “Why would you complain about an orchid show? They’re amazing.”

      Alex glanced behind them. There was no sign of anyone following them. When they were inside, Juno could scry every now and then to see if they were still being watched.

      “Let’s go see some puppets,” Alex said.

      They made their way inside where a short, dumpy man stood waiting behind a cash register looking bored out of his mind.

      “We need four tickets,” Nia said.

      “Ninety dollars,” the bored ticket-seller replied.

      “Ninety dollars! For a puppet show! What are you, crazy? What do these puppets do—come gold or something?”

      He just shrugged. Alex got the feeling he’d heard this type of thing before.

      “Just pay him, let’s go in,” he said.

      “Ninety dollars,” Nia grumbled as she handed over the money. “Big Puppet once again ripping off the everyday puppet show enthusiast.”

      “Big Puppet?” Juno asked.

      “You know, the shadowy figures behind the scenes running everything. Their little marionette fingers in every pie,” Nia said, mimicking a marionette’s movement.

      “Enjoy the show,” the ticket seller said, handing the tickets over.

      They walked down a short corridor and met… the ticket seller, now waiting with his hands out.

      “Tickets please,” he said.

      “Are you serious? Why not just rip them back there?” Nia said, throwing her hands up in the air.

      He just shrugged again. “This way I get two paychecks,” he said, tearing the tickets off and handing back the stubs.

      By the time they got into the theater, Nia was fuming and garumphing like an upset racehorse.

      “We’re just here to hide out for a little while,” Juno reminded her.

      “You might be doing that. I’m here to be, and I quote, ‘enchanted and swept away to a world of adventure and magic,’ end quote,” Nia said, looking at a program she’d picked up on the way.

      The room was about half-full and Alex saw plenty of eyes on his three mates as they slinked to their chairs. Soon the house lights dropped and the show started.

      About halfway through the show Alex nudged Juno to scry. She whispered back that they were still being watched.

      Although he tried to keep his mind on the show, part of him wanted to sneak out the back entrance and creep up on the man watching them. When the show finished, one puppet gorily executing another, he broached the plan to his mates.

      “Okay, let’s do it. You and Juno go out the back. Me and April are going to provide a distraction,” Nia said.

      Alex and Juno soon found themselves walking a narrow alleyway between two buildings, Juno hiking up her dress and complaining a little as she tried to navigate the cobblestones in her high heels.

      “Such a glamorous date night, darling,” Juno said with a laugh as they passed a collection of overflowing garbage cans.

      “I really know how to show a girl a good time,” Alex said. They crept around until they came to the small alleyway where the man surveilling them was parked.

      “Use conceal,” Juno whispered to Alex.

      Alex brought up his spell screen but stopped short of casting the spell when he looked across the street and saw Nia and April and the “distraction” they were starting in front of the theater: kissing.

      Nia, who was taller than April, had reached down and wrapped her hands around her. April had her arms around Nia’s waist and her head tilted back as they kissed. The sight of two gorgeous women in killer dresses was certainly attracting attention up and down the street with a few men calling out and whistling. Alex found it hard to look away until Juno nudged him.

      “Come on now. He can’t look away either,” she said. She cast conceal and Alex felt the magic ripple. He finally got his attention back on what he was doing and cast it himself. It was a spell he hadn’t used much, although he had been practicing the basics as instructed by Ruby. Essentially, it was a miniature ward, with a look away push on it.

      He crept down the alleyway towards the car. Every now and then he felt the attention of people passing on the street sliding away from him, slightly draining away his mana.

      Juno went to the passenger side and Alex crept around to the driver’s side. He glanced across the street and saw that Nia and April were still kissing each other passionately, perhaps getting a little carried away. Juno nodded to Alex and he pulled open the driver’s side door just as Juno did the same on the other side, jumping into the passenger seat. The driver had left the keys in the ignition so Alex took them, the concealment spell canceling as he did.

      Now he was up close he got a proper look at the man. He was bald and chubby and the car smelled like sweat, like he’d spent long hours sitting in it. There were a few screwed up junk food wrappers floating around the front seat as well as a notepad and a camera with a long lens on it.

      “Hey hey hey!” the man said.

      “Why are you following me?” Alex demanded. He was tempted to change to hybrid form just to threaten the man a little more, but there was too much passing traffic for that. Also, he wasn’t sure whether the guy was supernatural or normal.

      “Yeah, why are you following us?” Juno said. Alex saw that she had pulled a butterfly knife out of her bag. She wasn’t exactly pointing it at the man but had flipped it around a few times.

      “What I’m doing is perfectly legal and I have every right to do it. So give me my keys back before I call the cops,” he said, holding out his hand to Alex. Juno reached over and snatched something out of the console.

      “Bronson Childers, private investigator, who also does skip tracing and apparently bounty work,” she said. She poked Bronson in the fat that was spilling over his belt. “You don’t do much running on these bounty jobs, do you, Bronson?” she said.

      “No, it’s mostly sitting and watching, which is what I’m doing now, which is legal. Now give me my keys and get out of my car,” he said. Alex could tell there was some bravado to it, but he could also sense that the man was scared. The wolf side of him found it enjoyable. He almost wanted to scare him to make him run just so he could chase him down.

      “My name’s Alex Lowe and I have some bad people after me. So tell me who hired you,” Alex said. He saw Bronson look back between Juno and him, and then at Nia and April across the road, who for the time being had finished making out, but were standing quite close together, looking at each other. Then Bronson threw up his hands.

      “Okay, look, it goes against my ethical code, but if you make it worth my while I’ll find out,” he said.

      “You don’t know who hired you?” Alex said.

      “I’ve got a guy. I don’t think he’s the guy though. I think he’s the guy who works for the guy,” Bronson said.

      “You need to stop following me and I strongly advise you not to take jobs from him again,” Alex said.

      “Are you serious? They’re paying twice what anyone else is!” Bronson said.

      “How much for me to pay you to find out who they are?” Alex asked.

      Bronson appeared to think about it for a second. “Twenty thousand should cover it,” he said. Juno suddenly stabbed the butterfly knife down into the seat cushion beside his leg.

      “Fifteen thousand would definitely be enough,” Bronson stammered.

      “That’s better. We’ll be in touch and for now don’t follow us again,” Alex said, passing back his keys.

      “Look, pal, until I’m paid I’m still on the other payroll and I need to deliver otherwise it’s going to look suspicious. I already have some good photos and I know you’re going to the hotel down the street, so I’ll just get some tomorrow morning and that’s it,” he said.

      Alex didn’t like the idea that some random private investigator already knew what hotel they were going to.

      “Don’t report anything tonight,” he said.

      Juno got out of the car, slammed the door, and stalked off down the street, heading back towards April and Nia. Both men watched her go.

      “I don’t know how you pulled that off,” Bronson said, looking at the three girls. Alex realized he was staring, too.

      “Find out who’s paying you,” Alex said, and then slammed the door before walking off to join his mates.
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      The hotel was luxurious, but Alex only got hints of it—red carpet, a gold bar running down the check-in counter, plants and soft music—because he couldn’t take his eyes off of April and Nia. They had all had plenty of champagne to drink, but this was more like hypnosis than drunkenness. April and Nia never broke contact, moving their hands, shoulder to wrist, around waist, back to shoulder, the nape of the neck.

      Soon they were in an elevator and then Juno was swiping an electronic fob to get them into their room. As soon as they were inside, April and Nia kicked off their heels and went stumbling towards the bedroom, followed by Juno and Alex.

      The luxury of the room finally broke through Alex’s stupor. They were high up, looking out over Baxter, surrounded by the twinkling lights of a few other skyscrapers and hotels. The room was enormous and tastefully decorated.

      He almost stepped on one of Juno’s heels after she kicked it off. The main lounge led to a simply enormous bedroom. The bed was like someone had taken a king-size bed and grown it by half again. April was already naked and was now unzipping Nia’s dress, standing on her tiptoes to kiss her on the back of the neck. Juno came to a halt so suddenly that Alex almost crashed into her back. He wrapped his hands around her and gave her a kiss on the back of the neck, matching the one that April was giving Nia.

      “That distraction was very…” Juno said before trailing off.

      “Distracting?” Alex said.

      “Yeah. Can you get the… the thing, there,” Juno said, waving vaguely at the zipper on the back of her dress. Nia was down to her underwear now. She turned around and faced April, stripping out of it. They seemed completely entranced by each other.

      Juno slipped out of her dress so quickly that Alex was left holding it. She went slinking over to the bed, stripping off the rest of her clothes as she went. April and Nia tumbled into bed, kissing passionately while crawling across its vast expanse. Juno joined them, moving over to stroke April across her shoulders and down her back.

      Alex stared for a moment before realizing he was still fully dressed in a suit, holding Juno’s dress in his hands. He dropped it where he was standing and went over to a luxurious sofa that sat against the wall near the bed. He took his shoes and socks off and then lost himself in the view of his three mates.

      April and Nia had entwined themselves, kissing like it was the last kiss they would ever have. April had trailed her fingers down Nia’s body and now had them between her legs. The werewolf had her thighs clamped around her hand and was gently moving as she bucked her hips. Juno was behind April, kissing the back of her neck and shoulder, and had trailed her hand down from behind, slipping her fingers into April. The result was both April and Nia gasping and moaning in between kisses. Small glints of red and green popped out of the air, swirling towards the girls

      Nia and April began moving faster, Nia rocking her hips back and forth against April’s fingers. The movement jostled April as Juno worked her fingers in and out as well, still kissing the back of her neck. There was a flurry of green and April groaned before leaning forward to bite Nia on the shoulder. The pain must have set Nia off because she moaned, a noise that sounded like a howl towards the end. The two girls rocked to a stop, their faces pressed up against each other, occasionally kissing and whispering sweet nothings. It was then that Juno looked across to Alex. He felt her attention like a spotlight, pulling him into action.

      “I told you this show was X-rated,” Juno murmured. Alex stood up as Nia and April broke apart and directed their attention to him.

      “You forgot the alpha, naughty werewolf,” April said and pinched Nia’s nipple. Nia smacked her hand away.

      “Yeah, well if someone hadn’t been kissing me like that,” she said and pinched April in return. Although April squealed and twisted away there was a flurry of green that burst out of the air, showing that she enjoyed it.

      Alex took a step closer to the bed as Juno slipped past the two of them and sat on the edge of it before suddenly kneeling on the floor. April and Nia broke away from their light wrestling and followed suit almost as though they were being commanded by Juno. Alex suddenly found himself standing there with his three mates kneeling in front of him completely naked.

      “You seem to be wearing far too many clothes,” Juno said. April reached up and undid the zipper on Alex’s pants. She reached in, pulling his boxer shorts down and his cock out. Immediately she darted forward, enveloping him with her mouth before pulling back, breathing as though she had been sprinting.

      Nia came forward and kissed April on the side of the mouth and then licked at Alex, opening her mouth as April pushed his cock into it. Alex felt the temperature in the room increasing, sure that if he didn’t breathe soon he’d collapse, his head already dizzy. The sensation from Nia’s mouth was like molten lava, shocks of it running up his body. April pulled his cock away, Nia making a disappointed sound, and then it was Juno’s turn. Her mouth was no less hot but she did something with her tongue, a twisting movement that almost made Alex’s knees buckle. She only did it a few times before April pulled his cock away and took her turn. Alex saw some of the red and green drifting in the air was now hitting him.

      His three mates took turns, seeming attuned to his body, halting before Alex could get out of control, slowly making him climb the mountain but never quite getting to the peak. Eventually Juno reached over and undid Alex’s belt, getting his pants off and then his boxer shorts. Nia stood up and helped him shuck off his shirt. After one final lick, April pulled him onto the bed to lay on his back. With her hand still around his cock she turned to face Nia.

      “One, two, three,” April said as they did rock, paper, scissors. Nia made some strange hand movement that Alex didn’t recognize and whatever April did also incorporated Alex’s cock as she pointed to it at the end.

      “Damn,” Nia swore, evidently having lost.

      “You’re seriously doing rock, paper, scissors?” Alex said, his head still muzzy.

      “Freestyle rock, paper, scissors. You can do anything you want,” April explained.

      “So I just did Friedrich Nietzsche’s Concept of Eternal Return versus…” Nia said.

      “The Oscar Meyer wiener,” April said, giving Alex a squeeze.

      “How do you decide which one wins out of those?” Alex asked.

      “It’s the wiener, duh,” April said. Alex saw Nia shaking her head at him, like how could he not understand something so obvious? Alex laughed and then it turned to a gasp as April suddenly hopped on top of him, sliding him into her and starting to rock back and forth. With all the foreplay, his mates on their knees in front of him, it wasn’t long before Alex could feel a jolt running up his legs and buzzing in the base of his spine.

      Nia had come to lay beside him, nibbling on his earlobe and stroking her hand on his chest. Juno had moved over to the chair and was now watching, her hand between her thighs, her fingers moving. He glanced over to her and then April leaned over and bit his chest. The combination of pain and pleasure set him off and with a roar he came, grabbing April’s hips and pushing her back and forth, faster and faster. A great burst of green flooded the room and Alex caught the scent of trees and nature, wildflowers and wet leaves. April’s legs shook before she collapsed over his body, gently moving back and forth, still connected.

      Alex wrapped his arms around her and then suddenly shivered as a chill washed over him. He caught the barest glimpse of Juno bolting out of the room, heading for the adjoining en suite shower. The chair she had been sitting on was frosted over, a fine filigree of ice climbing the back of it and across the floor.

      “She’ll be back soon,” Nia said as Alex craned his neck to see what was happening. It was only when April slid off Alex that he realized how cold Juno had made the room. Before he could get up though, Nia had taken April’s place and was soon rocking back and forth against him, keeping him warm. Alex heard the shower in the other room, and although he was concerned for Juno, the sensations of Nia on top of him were driving him crazy. Red glints filled the air, the green down to a low baseline now that April was lying beside them stroking Alex’s arm. Nia rode him back and forth until eventually she groaned again, Alex watching the muscles of her stomach tensing and feeling her legs shaking against him.

      She toppled off him, landing beside Alex just as Juno came bounding out of the bathroom, drying her hair. She walked to the chair, which was still covered in frost. It vanished at a wave of her hand.

      “Sometimes you’re down, sometimes you’re up,” Juno said with a grin. She sauntered over and touched Alex’s hand. He knew she’d just come out of a shower but her hand was hot, close to burning. The chaos magic seemed to have gone in the other direction.

      “There’s only one solution here,” April whispered in his ear.

      “You need to fuck that little witch until she can’t walk,” Nia finished. Alex looked up at Juno, who flung the towel away to the floor. It was steaming slightly, the heat from Juno’s magic drying it.

      Alex couldn’t quite say what came over him, perhaps his two mates whispering in his ears, but he waved to Juno, and when she came closer, he suddenly leaped up, shifting as he did, towering over the little witch.

      He flung her onto the bed, where she landed on her back, squealing in shock. He dived on her, the bed creaking under his weight. April and Nia had moved fast, holding one of her wrists each. Juno went to say something but suddenly Alex was above her, his cock lined up with her mouth and he gave her no chance to speak. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, holding himself above her, but when he looked down he could see her hands were held by Nia and April and she had her mouth open, sucking him for all she was worth. He only let it continue for a moment before pulling himself down the bed, leaving Juno gasping, her cheeks two patches of red. The heat from her body was close to searing but Alex was in hybrid form, more able to stand it.

      Juno moaned as Alex slipped himself into her and he let out a growl at the temperature. It was like plunging into a volcanic pool, some hot spring that was close to scalding. He went from sliding into her to pounding away in an instant, and soon she was gasping, sometimes screaming, her arms held down still. The wildness that had come during the thrall felt like it was close enough to reach out and grab. It was like sex and fury mixed together as though Juno had done something very wrong and he had to punish her. Because he had already come, Alex kept at it for quite a while, Juno melting beneath him into a boneless puddle. There were bursts of red in the air as she came and then came again when he didn’t stop. Sometimes she gasped no and other times yes, more, and then soon she lost all of her words.

      Eventually Alex felt that build up again, the swelling in the base of his spine, the shocks up his legs. The room was growing brighter now, more sparks rising off Juno’s skin as her temperature went up. She screamed and a flow of them burst up from her as Alex came, bringing his head down to nip at her neck, resisting the urge to bite harder.

      As the bursts of sparks hit the roof, Juno’s temperature dropped down to normal and her eyes rolled back in her head as she collapsed. Alex slipped out of her and to the side, being careful not to land on April.

      There was a twist in the magic then, washing out from Juno like a wave. He didn’t see any spell but knew Juno must have cast something unconsciously. It almost pulled him down into sleep.

      Nia and April weren’t so lucky, both of them slipping into sleep beside Juno. Alex lay there for a little while looking at his mates through half-lidded eyes before finally shifting back to human and sitting up on the side of the bed. The chill from Juno’s chaos magic was long gone, pushed away by the heat, but it seemed the air-conditioning had sensed the change in temperature. It kicked on automatically, sending a gust of frigid air across them.

      “Well, not everything can be perfect,” Alex murmured, looking up at the air-conditioning vent. Despite the luxury of this hotel room, it had been placed in the wrong spot so it blew directly onto the occupants while they were attempting to sleep.

      Alex spotted a glowing panel out in the other room and despite wanting to stay in bed with his three mates, forced himself out there. He fooled around with it for a few minutes until he managed to turn off the vent near the bed while leaving the other ones on, to keep the room reasonably cool.

      The further away he was from Juno the weaker the stupefying effect got, and it was now fading rapidly. Alex found himself over by the window, looking out over Baxter, wondering if it had been a spell that Juno had cast or if it was some unconscious thing, a direct expression of power. He looked down at the street below, seeing a few cars moving about, and across at the buildings. Some of the floors were lit up but most were dark. In one he saw a man packing up his suitcase before leaving the office, the window going black.

      Although the bed was calling to him like a siren, Alex stood at the window for a few more minutes mulling over the extremes he had experienced recently. Squatting in homes, no air-conditioning, no power, working out of a tiny dusty office, on the run, hunted down, a bounty on his head; and then tonight, delicious food, a puppet show drama, and his mates in this luxury hotel room. Alex wasn’t sure he could make sense of it all or whether he should even try. He guessed it was still a reminder that no matter how bad things got, how chaotic they were, sometimes there was still good food, good champagne, and three amazing mates. Eventually he went back to the bedroom where the three girls were sleeping. Alex pulled the sheet up over them then lay down behind Juno who soon nestled back against him. Just the feel of her body against his was enough almost to awaken the beast again.

      After stroking his fingers down her back a few times Alex forced himself to close his eyes and give in to the sleep that had been pursuing him.
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      “So apart from teeth and fangs and some kind of chameleon ability to blend in, is there anything else you know about this so-called monster?” Alex said. He cringed as Boris thumped over a pothole, but Juno, who was driving, didn’t seem to notice.

      “One of the witches was stung right before the shutters all came down. She couldn’t use her magic for a couple of hours. So it might have some kind of mana-blocking poison,” Juno said.

      “Mana-blocking poison,” Alex said, writing it on the pad before sitting back and sharing a glance with Nia, who was worried but trying not to show it. April was in the front seat, gently clinking as Boris rattled along the bumpy road. She was sorting through various potions that she’d grabbed in their rush this morning. They were about fifty miles outside Baxter, with another hundred or so to go, and Alex could feel the favor to the witches’ coven pressing on him since it had been invoked this morning.

      Any hopes he’d had of a peaceful morning, perhaps ordering a ridiculous room service breakfast after feasting on his mates, had been shattered after Juno had woken them in a panic. The witches’ coven had called in their marker, requesting their favor from Alex. He was to go immediately to a secret library about a hundred and fifty miles from Baxter, enter it, and defeat the monster within. Alex had wanted more details, but Juno was in a crazy rush telling him they had to get moving, otherwise Alex’s non-completion of the favor would start to hurt him seriously. She’d rushed them out of the hotel, back home for all of a minute, and then into Boris, which had been parked on the street, although there had been no sign of Ruby or Hera.

      Now they were driving at high speed with a hundred miles to go, and Alex was wrestling with not just the witches’ strange request, but more bad news he’d learned this morning.

      Just yesterday, twenty-six werewolves in his pack had all lost their jobs. A bunch of them had taken up scaffolding work, helping set it up around buildings under construction, whereas the others had taken minor jobs, including Yvonne, who had started work as a waitress only a few days earlier.

      Quite a few of the pack were employed now and bringing in money, which was helping lessen the burden on Alex, but then yesterday, like a blow coming out of nowhere, a whole lot of them had been fired all at once without reason from different jobs.

      Alex sat back and looked down at his notepad, which he’d divided into two parts. On one side he’d been writing anything he could get out of Juno, who was at some high level of panic, and on the other, details of actions he thought the vampires were taking against him.

      The power was still out, although Jeremiah assured him he was close to bribing an electrician to do some illegal work to hopefully get it reconnected. Werewolves had lost their jobs, and recently in one of the local Baxter newspapers, a politician had started agitating for getting rid of urban blight, something Alex would have ignored if Jeremiah hadn’t brought it to his attention. Urban blight in this case meant all of the abandoned homes, many of which had werewolves squatting in them.

      Alex tapped the pen on that side of the pad. They were making zero progress there. They still couldn’t get anyone to reconnect the electricity, their homes are still condemned, and if this was what vampires did, it was supremely effective. He knew it might take them six months to a year to build enough support for some kind of urban redevelopment program, but that was how they worked. They didn’t care if it took years to achieve their goals—eventually decisions would be made, bulldozers would arrive, their land would likely be compulsorily acquired from them, and although they might be paid back some value, they would still end up homeless.

      He went back to the witches’ favor.

      “Juno, can you just take me through this one more time?” he said.

      Juno was hunched over the wheel so tensely that she looked like she might snap at any moment.

      “I told you the details,” Juno said. Although they still had miles to go, she was racing like they were an ambulance on the way to hospital. Alex reached forward and touched April on the shoulder, getting her attention before nodding at Juno. April was worried, too, but understood what he wanted, so she reached over and touched Juno on the arm before a faint chime sounded, and then Juno let out a sigh a moment later. Alex watched her physically relax and unclench, letting her shoulders down, sitting up straighter in her seat before shaking her head as if throwing off the weight of the morning.

      “Wow, I really needed that,” she said. Nia reached over from the back seat and squeezed Juno’s shoulders a few times, the little witch sighing before finally rubbing her eyes and glancing back over at Alex.

      “Okay, the whole story is this. Witches arrange in covens, and then there is this big coven. It’s the coven made up of covens. In the middle of nowhere, they built a library/armory/treasure house/whatever. Not quite twenty years ago some…monster… appears in the library out of nowhere. Now, this was extremely weird because that place was covered in so many protections. It starts killing witches. A few escaped and then bam, the whole place locks down. The building itself has shutters and iron gates for defense if it’s needed, but something triggers them and then locks over the top of it. Some kind of unbreakable magical lock the various witches have been working on coming up to two decades now. They even used dynamite on it, no effect. Well, very recently it started glowing, changing colors, something happening with it, and then best I can figure it, right about when you ripped the ward apart on Xavo, it told us that it will open for a Werewolf Mage,” Juno said.

      “The magic lock itself actually said Werewolf Mage?” Alex said.

      Juno shrugged. “I’m only hearing it from Hera, but yeah it clearly indicated it would only unlock for a Werewolf Mage. The way that place works, you can’t take anything in. No rings, no wands, no weapons, just you. Not even a shifter charm,” she said.

      “It doesn’t say anything about gulping down a bunch of potions before you go in, though,” April said.

      “Nor does it say anything about taking a bunch of unenchanted rings and enchanting them once you’re in there,” Nia said.

      “On the first one, yeah, maybe if you drink some potions, you can go on with that. The second one, I don’t know. He might enchant a ring and the security system will step in, and stomp him into the ground,” Juno said.

      “What kind of security system?” Alex asked.

      “There’s a couple of golems, metal ones, and for some reason they didn’t step in to fight the monster. They’re basically there to stop witches fighting each other inside the library, so their first step is to grab you and just throw you out, but then after that, if you keep doing it, they’ll hurt you. In fact, there’s a few other magical defense systems that should have kicked in, but none of them did, so it’s possible that none of them are working,” Juno finished. Now that they were talking, Juno visibly relaxed further despite what they were discussing being somewhat horrifying.

      The monster, which some had described as larger than an elephant, and others as cat-sized, had killed almost every witch in the library at the time, with only those closest to the exits managing to escape before the security system kicked in and locked the place down. Whatever it was, it moved fast, and had overcome quite a lot of powerful witches including stinging one and removing her ability to use magic altogether.

      If Alex had a choice in it, he’d want to talk to some of the surviving witches, make a perfect plan, at least give April the time to brew up some more powerful potions, but the witches had invoked their favor, and now Alex was understanding just how deadly and serious such promises were.

      He’d made the favor in exchange for the witches supplying a hundred troops to defeat the thousand-strong Corvus pain mages and their weredogs. Alex knew the witches had helped turn the tide of battle, knew that they may have lost if they hadn’t been there, but now as they barreled out into the middle of nowhere, he was regretting the deal he made.

      Juno had rushed them home with such speed because the favor had begun to pull on Alex. It was almost like the Great Barrier, the feeling of fishhooks in his muscles. At first, it was weak, only tugging lightly as they went home to get clothes and supplies, but even running into his office to grab a bunch of unenchanted rings had pulled on Alex as he was moving away from where the favor was to take place. Perhaps that explained why Juno was driving like a lunatic, trying to get them to the library as fast as she could.

      They talked, gradually exhausting the topic, and then moving on to chew over new matters, like the sudden influx of unemployed werewolves. Alex brought up his spell screen, concentrating on the contracts and favors tab. The one made to the witches’ coven was a major favor and sitting at the top. There were three other favors listed. One was listed to Hera/Ruby, another consequence of getting troops for the battle. It was a moderate favor, which Juno had explained was around the level of the previous one, when Ruby had asked Alex to help her steal gold from the vampire, Prince. The two other favors listed were for Juno and April, both listed as minor, a new designation that had only recently appeared.

      Alex looked over them, no longer feeling the tug of annoyance he had when he’d first seen them. Juno had made him trade a favor before he was even aware of what it really was, and he’d felt that April had done the same, but he’d worked at letting it go. They were his mates and wouldn’t pull him into something ridiculously deadly. The witches’ coven, on the other hand, had no such hesitation.

      With Boris roaring along, they quickly ate up miles, and a little over an hour later had slowed considerably, the sealed road changing to dirt, Boris thudding along over holes. The road soon petered out entirely, Juno having to get up a burst of speed to go up and over a hill of grass and slippery mud before coming down the other side where a newer road started that led to a small town.

      “This place is a ghost town,” Alex commented, looking out the window at the run-down buildings.

      “It used to be a thing, back when the witches could get in the library. Obviously, not a bustling metropolis out here, but plenty of witches would come to stay, go in to study, trade favors. Once the library locked down, this place died with it. They went to other libraries in different states,” Juno said.

      “How many of these places do the witches have?” Alex asked.

      “Enough,” Juno said, dodging the question like a typical witch.

      “I think about eight, just in the United States,” April said. “When you work out roughly how many witches there are, size and population centers, places that they could go… I think they’ve dotted them about, and there’d be roughly eight of them.”

      “Maybe,” Juno said, and then flinched when Nia pinched her on the back of the neck.

      “Ow! What was that for?” she complained.

      “For being a typical witch,” Nia said.

      They drove down what Alex assumed had previously been a main street. There were disused shops up and down it, and he once again got a glimpse of the entire hidden economy behind the world separated out by the Great Barrier. Before the library had shut down, this town had been alive, full of witches. There’d been a general store, a laundromat, and what appeared to be a few restaurants, including a shop that sold Chinese and had a peeling golden dragon stuck on the front window.

      They’d just reached the end of the main street, looking at miles of dusty open land, when a cold wave washed over the car as they passed through some kind of barrier. Between one blink and the next, a building the size of a university popped into existence in front of them. It was like a fortress merged with a modern office building. Parts of it looked positively medieval—spiked fences, small slits to fire arrows out of, castle walls. These merged with other sections that were far more modern. Through one window, Alex could see a desk with a chair and a computer sitting on it. He could instantly tell from the appearance of it that it was easily twenty years old.

      “They can’t break that window?” Alex said.

      “You can try, but I’m not sure we brought enough healing flame rings for what might happen to you,” Juno said. They followed the road, which led to wide front gates that were open, and passed through them.

      Inside was like a different world. There were trees spread everywhere over rolling grass, some of which had gone wild, clearly in need of a gardener. They drove to the front of the library where Hera, Ruby, and a group of other witches were waiting.

      Alex got out, noting that nearby there were a few very new-looking kit homes that had been constructed near the library, apparently where the few remaining witches who were trying to destroy the magical lock stayed while they were working on it.

      Alex looked across the witches. Ruby had combat boots on again and was dressed in black, like she was ready to go rappelling down the building itself and smash in through a window. Hera had gone the other direction, wearing an evening gown. She crossed her arms, and Alex saw small glints of light from the jewels embedded within. The other witches were dressed more conservatively and looked like field researchers, wearing shades of khaki. One of them, an older woman in her fifties, had her hair pulled back so tightly that Alex was almost sure if she sneezed, her face would rip off entirely.

      “White Fang, about time,” Ruby called out, jovial. Alex saw the other witch give her a look that felt like it would have killed her had it landed. Stretching from the trip and followed by his mates, Alex came to stand in front of them, feeling the pressure from the favor lessening as he got closer.

      “Alex, this is Mirabel. She’s in charge of attempting to break the magical lock, to no success. Mirabel, here’s the world’s one and only Werewolf Mage, here to do what you couldn’t,” Hera said. Her tone was cool but cutting.

      “And I see your daughter has mated with him, how typical,” Mirabel said. Alex had heard Hera and Juno go at it like cats circling each other, preparing to fight, but at least underneath their cutting words was some level of respect. Mirabel was talking as though she had poison in her mouth, something bitter that she couldn’t spit out. Alex decided to ignore it. The lessening of the pressure of the favor made him feel good and he began stretching, as though he was just about to go for a run.

      “So I need to go in and kill a monster. Is that all you can tell me?” he said, grinning at Mirabel as though she was his best friend. Inside he was thinking, Fuck you for saying that about Juno. Mirabel looked at him like something scraped off her shoe and then waved at the building, indicating that he was to follow her. He did, with his mates backing him up, and then the rest of the witches. They soon came to a front door, which was ornately carved wood. As they approached, Alex saw a light shimmer over it, some kind of barrier.

      “Analyze it, if you’ve learned that much,” Mirabel said. Alex resisted the urge to smack her in the back of the head or to shift to hybrid right in front of her, and cast Analyze on the door. Normally, when analyzing something like a ward, it would show up with numbers, such as the number of active spells combined together to form the ward. Alex caught a brief glimpse of that, seeing there were just four spells running concurrently, before it flashed away and an image appeared. It was like a jittery, short movie from the 1920s, but in full color. It showed a werewolf, not him, casting a fireball into his hand and then a pair of doors opening outward, before repeating. Alex watched it a few times before canceling the spell.

      “So it shows this short film, and we’re meant to trust that if I stand over there and summon a fireball into my hand, it’s going to open up for me?” he asked.

      “It can be any magic, but yes,” Mirabel said. Alex glanced around at the assembled witches. Juno had her arms crossed and was looking at Mirabel with a slight smile on her face that Alex had seen before. It looked to be the one before Juno pulled out a butterfly knife and threw it. He guessed that if Mirabel made any more comments about Alex, things might suddenly go quite sour out here. It wasn’t even nine in the morning yet, thanks to how fast they’d rushed out of Baxter, so Alex stretched a few more times before turning to April.

      “Dose me up,” he said. She started passing him potions, and he waved away her explanations, just gulping them down one after the other. The first was like a coal in his stomach that grew hot and then cold. Others had no immediate effect, but the final one, which tasted like bitter toothpaste, caused a shiver that went through his skin and then he heard a light creaking noise as the flesh itself hardened.

      “That one lasts about eight hours, so please be faster than that,” April said. She gave him a kiss and then slipped off his shifter charm. Alex undressed, ignoring the fact that all the witches were watching him. Once he was naked, he shifted to hybrid form, growing taller and layering over with muscle and hair. He held his hand out to Nia, who gave him ten unenchanted rings. With all the witches watching him, Alex went up to the front door and summoned a fireball. He heard a faint chime that sounded so much like April’s magic that for a moment he thought it was her, before the door suddenly swung open, inward.

      Alex stepped through, into the cold interior, and then the door slammed shut, the magic lock reengaging with a thud that sounded like his doom.
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      The first thing Alex did was crouch down and scatter the unenchanted rings that Nia had given him on the polished wood floor. Keeping an ear out for anything approaching, he brought up his spell screen and saw with relief that his natural mana was already recharging from when he cast the fireball to gain access. There had been a worry that with the magical lock everything might be cut off, including access to mana.

      Alex immediately got to work enchanting, making two shock shield rings in quick succession and then setting them to the side, about a foot apart. There was still an inconsistency there, which meant his success rate floated anywhere between 50% and 70%. What it meant in real terms was that the rings often shattered or sometimes melted. Thankfully, if they were going to do so, it was often quite quickly. The noise might attract the monster, but Alex didn’t want to be going in unarmed with only his natural attributes.

      Thanks to the sheer amount of enchanting he’d been doing, the amount of mana it took to enchant a ring was decreasing every time he did it. In under fifteen minutes, he’d enchanted ten rings, one for each finger. They all split equally between defense and offense. He had a standard shield ring, two flame shields, two shock shields, two fireball, and three shock ball.

      Once the rings were enchanted, Alex put eight of them on, leaving the shock shields to the side just in case they decided to explode. He sat back on his haunches and listened. The library had the smell of an old abandoned house. It was dry and dusty. As he sat there breathing in, he caught the smell of paper and the glue used in the bindings. There was something else under it, the faintest edge that raised the hackles on Alex’s back. It was like spoiled raw meat, but so faint, he wasn’t sure if it was just his imagination.

      After sitting there for a good half hour, Alex slipped the final two rings on, dearly wishing he’d been able to bring in the shifter charm. A shifter charm wasn’t just useful for keeping clothes on when moving from human to hybrid, but also for hiding rings away when moving from hybrid to wolf. If Alex shifted now, the rings would fall off some fingers or be stuck on others as his hands changed to paws. It felt right to be in wolf form for this, slinking low, a hunter in the darkness, but if he wanted to keep the rings, he would have to fight the monster in hybrid form.

      After a few more minutes of waiting, Alex finally began to slowly creep forward out of the darkened entrance way. The corridor he was in was polished wood before a rich carpet began. Branching off it were a number of doors, a few closed but most open. Through the nearest one, Alex could see shelves of books lit up by a dim glow above. As he crept along, the incongruous nature of the witches’ library became more apparent. It was like the outside, a mashup between an old fortress and a modern building. There were light switches down the corridor, but then the lights themselves had small flickering flames in them, sealed up and burning eternally, apparently. Down the corridor, some of the doors were ornately carved, and the ceiling also, with cornices. The feeling of stepping back to the 1920s was then oddly set off by an old computer sitting on a table in the corridor, some blocky thing with a black screen. Alex was sure if he could get it to work, it’d probably be displaying green on black. From a distance, it looked to be an old Commodore 64.

      Alex eventually came to the first open door and paused at it, twitching his ears as he listened. There was no sound from the other side, and the unease in Alex’s stomach grew. He realized why a moment later. There was a total absence of life. Even in the most pristine of homes, there were tiny bugs under the floorboards or in the walls or outside in the garden, the chirping of birds, the murmuring of bees. The silence in the library was complete. No cockroaches, no bugs, not even a spider spinning a web.

      Alex crept through the door, emerging into an expansive library with multiple floors. He was surrounded by shelves of books that stretched away until they reached an open area that was tastefully decorated with chairs and tables, including some study desks. The floors above held multiple bookcases and were lit with the same flickering flames, controlled by light switches. Alex turned to check the bookcase, wondering what kind of things witches would keep, but was slightly disappointed to find they were just standard books and he’d apparently entered into the children’s fiction section. The first book he took from the shelf was Alice in Wonderland, an old dusty copy. He slipped it back onto the shelf, cringing a little at the rasping sound the cover made against the other book, and continued on, thankful for the thick carpet under his clawed feet.

      It was as he neared the end of the row that he saw the first skeleton. It was on the ground near one of the chairs, splayed out flat, as though the witch had been crawling. After being told the monster had killed witches Alex had expected bones, but not that they would be intact. He was expecting chewed and gnawed things, splintered remains, but this was as though someone had taken a medical skeleton and carefully toppled it over onto the ground. At the end of the corridor of books, there was a pool of light from high above and Alex hesitated, not wanting to step through it. He peered around the corner and saw more skeletons scattered and the first signs that there had been a fight.

      Some of the chairs were knocked over, others destroyed, and down the far end of the library, multiple shelves had been knocked over, books spilling out onto the ground. There were large tears in the carpet, as though cut by enormous claws. Some of the bodies down there were in pieces. Alex saw an arm and hand resting atop the pile of books with no body connected. There was a slight stain on the books, dark brown—old blood.

      As Alex looked around, he realized this was no place to fight a monster. There were too many entrances and exits. The multiple floors meant he could be ambushed from above. There was no place to corner the monster to stop it from escaping or to force it into a smaller corridor to restrict its movements. Alex started counting, getting to forty-two skulls that he could see from his position. The witches’ library had been full that day.

      Keeping an ear out, Alex carefully backtracked back out the door and went to the nearest one on the other side of the corridor. Out there it was no better. The witches had obviously believed in symmetry, building the other side in exact replica. However, the fight must have been more violent because most of the shelves were knocked over and destroyed, and there were bones everywhere. Alex could see complete legs and arms sitting in odd positions, obviously torn off bodies and dropped or thrown.

      Looking up at the ceiling, something caught Alex’s attention, although he couldn’t say what it was at first glance. There was just something… wrong… up there. He could feel the hackles on the back of his neck again, that feeling of pins and needles, and he crouched down, flexing his claws. He looked over the upper floors, at collapsed bookshelves and piles of books, until he came to a bookshelf three floors up that was still in place. The feeling of wrongness grew. There was definitely something up there, perhaps something concealed.

      Alex stood and waited, practicing all the lessons he’d learned as a werewolf hunting in the forest. The first virtue of a hunter was patience. The ability to outwait your prey, to remain still and calm, sometimes for hours, could be the difference between life and death. Alex was aware that April’s potions had a limited time span, but still he waited, time ticking by. After an hour, he finally brought up his spell screen and then cast Analyze on the bookshelf. A screen opened up, and it was as Alex expected. Wood and a small amount of metal, the screws to hold it together, wood glue. Alex moved his focus higher up on the bookcase and cast it again, opening another window. It returned the same result. He kept moving, changing his focus by a few inches, until finally he had seven windows open. It was on the eighth that he finally hit success. The screen opened but did not display wood and glue and metal. It was mostly full of question marks, but it was clear he was now analyzing something alive that had wrapped itself around the bookshelf and was currently camouflaged.

      There was minimal information about it, so, hoping that he wasn’t about to do something stupid, Alex doubled up the analyze spell and cast it again. A few of the question marks changed to information, including a heartbeat. It was less of a heartbeat than a slow squeeze, a pulse once every 10 minutes or so.

      Alex was very aware that he was surrounded by piles of paper and wooden shelves full of books, and so he chose the shock ball, summoning it from the ring to preserve his natural magic. He knew he could explore more, perhaps find a better place to fight, but the monster might awaken and right now he knew where it was.

      The shock ball appeared in his hand. Concentrating on the bookcase, Alex stepped out into the light and hurled it. It shot upwards in a perfect arc, passing between the ornate metal fence that was the barrier to stop witches falling, and hitting the monster dead on.

      It couldn’t have gone more perfectly—the shock ball exploded, tendrils of power jolting outwards. The analysis spell itself showed a heartbeat suddenly appearing, flesh being damaged, and then something enormous and fast smashed Alex in the back of the head, flinging him across the room where he crashed into a pile of fallen books.

      Alex got to his feet as the shield ring on his finger broke to pieces and dropped to the ground. The blow had been so sharp, so strong, that although the shield had triggered, it had overloaded and some of the force had gotten through. The flame shield and shock shield rings didn’t work on the same trigger and had to be manually operated, so as he stood up, Alex triggered the shock shield, small bolts of lightning appearing about an inch away from his fur before vanishing, waiting for an attack. Whatever had hit him was gone or had turned invisible, perhaps.

      With his ears still ringing, Alex crept down from the pile of books to the carpet, his claws out. He still had the analyze spells running. He quickly canceled the ones just analyzing the bookshelf and then saw something strange with the final one that had been analyzing the monster. Some of the question marks were flickering now, the heartbeat speeding up and slowing down, and then all of a sudden, it vanished as though he’d been analyzing nothing, all of the details zeroing out. Alex glanced up at the shelf and saw pieces of light breaking away from the bookcase.

      “What the hell?” he murmured. Had that been an illusion? One that was good enough to fool an analyze spell? Alex took a step before something hit him from behind. This time, the shock shield engaged and then instantly overloaded. It managed to largely protect Alex. He felt like he’d just been shoved from behind and managed to turn it into a dive roll, landing between two sofas and jumping to his feet again.

      Behind him, the monster appeared, small shocks creeping across its skin. It was, as one of the witches had claimed, about the size of an elephant, or maybe larger. It was hard to see exactly, as its skin mirrored its surroundings. Alex caught the faintest hint of movement. It looked as though the books themselves were rippling like water as the monster moved. It was fast, too, despite the shock it had taken, moving with liquid speed. Alex triggered the next shock shield and then dived at the monster with his claws out. To him, it looked like he was diving towards a fallen bookcase, as though when he slashed at it he would hit metal and wood, but his claws sank into flesh, piercing first through a hardened scale that actually tore one of Alex’s claws off.

      He pulled his claws out, ignoring the pain, and slashed again as the monster screamed. Alex wasn’t sure what part of the monster he was on, its back or front or side. It was just a wall of camouflaged flesh. As he swiped, his claws brought up sparks, skittering uselessly off the scales. He’d gotten lucky with this first dive, piercing through a small gap, perhaps a new or old weakened scale. Alex immediately slashed at the same spot, knowing that if he could open a hole and do enough damage, perhaps he could kill the thing. The great bulk of the monster swung, flinging Alex off as though he was nothing more than an irritating tick on its back.

      Alex crashed into a pile of books which were scattered with bones and then swore as the ring on his hand overheated. He quickly pulled it off. The monster had been shocked again, small bolts of lightning running over its skin, and Alex saw it was larger than he’d first assumed. It was more like a few elephants now, approaching the size of a school bus. It turned towards him and roared, a disconcerting effect because the camouflage went all the way down, even its teeth and throat and tongue. To Alex, it was like seeing a faint, ghostly afterimage, the tiniest delay between the camouflage and what was behind it. The only part of it that wasn’t keeping up was the small wound that Alex had made, which he saw now was down near a tail that was as thick as a crocodile.

      The shock spells were working well, so Alex saw no reason to change tactics. With the rings used, he cast shock shield out of his natural mana and then summoned a shock ball, charging it up with what was left of the death magic. It changed the ball from yellow to black, and then Alex hurled it, hitting the monster in the side. He followed up by diving at it, aiming for the wound, but it twisted and moved and he crashed into its back, scrabbling for purchase. For a moment, he was atop it, but the scales were slick up here and he had the disconcerting view that he was floating above the ground as the camouflage showed him the carpet beneath.

      Hoping he wasn’t about to start a fire, Alex cast fireball from one of the rings, and instead of hurling it, shoved it directly down to the monster’s back, casting flame shield as he did so he wouldn’t be burned. The monster screamed, and then with a great lurch, it rolled just as the fireball burned its way into its flesh. Alex barely made it clear, launching himself off its back and managing to grab onto the railing of the second floor before pulling himself up.

      Although he hadn’t had the opportunity to train recently, having lost the obstacle course, it seemed the lessons he’d learned had stuck. He was finally more comfortable in his hybrid form, used to his strength and power, and with the slight upgrade was now faster.

      Alex turned, planning to jump down on the monster again to begin hacking at the burnt spot on its back, shoving fireballs in there until he crisped the thing from the inside. There was a ripple through the air as it swung a claw. He saw things flying towards him and dived to get out of the way, but whatever the monster had shot, there had been hundreds of them. The flame shield took most of them, but Alex felt a piercing pain in his leg and his shoulder.

      He landed awkwardly on a toppled bookshelf, but managed to bound out of sight of the monster, up to the next level.

      It had shot darts at him, long, bony spines with a small, hardened bulb at the end. Alex carefully checked the one in his shoulder to see if it had ridges preventing it being pulled out, knowing that he could cause even greater damage if he pulled it, but it appeared that the spike didn’t have thorns and was smooth like a hypodermic needle. He pulled it out of his shoulder and then removed the one in his leg and dropped it to the ground. When they landed, they flickered for a moment, some remnant of the chameleon ability. Alex brought his hand up to his shoulder and cast healing flame, but nothing emerged from the end of his finger. It took just a moment for him to realize that all of his manas were now grayed out.

      He still had Know Thyself open, and could see that the active spell lists were now a new lot of question marks. But he couldn’t do anything. Whatever he’d been stung with had cut off his access to magic entirely.

      Alex heard a thud from below and quickly ran to the edge of the balcony, the pain in his leg and shoulder beginning to catch up with him. The monster was on the move and seemingly not concerned with stealth now that it had been damaged. Alex knew he only had moments before it could be out of his reach, and he didn’t like the idea of having to cat and mouse it, hunting it through the library. Sure, he didn’t have his magic, but he still had the rings, and his teeth and claws. Making a sudden decision, he leaped from the balcony over the railing and down onto the monster’s back, casting a fireball from the ring as he did.

      Like he was making a touchdown, he shoved the fireball into the wound and then was immediately flung off as the monster rolled.

      Alex ducked out of the way as an enormous claw swung over his head. He tried to leap again, but the monster must have anticipated it because it hit at him and his flame shield burst into pieces with an enormous gulp of heat. The monster screamed as Alex landed, crashing through some tables. The pain of it was immense, and he realized that as he was cut off from magic, he wasn’t healing at the speed he usually would. With his leg and shoulder bleeding freely now and not healing, he had to kill the monster soon, otherwise it was possible he’d succumb to his injuries.

      The monster screamed at him again, appearing to Alex as though there were bookshelves and chairs with the faint outline of jaws overlaid on them. He cast fireball and flung it, hoping the thing was stupid enough to keep its mouth open, but it turned its head at the last moment and the fireball splashed harmlessly against its scales. Alex cringed for a moment as the remnants of it hit some of the piles of books which began smoldering, but thankfully no flame caught. Figuring he had a successful move worked out, Alex leaped from the ground up to the second floor again, neatly passing over the iron barrier and landing behind it, despite his injuries. As soon as he was up there, he launched himself again, down onto the monster’s back, flame shield and fireball at the ready. He managed to land another one, pushing the fireball into the wound, which was now becoming a large, charred hole.

      The monster attempted to roll, and this time Alex jumped straight up in the air, perhaps applying a little too much power as he almost touched the ceiling high above. For a moment, he hung up there, seeing the faint rippling shape of the monster before he plummeted back down and crashed onto its back again. This time, as he planted the fireball, he slashed with his claws, digging into the flesh, hoping to hit a spine or some other vital organ. His arm went in up to the shoulder and it felt as though he was pulling his claw around through thick custard. Just as his claw encountered bone, the monster rolled and this time Alex wasn’t fast enough to get free. He cast flame shield again, and as the giant thing rolled over him, both shields burst as it crushed him into the ground.

      For a moment, he was surrounded by fire, the enormous wave of the monster crashing into his body, and then suddenly it was off him and he found himself in the air again, his claw lodged deep inside its body. He caught a breath and knew that his ribs were crushed. There was an agonizing pain in one of his feet, that felt as though his ankle had been broken. Knowing that he couldn’t put up with much more of this, Alex unloaded everything at once, the remainder of the fireballs, the shock ball, deep inside the monster’s body at the end of his claws. He managed to set them off, and pulled his claws out and attempted to leap away, but then something hitched in his body, the muscles not obeying him, and instead of a graceful landing up on the second floor he crashed directly through the metal barrier and into a bookcase.

      Alex came out of the dark, unsure whether a minute or an hour had passed. He could smell blood and burned flesh, and also smoldering paper and smoke. He took a breath, pain shooting through his chest. His spell screen was still up, and whatever the monster had stung him with was still working. He had no access to magic and he was cursing himself now for not enchanting a single healing flame ring.

      Alex managed to get to one knee and then he carefully dragged himself over to the edge of the balcony. There, on the ground floor, was something that looked like an enormous maggot covered in pale scales. On one side, it had a leg and a claw, but they appeared stumpy, and then Alex realized they’d only emerge from the thing’s body when it needed it. It had two wounds, one down near its thick tail, and then the enormous burn hole in its back. Alex hoped it was dead because there was no way he was getting off the floor for quite a while, and if the thing came at him now, it would win.

      “Hello? Can you make your way over here?” he heard a man call out. With great effort, Alex managed to turn around and saw that in one of the branching corridors off the floor there was what appeared to be a study room, and in it, a man sitting in a luxurious red chair, waving his hand at him.

      The appearance of him was so incongruous that for a moment, Alex wasn’t sure if he was hallucinating or not. His head felt muzzy from the injuries and blood loss, and then he felt a cold shock of adrenaline as he wondered whether the monster had managed to breed over all the years it had been locked in here. It had cast some kind of illusion on the upper floor while it had stalked him despite its enormous size. Could there be others?

      “I can heal you. Don’t worry, the Abcartros is dead,” the man called out. Alex took a breath, and heard a wet gurgling sound that he realized was him.

      “Come here. I’m having trouble moving,” Alex gasped.

      “I can’t, I’m sorry. I’m bound to this space here, but if you can make it, I can help you.”

      Gritting his teeth, Alex managed to get a knee under himself and then got up. His ankle was definitely broken, and he couldn’t put weight on it at all. He grabbed onto the bookcases that were still standing and managed a kind of shuffling hop, although each movement was agony. When he reached the room, he got a proper look at the man. He seemed to be in about his mid-30s with blond hair and was wearing business attire, looking like an accountant on a lunch break. He had on a blue striped shirt with his sleeves rolled up. As Alex pulled himself into the room, he saw that there were open books on the floor, spread around the chair where the man was sitting.

      “Just get any part of you into the circle,” the man said, indicating the faint line that was a demarcation between the dust on the ground and the clear spot around the chair where he was sitting. Alex took another hop, then his leg gave out, and he crashed to the carpet but managed to get his hand inside the circle. The man knelt down and brought his hand close to Alex, a small black spark jumping out to cross the gap. It stung through him, running from his arm into his chest, feeling very much like Alex’s homebrew healing flame spell, but seeming to use electricity rather than fire.

      The spell worked rapidly, and Alex felt the pain in his chest easing as his breath came back. It then zapped down to his ankle and he gritted his teeth as bones realigned and healed together. It was only a few moments, but the man had managed to take care of the worst of Alex’s injuries before finally standing back and collapsing into his chair. Alex got himself to a sitting position. He was still injured, but there was no chance of dying right now.

      “Thanks for that. Who are you?” Alex asked.

      “My name is Darwin. I’m just a projection, bound mostly to this circle and then a little outside it, if I really exert myself,” he said. Darwin waved a hand through the arm of his chair that he appeared to be sitting in. Alex took a few deep breaths before managing to get to his feet.

      “Are you part of the library magic?” he asked.

      “No. The Abcartros destroyed most of the defenses of this place. The iron golems were torn to pieces,” he said.

      “That thing was an Abcartros? What is that?”

      “It’s an incredible predator. They spread millions of eggs, but almost all die instantly. They require an incredibly precise set of growing conditions and can lay dormant for decades. Eventually, just one egg out of perhaps millions will manage to hatch and grow, and then you get that thing down there, a super predator that can change its shape and size and camouflage. You’re very lucky that that one had been lying dormant since it appeared. The more they fight, the faster they get, and smarter, too. You essentially caught that one in a slumber.”

      Alex looked back down the corridor. He couldn’t see the Abcartros from here, but now that he was healed, maybe it was a good idea to go back and finish it off if it wasn’t fully dead.

      Darwin seemed to read his mind. “It’s definitely dead. May I ask you a favor? I managed to lure it in here a long time ago to knock some books off the shelves, but it got some of its gunk on the second to last page. I haven’t been able to turn it, no matter how hard I try. Can you turn the last page there?” Darwin said, pointing at an open book on the floor.

      Alex reached down and picked up the book. It was the least he could do for this man or projection or whatever it was, considering it had just saved his life.

      “The Man-Eaters of Tsavo,” Alex read out, looking at the front cover. He carefully unstuck the page, turning it over and then holding the book out to Darwin.

      “I can’t hold it, but you can put it back on the floor,” Darwin said. Alex put it on the floor and then Darwin leaned over, reading the final page of the story.

      “That’s been driving me mad for years,” he said to Alex after a moment.

      With his wounds somewhat healed, the fuzziness in his head was now fading away and Alex was properly taking in the room around him. Books were spread everywhere, open on most of the surfaces. Alex was suddenly aware that he was being incredibly stupid. Sure, Darwin had healed him, but it was some magic thing, surely, and for all he knew he was in a trance while some giant monster sucked his blood. Alex glanced down at another book sitting on the desk, open in the middle.

      “Darwin’s Origin of Species. Have you read it?”

      Alex shook his head and then regretted it, feeling a sharp pain in the back of his neck.

      “I love it. The battle of prey and predator. Faster running, sharper claws, grouping in herds for protection, then hunting in packs. A plant grows more poisonous and the feeder grows to resist the poison. Each of them climbing up the ladder, the constant sharpening of one against the other, and then sometimes out of that, an apex predator arises.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Alex said. He took a step towards the door before Darwin leaped out of his chair, holding up his hands.

      “No, wait. There’s something I need to give you. It’s just that doing so will destroy me and I want to talk for a moment. There’s some parchment over in that desk in one of the drawers. Bring a page over to the circle,” Darwin said.

      Although Alex felt a growing unease, he decided to obey. No sense upsetting some magical projection if he could get out of here without a fight. He found parchment in the drawer, a page of it, and brought it over to Darwin, holding it out before he realized again that it was just a projection. He knelt down and placed it within the circle before stepping back.

      “All the ink is dried up, I’m afraid, but you’re still leaking blood, so I’m going to need some of it. I won’t take much, and it will only hurt a little. Once I’m done, you need to copy the parchment as fast as you can. Do you understand?” Darwin said.

      “Sure,” Alex mumbled. He stepped forward and put his arm, where a wound was still seeping blood, in the circle. He was half expecting Darwin to dip his finger into it, but the projection merely waved a hand and a small trickle of blood pulled itself into the air out of Alex’s wound, formed itself into a point, and began scratching onto the parchment. It took maybe thirty seconds all up, the blood a bright red against the parchment. Darwin collapsed back on the chair, panting with exhaustion, and waved to Alex.

      “Copy it quick. It’s your very own Rosetta Stone. You’re on the right path—the Great Barrier is the greatest harm of all. Complete the spell you carry. Learn this language. Free our people. Free all the supernaturals.” Then he flickered out as though he’d never been.

      There was a sudden burst of light and a clanking sound as metal shutters all over the building retracted. Light flooded into the room as the skylight was uncovered, revealing just how much dust and dirt was everywhere. Alex knelt down with a wince of pain and picked up the parchment. Written in his dried blood at the top were two lines. The first was the alphabet and then below it were a series of sharp strokes that Alex instantly recognized as the same language as the black rune spell. Below that were a series of seemingly random words in English and the black rune translation.

      He opened up his spell screen and saw he still had no access to magic, but hoped that that wouldn’t affect his ability to copy what he saw. Thankfully, he had the space and he concentrated on the parchment thinking copy and paste. He got 4% the first time and then 5% the next, and gradually over the next thirty seconds, he managed to copy the page. As soon as he was finished, it burst into flames and Alex dropped it to the ground and then very gingerly pressed it out with his foot so it wouldn’t set the carpet on fire.

      “Alex?” Juno’s voice echoed through the library.

      “I’m here,” he called out. He hobbled down the corridor and out over to the balcony. Down below, Juno, Nia, and April were carefully circumnavigating the Abcartros’ corpse, followed by Hera, Ruby, and the other witches. Mirabel was still looking as though she’d eaten poison. The moment she saw Alex covered in blood and clearly injured, she crossed her arms and glared at him.

      “Your favor is complete and this library is for witches only, so you must immediately depart,” she called out.

      Alex heard Juno scoff from where she was standing, and when Mirabel went to take a step, she crashed to the ground, her shoelaces tied together. The assorted witches suppressed laughter as Alex’s mates bounded up the nearest set of stairs, dodging piles of books and broken bookcases. April and Juno immediately cast healing spells on him, even as they helped him down the stairs and out of the library.

      “The gate is down there,” Mirabel said the moment they were outside, having gotten her shoelaces untangled. She was flaring her nostrils like a racehorse that had just finished a run.

      “A little thanks would be nice,” Juno said.

      “Shouldn’t he be thanking us, considering this was payment for a favor?” Mirabel said. Then she waved her arms at them and went back inside. They made their way to the gate, Alex’s strength gradually returning as his mates’ healing spells worked on him. Boris was outside, but there was no one else there, even Hera and Ruby having stayed inside. Alex leaned up against Boris to catch his breath.

      “That thing, it stung me and I can’t use my magic right now,” Alex said. Both April and Juno immediately cast additional healing spells on him, as well as purify, but whatever the Abcartros had stung him with seemed resistant to the magic. Alex welcomed the healing, though, feeling some of the ache in his body disappearing. Finally, he was able to stand properly and stretch out his arms.

      “You know, there are spell books in there. Down the lower levels,” Juno said.

      “I didn’t see any stairs going down,” Alex said.

      “That place has dug into the earth like a tooth. There are multiple levels below. So, if you want a spell book, I’m just saying… there are spell books there.”

      “Sounds like you’re saying we should rob the witches and steal their spell books,” Alex said.

      Juno flicked her hair out and then tied it up into a ponytail.

      “How do you think the witches got them?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      April squeezed his ribs with her legs and ran her hands through Alex’s fur. He made a chuffing noise as they walked through the forest, Alex enjoying the comforting weight of her upon his back. About twenty minutes into their journey back from the library the Abcartros poison had worn off all at once and Alex had regained access to his magic. Although he was largely healed by then, thanks to April and Juno, he’d cast healing flame to take care of the final niggling injuries. There was still a slight ache, the deeper level of healing that had to take place at a slower pace, but Alex was almost back to full strength.

      Although fulfilling the witches’ coven’s favor hadn’t been in Alex’s plans, now that they’d come so far out of their way they decided to incorporate a visit to Julius on the way back. On the drive to a remote dirt area that could be barely called a parking lot, Alex had told his mates everything: the battle with the Abcartros and then Darwin, trapped in a circle, who had healed him and then given him what he’d call a Rosetta Stone. Alex tried once again to share it with April and Juno. As had been the case with the black rune spell, he was unable to share the new alphabet.

      They got hints of it only: Juno described it as swirls of black on a deeper black background; April, who saw magic in terms of music, said it was a low thudding grumble of something dangerous coming from a long distance away. They could only see part of the parchment text that Alex had copied, the words in English and not the runes.

      Alex had read through it a few times now. Darwin had not just copied down the standard alphabet but also seemingly random words. For example, he had a small symbol and then the word eviscerate under it. On another line he had a symbol and the word cut and Alex could see there was a similarity between the symbols as though the curves of the lines themselves were what made up the word. Eviscerate was cut plus something else merged together, as though the letters had been written on top of each other.

      Despite the fact he had a translation guide, Alex didn’t look at the partial spiky rune spell during their drive. If he hit a ward, although it was unlikely out in the territory, he didn’t want it to cast itself and rip the meat from his bones.

      Instead he’d talked with his mates about the witches, the library, and Juno’s nascent idea that perhaps they should focus on stealing a spell book if they could, preferably from mages but the witches would do in a pinch.

      They’d finally reached the small parking lot where they left Boris and began their  walk into Julius’s territory.

      Now they were on their way there, April having won the rock, paper, scissors against Juno to ride Alex, her pumpkin pie beating Juno’s silent tree falling in the forest by some unknowable and complex set of rules that Alex couldn’t quite grasp yet.

      Alex had briefly spoken with Jeremiah via the satellite phone but not much had changed since the morning. The fired werewolves were already looking for new jobs and Jeremiah had assigned werewolves to navigate the bureaucracies they were up against. Alex knew things were in capable hands so he left them to it.

      As he padded along through the forest feeling the presence of nature around him, Alex was chewing over the idea of what it really meant to be an alpha. When his pack had been small, every decision had been his. He’d listen to his pack to make them, of course, but he was intimately involved and knew everything that was going on. With the sudden flood of new pack members it was like he was operating a corporation now; he had to rely on others and sometimes found things out secondhand, like that some of the werewolves had set up homeschooling for the children and were now running classes.

      “I’m really looking forward to some of that spiced vodka,” April whispered in Alex’s ear, squeezing his back again with her legs and rocking gently back and forth.

      Alex made a chuffing noise again. It was quite difficult to talk in wolf form, the shape of the tongue and the jaw feeling wrong. He agreed with April though: he was looking forward to their visit to Julius, despite everything that was going on. Yes, it was deadly serious, and they meant to talk to the older wolf about alliances and other things that were going on including the fact that a lot of packs had been bombed with silver, but Alex was also looking forward to the other side of it: roasted boar with salt and fat, good alcohol, and finally, perhaps a private place for him and his mates to spend some time together.

      As April gently massaged her fingers through his fur, humming slightly to herself, Alex brought up his spell screen and, figuring this was as good a time as any, switched over to the black rune spell. It still felt as dangerous as ever, a sharp thing like a ball of blades, and Alex could only hope that they didn’t run into a ward way out here in the territories because he knew the spell had an urgent desire to destroy any ward it came across.

      He’d been mulling over his interaction with Darwin, especially his comments about the Great Barrier that in itself was harmful to the supernaturals. Alex had heard similar things before, including from Julius. The Great Barrier kept the supernaturals separate from the normals, would blank out security footage, cause people to see different things than what was there, and generally kept them safe through the normal world not knowing they existed.

      But as every supernatural had experienced, the Great Barrier had a painful side, those fishhooks that compelled, to stop supernatural things going down in front of the normals. It also meant when supernaturals were murdered the police force and forensics were of no use. There was no court system to bring to bear.

      On the other side of it, normals could die at the hand of supernaturals, puzzling deaths that then would also be hidden away. Even as Alex thought about the Great Barrier with the black rune spell open in front of him he could feel a slight anxiousness in his body. The Great Barrier had snapped down upon them all at the end of the battle against the Corvus mages, making them load trucks with dead bodies, forcing witches to cast rain spells to wash away blood, and so far Alex was the only one who truly remembered what had happened.

      He still had the feeling that it was dangerous to even think about the Great Barrier considering he’d been knocked unconscious when he’d attempted to talk about what had happened. It was like dancing around an opponent who knew every move you might make and so you had to somehow try to be secretive while standing in a spotlight.

      Alex knew that no matter how powerful the Great Barrier was, there must be a flaw somewhere. It must have compelled the mages to dispose of the bodies somehow. How clever could it be? It wasn’t as though there were the facilities around to cremate close to a thousand bodies, to make them disappear.

      Alex’s money was on a mass grave of some kind, which meant if he went searching for it perhaps he might find it… although there was the concern of what the Great Barrier might do in that case. It was a spell which Alex was interpreting as being an incredibly powerful program. It had snapped down upon them to hide the battle, to hide the dead bodies, but now it was done was it really paying attention still?

      If Alex came upon a dead werewolf out in the forest the Great Barrier wouldn’t bother pulling on him. After they’d been attacked by dead mercenaries and had destroyed them, the Great Barrier hadn’t compelled them to bury them. Alex and his pack had dismembered the dead, including what was left of the necromancers, and buried them out in the dirt, all without the Great Barrier compelling anything.

      Alex chewed over this for a little while longer before finally directing his attention back to the black rune spell. He’d been holding it open hoping the feeling of danger would decrease like a kind of exposure therapy, but the spell still felt as it always did, like some coiled sharp machine.

      Alex pulled up Darwin’s Rosetta Stone in the window beside it and the effect on the main spell was immediate. Before, it had been grayed out, unable to be edited or changed or executed without coming in contact with a ward. The spell suddenly sprang to life and the sense of danger increased. Now it was like a nest of vipers with razor blades for fangs. Alex looked at the word and rune for cut and then recognized some of the symbols throughout the black spell. He started flicking between one and the other trying to identify words. As he was staring at one of the runes in the spell a smaller window suddenly opened and filled with twenty other runes.

      Alex made a grunting noise which in his wolf form essentially meant holy crap. It appeared the runes of the main spell were in fact multiple other runes laid on top of each other, forming a single symbol. Those runes in turn appeared to be multiple runes laid on top of themselves too. As Alex looked at one of them, another smaller window opened and four runes appeared in it, the base level.

      It was such a strange way to code a spell but Alex saw it wasn’t much different from the small images he could now manipulate. After all, his lightning bolt or flame were compressed code. It was just a matter of intensity and degree. Four runes made up another rune; there were twenty of those which meant something like eighty to one hundred runes underlying it. They compressed down and then those runes compressed on top of each other down to a single symbol. It took great concentration for Alex to open up multiple windows, and as he did he realized his natural mana was rapidly dropping, the exertion of it draining his magic away.

      “What are you doing?” April said, her hands buried in Alex’s fur.

      “Share your magic,” Alex carefully said. He didn’t have the time to explain that every time a rune uncompressed, it swallowed mana.

      “I see a single wound open on you, you’re dead,” April warned in a low tone. She began sharing her magic with Alex. Although they were surrounded by forest he could now smell pine needles, wet leaves and earth as the half earth elemental shared her magic with him.

      Alex kept opening runes. One master rune was crazy—it had a hundred runes under it and each of them another twenty or so. Alex kept going lower until he hit the bottom level, just two runes overlapped. They didn’t take much magic to open at that point but it was enough that Alex’s magic level soon stopped rising even with April’s help, and began slowly dropping again.

      He kept scanning between all of the screens, trying to understand simple words and phrases. He found three small runes which were the words cut, eviscerate and work. Together they combined to a smaller rune which then formed part of a group which Alex got the feeling was a process that was almost surgical—slicing, cutting and removal but with great care.

      Another set of runes seemed to be about direction and it was in there that Alex got the feeling that parts were missing. He could sense there were connections between the runes as though they were sending information to others or feeding from them.

      In the section about directions he could tell there were parts missing; a sensation like an empty tooth socket. Although he was only on the edge of understanding he suspected this was why the spell backlashed upon him when he cast it. Although it wanted to pull itself into a ward and slice it to pieces, it had no direction, and so it came back upon the caster, inflicting physical wounds.

      Alex could see there were other runes about direction and intention and when he opened up some of the screens there was even a blinking cursor now, but he didn’t dare attempt to write a single part of a spell. This wasn’t like the code he was used to using where he could work it and massage it around and he had a natural understanding. This spell was like a freight train moving fast and dangerous. He wouldn’t be able to start small with it. If he was going to figure out how to direct it he might have to start writing a new spell entirely, but only after a lot more study. He had to hope to hell he didn’t get the runes wrong.

      Alex had a rune that meant light and he figured that might be a good place to start but there was no way he was doing it right now. If he was going to do any experimentation with his new language, he’d be surrounded by his mates plus a bunch more werewolves all carrying healing rings, so that if something went wrong he had a good chance of surviving.

      “Okay, I can’t take much more now,” April said, squeezing her hand through his fur. Alex collapsed away the windows, the pull on his magic decreasing until they were all gone and he was left with the master spell. Even with a rough count it was thousands and thousands of runes laid down upon each other. Alex swiped it away and wondered why this pile of a spell had been stitched into a tapestry just hanging in a vampire’s private collection waiting for him to come and get it. He’d talked with April a few times about the origin of the necklace they’d dug up but there was no progress to be made there. She’d left her home, at some point met someone who had given her the direction to find the necklace, and then had voluntarily chosen to have her memory of it wiped. Even estimating how far April could travel on foot meant it was thousands of miles of territory to cover. Alex was starting to think though that it might be a good idea to find this person. He had a lot of werewolves now and if they all went at once they could cover a lot of ground.

      It wasn’t long before the birds in the forest ahead of them stilled their song as Julius’s pack slinked behind trees following their progress. Although they were originally Nia’s pack there was a kind of tradition to this sort of thing. Alex could even feel it himself—even when it was friendly, there was a joy in stalking.

      Alex closed all of his spell screens and focused on the path ahead, his stomach rumbling at the idea of some salted boar. He could already smell roasting meat drifting on the breeze. He took a deep sniff and then felt the flutter of sensation that was the thread he pulled on, the one he’d used to direct the weredogs, the one that he had felt around his pack in the middle of battle. It was incredibly faint at first but then grew stronger the closer they came to Julius’s territory. It didn’t feel quite the same though. Alex kept reaching for it but it eluded his grasp. It was tenuous and slippery almost like the first time Alex had encountered it. Although he tried very carefully to mentally grasp it, it was like he couldn’t get a paw to it, and although he could sense it was stronger he couldn’t grab it at all. Alex finally gave up on it as they emerged from the trees and saw Julius and some of his pack across the other side of the clearing.

      April and Juno got off Alex and Nia who shifted back to hybrid form, Alex taking the lead as he walked across the small clearing. Some of Nia’s sisters were there, as well as her mother who looked disconcertingly like Nia. Julius wasted no time in quickly getting through the introduction ritual. Nia, Juno and April were soon talking a mile a minute, Alex struggling to follow the hundred conversations that had seemingly sprung up. He heard the word baby and then Julius grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him away from the pack, leading him into the village proper.

      “Let’s get some actual work done before they realize we’re gone,” Julius said with a grin.

      The last time Alex had been here it had been in a cooler season and there had been werewolves everywhere including children playing. Now, at the peak of summer the village baked and there was hardly anyone to be seen. There were a few werewolves roasting meat but even they had set up under the shade of trees.

      Julius took Alex to the main building they’d been to before and inside. Alex shifted back to human with relief, feeling the cooling effect immediately. Julius followed, for a moment appearing stark naked before grabbing clothes out of a basket by the door and getting dressed. Alex knew that Julius had enough money to buy some more shifter charms and for a moment felt a twinge of regret for the money his mates had spent on fancy dinners and staying in a hotel. Julius directed all of his resources back into the pack to the point of not owning a shifter charm himself. Alex let that go as they went into what Alex thought of as Julius’s war room, the older werewolf going over to a small fridge and pulling out a beer which he handed to Alex.

      “To Corvus having their head cut off,” Julius said, holding up his bottle. Alex clinked his against it and then saw Julius wink at him.

      “That was a crazy battle,” Alex said.

      “I was very much in favor of you giving them a bloody nose to make them stop, but you damn near tore their head off. Titus is dead which means they’re deciding on a new leader, plus a thousand Corvus mages are gone. It’s unprecedented,” Julius said. Alex glanced over to the maps on the wall and saw that Julius had updated one with Baxter. There was now a large red mark to the north and notes written next to it identifying where Alex and his pack along with the witches had killed the Corvus mages.

      “Do you think that will get the mages to back off?” Alex asked. Julius took a gulp of his beer and then burped.

      “Maybe. Although the mages are more cohesive than werewolves, there are still rivalries there. Tradinium are the strongest of course, but Corvus wasn’t far behind. Losing a thousand mages only takes them down a peg or two, it definitely opens them up to competition with a few other enclaves. Tell me about the weredogs and how you controlled them,” Julius said, suddenly switching topics.

      Alex had chewed over what he should say a few times, but still hadn’t come to a good answer. Feeling a pull on the werewolves and then actually drawing power from them which had resulted in two upgrade points seemed awfully like some kind of terrible magic. The feeling that he could influence via that power as well wasn’t something that he wanted to spread around. If he could truly do it and werewolves knew he could, then surely they would avoid him. Julius must have seen the hesitation on his face.

      “Shall we say it’s… what is it, avocados out the butt or is it handkerchiefs?” Julius said.

      “Handkerchiefs, lots of handkerchiefs,” Alex said, taking a swig of his beer.

      Julius stood looking at him, waiting him out.

      “I could just sense them, that’s all. Like the mixed werewolf blood they’d been injected with—and then suddenly they were on my side,” Alex said a moment later, feeling he needed to give some kind of explanation.

      Julius took another drink and then walked over to the map, tapping his finger on it.

      “There’s something definitely going on. I’ve been trying my whole life to fit civilization over the top of the werewolves to get cooperation, and somehow you’ve done in only a few months what I failed to do in decades. Even me going out to make alliances… that’s something I’ve tried before with bribes of food and supplies, but suddenly I turn up with a handful of your magic rings and alphas, some of them very disagreeable alphas, have come around to your way of thinking. This has to be why the mages want to kill you. Look at what a small pack of unified werewolves did with the witches allied! A thousand Corvus mages destroyed, their weredogs turned against them. Could you imagine what you could do if you could get all of the werewolves to work together? Maybe we should stop thinking diplomacy and start thinking conquest,” Julius said.

      “What do you think that would look like?” Alex asked carefully.

      “You have the Slipways fortress already. Between that and your pack it’s the largest collection of werewolves in that area all working in the same direction. I’m thinking at the very least that the territories outside Baxter become forbidden for mages and vampires. And then, who knows, maybe we purge them from Baxter too,” he said.

      Alex took another swig of his beer to hide his surprise. Given Julius’s background, his efforts towards civilization, it was surprising to hear him use words like purge. Did he mean kill all the mages? Run every single one of them out of Baxter? Surely that couldn’t be the only city in the world where werewolves were having trouble.

      “I really just want them to stop,” Alex said finally.

      Julius regarded him for a moment. “That’s what I wanted for years too. Just leave us alone, you stay on your side of the fence, we’ll stay on ours. Most werewolves like living out in the territories and going back to Baxter or whatever city is nearby for money and work. But now I’m starting to think that the mages and the vampires will never stop under any circumstances. Now that you’re here pulling together werewolf packs for your cause, you need to decide what your cause is. You’re sharpening a weapon here and I think in the end you need to choose an enemy to direct it at—otherwise it may turn back on you.”

      Alex turned to look at the maps, his gaze straying across to a new one that had six sites marked on it and a large title across the top: Silver Bombings. There were dates listed too. All of them had happened in the last three weeks.

      “Those are the ones I’ve been able to definitively confirm. There are other rumored ones but the werewolves won’t say anything because they don’t want to appear weak,” Julius said.

      “Maybe I should get some more of my pack and go traveling around these territories, see what I can do directly,” Alex murmured. He hadn’t wanted to leave Baxter but now he was gone and although it was only for a day things were still running fine. Alex was realizing that maybe the best next step was for him to travel the territories, meet alphas directly. What Julius was saying was right: they now held a fortress that they’d taken from Ignis, and when Alex visited there he could feel the separate packs of werewolves were close to merging into one, simply from proximity and time. They weren’t his pack but it felt close enough that he could almost reach out and take it. Maybe Julius was thinking too small… maybe conquest wasn’t the end goal but rather empire. Entire cities that were held by werewolves and excluded mages and vampires.

      “Your eyes are really getting silver, aren’t they?” Julius said, squinting at Alex. Alex unconsciously touched a finger to his eyelid and then drew it away.

      There was a sudden clattering at the front door of the building as the group of wives and pack members and Alex’s mates entered, their conversation still racing along.

      “We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Julius said before the flood of women washed over them.
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      As Alex stuffed the salty smoked boar in his mouth and washed it down with a sweet spiced vodka, he felt like he’d time-traveled. Their last visit to Julius’s pack had been much the same: a party that had started in the late afternoon and stretched into the night, full of delicious roasted foods and the spiced vodka, which was flavored with various berries, in copious supply.

      The last time Alex had run the obstacle course a few times, competing against Daisy and being thoroughly beaten by the six-year-old. She’d grown about a foot since he’d last seen her, and thanks to the heat the mud pit was now just a dust pit, but Alex still raced the obstacle course against her and all the werewolves, finding that he’d improved substantially since last time. She’d beaten him on the first race around the obstacle course, but then after that he’d had to pull back to let her win. Although he occasionally stumbled over estimating his jumps, he was almost as comfortable in his hybrid form as he was in human.

      It was about nine at night and the celebration was continuing on, music thudding in the distance, run off of solar generators and batteries. They even had an upgrade this time, Julius putting them in a newly built cabin that had excellent air-conditioning, so inside it was cool and felt luxurious.

      Alex’s mates had already made their excitement known throughout the evening, each of them in turn frequently returning to whisper filthy things in his ears about what they planned to do once they got back to the cabin. For now, Alex was focused on eating as much smoked salty boar as he could. He wasn’t sure if it was the lingering injuries, his body needing the calories for repair, but there was something deeply satisfying about the fat and the meat together.

      “Don’t eat too much. We need you in peak condition,” Juno said, wrapping her arm around him, her breath brushing against his ear.

      “More magic. More magic!” the group of children following her cheered out. Juno gave Alex a kiss and then walked off into the darkness, sparks trailing from her fingers, the werewolf children laughing and clapping as they followed her. Alex returned to his plate but was interrupted a moment later by Nia coming up from behind him and kissing him on the neck.

      “You heard the witch,” she said. She sat beside him on the log and started stealing food from his plate. Although Alex was used to it, he still worked fast, snatching away a succulent piece of meat and popping it into his mouth before she could get it.

      “Hey, I’m your mate. You’re meant to be looking after me,” Nia said, slapping him on the arm.

      “You snooze, you lose,” Alex mumbled through the mouthful of food.

      Every now and again he reached out for that elusive thread that he was starting to think of as werewolf power. Although at first it had been as slippery as before, as the celebration continued Alex could feel he was getting close to grasping it. There was some kind of time component there. Simply being around other werewolves made the connection grow stronger.

      Even now, as he was starting to get quite drunk, he could almost grasp it fully.

      “What are you thinking?” Nia said, taking more of the meat on his plate. Alex let out a breath and then reached for the power before finally grasping it. He held it gently, not applying any force, and felt it like a Christmas tree lighting up in his mind, a connection that spread from him out to the werewolves surrounding him. He suddenly knew where Julius was and then quickly turned his attention away. Julius had dragged one of his wives into an empty cabin and closed the door, and was currently having his way with her on the bed.

      Alex could feel almost every werewolf in the area and had vague sensations of Juno and April as though the information about them was being relayed secondhand. Juno was summoning little clay golems, setting them off to run so the werewolf children could chase them. April was in a huddle with Nia’s sisters, most of whom were pregnant, having some deep and meaningful conversation. Alex would have put money on it being about babies.

      “Just enjoying myself,” he murmured. He let it go, the power ebbing away and the sensation of knowing where every pack member was going with it. Nia leaned over and put her arms around his neck.

      “Well, how about we continue enjoying ourselves and go to bed?” she said. She rubbed her leg against his and then she came closer.

      Alex nodded and Nia leaped up, hauling him with her. It seemed that April and Juno had been waiting for this moment because they quickly joined them as they rushed out of the celebration and out into the darkness towards the cabin.

      A little away from the celebration and the thudding music they could hear other werewolves in some of the other cabins, having a very good time. Alex decided to keep it to himself that Julius was in one of those cabins with one of his wives.

      They stumbled up the cabin steps and inside, the blissful cool washing over them. As they went in Alex realized he was more drunk than he’d thought. The spiced vodka that Julius’s pack illegally brewed had a kick to it and Alex had made the mistake of drinking while sitting down. It was never a good idea because you couldn’t truly tell how drunk you were until you tried to walk somewhere.

      Although his three mates were pulling him towards the bedroom, Alex carefully disengaged and went to the small bathroom instead to splash water on his face and wash some of the salt and oil off his hands. He saw he had spilled some food on his clothes as well and, figuring he’d end up naked soon anyway, took them off. As he looked at himself in the mirror, he saw the image briefly doubled before he shook his head and splashed himself with more cold water.

      “Come on, dude. Get it together. Come on,” he told himself.

      “Yeah, dude. Get in here,” Nia called out and his mates laughed. Taking a deep breath, Alex straightened himself out and walked into the bedroom as though he was perfectly sober.

      “Naked already. Straight to the point,” April said with a smile. Alex just shrugged, not trusting himself to speak without slurring his words. April beckoned him over even as she slowly undressed. When he came close enough for her to grab him, she gave him a deep and passionate kiss.

      It went on for longer than Alex expected, April pulling herself against him. When they broke apart, she was gazing into his eyes with a deep intensity.

      “Next time the thrall comes, I’m not drinking that potion,” she said.

      Alex felt a lurch inside of him. It was like a shock, but a good one.

      “I’d like that,” he said. It was a mad idea, of course. Despite the fact his pack was more than two hundred and fifty strong now, no way could they be called anywhere close to safe. The idea of a pregnant April was exactly what the wolf side of him wanted, to expand the pack, to have babies. But the part of him that had grown hard and cold, that had thoughts of empire and conquest, knew that if one of his pregnant wives were hurt—or worse, one of the babies—the wild rage that Alex had finally managed to get a hold on would come back with such strength that he might sink into it forever.

      April kissed Alex again and this time there was a desperation to it as though he had said he wanted to make a baby right this very moment. He was aware of Nia and Juno watching, as though some secret thing had finally been spoken aloud. Some desire they all shared, and now it was out in the open, they weren’t quite sure what to do. He felt both of them come up behind him and then Juno slipped her hand around his waist, not quite reaching for him down below, but being close to it. She scraped her nails lightly across his abdomen.

      “If we’re in the baby ordering business, I think I’d like one as well,” she said.

      “I see you’ve decided to go down the sarcastic path,” Alex said between kissing April.

      “There are other paths?” Juno said, scraping her nails lower. She brushed against him and then gripped the base of his cock, pressing herself up against him from behind.

      “There are often twins in my family bloodline,” Nia whispered in his ear. She knelt, coming slightly between April and Alex, and then enveloped him. Although the pleasure from below was intense, Alex’s attention was on April. He could feel her nature magic, and although the cabin was newly built and still smelled slightly of sawdust and new furniture, it smelled as though they were in the forest surrounded by wildflowers and earth.

      He realized as he kissed her, running his hands through her hair, that he wanted what she wanted too. He had a feeling that Nia and Juno took it for granted that they would have children with him, Nia because she was a werewolf and that was natural, and Juno because witches often mated with werewolves, producing a witch if it was a girl and a werewolf if it was a boy. But with April, although she was his mate, there’d been a barrier there. A fear that she’d carried. Nymphs didn’t live long, barely making it past thirty usually, whereas earth elementals could live virtually forever.

      April had no idea whether she’d inherited her lost mother’s short lifespan or her unknown father’s or had landed somewhere in between. Would she outlive Alex by centuries or turn thirty and be young and beautiful before dying shortly thereafter like a flower cut and thrown carelessly on the side of the road? It was as though she had accepted that no matter what her fate was, she wanted to create a baby with Alex.

      Eventually the sensations from Nia and Juno guiding his cock began to break through and Alex started moaning. April slowly backed away, pulling him towards the bed, which was slightly awkward considering how Nia was connected to him and Juno was holding him from behind. Nia tried her best to stay connected as they went across the floor, but then April fell back on the bed and Nia had to let go.

      Alex almost fell onto April, barely managing to catch himself, and then he slipped inside her. Juno was laying on his back, molded to his body, and he felt her legs come down outside of both of his. She pushed, causing him to thrust into April. It wasn’t the most harmonious movement, but it worked. Juno could thrust, pressing herself against Alex, who in turn moved into April. Nia slid into the bed beside them, taking one of April’s fingers in her mouth and starting to suck on it. For Alex, it was an odd sensation, incredibly pleasurable, but also strange to have Juno thrusting at him from behind, pressing his hips down.

      The room was dark, but Alex could see green popping out of the air and spiraling around, and then April realized what was happening, that it was Juno partially in charge, and gave a surprised laugh before moaning as Alex thrust again. Eventually the pleasure became too much for Alex and he began to speed up, and soon Juno was holding on like she was riding a bucking bronco. She finally slid off to the side, almost crashing to the bed and laughing, but Alex didn’t let up his pace.

      He was holding on to April. He was aware of his other two mates, Nia and Juno, connected with them, feeling the magic swirl around, but most of his focus was on April and hers on him. He kissed her as she looked up into his eyes and then there was a flood of green, April biting her lip before holding her spare hand across her mouth, trying to contain the scream. It felt like when Nia shifted, her blood and body pulling in his, except this time it was April and Alex came, plunging himself into her as though he desperately wanted to merge their bodies.

      Between the alcohol and his mates and the coolness of the room, the pleasure was intense and felt like it could go on forever, but then there was a lurch, like a wave of pain and ice. It washed across Alex and he shouted, pulling out of April, even as he shifted to hybrid form.

      “What is it?” April gasped. That was when the first screams outside began. Alex was out the door before he knew it, rushing into the darkness. Outside the celebration was in chaos, werewolves fleeing the area while others flailed around. It looked as though they were fighting invisible monsters, and then as the music abruptly cut out, Alex heard it. The drone of a plane, maybe two, somewhere high above them. A ball of light suddenly shot past Alex, cast into the sky by Juno, and he saw the air was full of twinkling stars drifting down to the earth. It was silver dust and small curls dropped from the planes high above.

      “Inside!” Alex roared. But the werewolves near the main grouping of tables didn’t move. They’d been hit with silver dust. It was burning their skin, their lungs. Some of them were stumbling about blindly, while in the distance children screamed. Alex ran into the midst of them, heedless of the silver in the air even as he felt it hit him and begin burning into his skin. He heard Julius yell something. The roar of his voice was lost over the sounds of screaming. Despite the terror of the moment, Alex felt a well of calmness in the center of him, perhaps from the spiced vodka or his mates or something else. He reached for the power, grasped it, and connected to all the werewolves in the area.

      “Main house!” he yelled out. His voice echoed across the pack and Alex felt the command in it. Even werewolves who were blinded, struggling against the silver, began to run, moving in the direction of the main house. Alex felt the rest of the pack bolting through the night, herding children. Juno and April ran to where Alex was and helped the worst of the injured werewolves along, casting purify spells as they went, to get the silver out of them. Even as Alex cast purify himself on every werewolf he could see, he pushed his attention outwards. It was as though every werewolf was a flood of information. He couldn’t quite fully access it though. Most of the sensations he got were vague and sometimes confusing, but he could sense that so far they weren’t under any kind of attack other than the silver being dumped.

      There were no mages marching out of the forest or the dead coming to shoot them. Knowing that might change at any moment, Alex hustled everyone towards the main part of the house, following the final group and slamming the door behind him. Inside werewolves were crying and yelling, some thrashing about. The stink of silver and blood was all through the room.

      Juno and April were casting purify over and over, and Alex briefly saw that both of them were stark naked, not having bothered to get dressed as they rushed out after him. Alex looked around, trying to triage the situation. Who was the worst injured, who needed the most help—and then a cry cut him to the core. It was Daisy. She was on the ground being hugged by her mother, blood pouring down her face. She’d gotten silver in her eyes.

      Alex cast healing flame, charging it with nature, which gave it a green tint. It burst out of his finger close to a foot long. He rushed over and pressed it against Daisy. The little girl screamed as the healing snapped from her back to her face and her eyes. Blood poured down her face as the silver was suddenly ejected even as she was healed. Her mother let out a cry as the silver hit her and Alex cast healing flame again for her.

      Within a few moments, Daisy was healed but still crying. The mixture of blood and silver was now burning her mother. Alex looked around to see April on the other side of the room healing werewolves.

      “April, we need rain to wash away the silver,” he called out.

      “It only works outside,” she yelled back.

      “Everyone out!” Alex yelled. He still had hold of the power, although splitting his attention seemed to have weakened his grasp. The werewolves obeyed, however, and those that didn’t still followed. April rushed out the door and Alex felt an enormous lurch as she cast a spell that shot up into the sky. Juno came over to help her, April drawing on her power and almost exhausting the witch.

      “There’s hardly any moisture around because of the heat,” April called out. The spell completed, the two of them broke apart and continued casting purify spells, doing their best to move werewolves into a clear area even as silver continued to rain down. Alex felt the chill as the spell took hold and then the first warm raindrops fell from the sky.

      He continued casting purify and healing flame over and over again as the light shower soon turned into a downpour. It washed the silver off the werewolves. As the three of them purified the silver out and healed them, the silver fell off them, trapped in the mud underfoot. It had another positive effect, the raindrops pulling the silver out of the air, wiping away the clouds of dust.

      Time stretched on, Alex casting purify and healing flame as the werewolves got themselves together, enacting procedures for cleaning silver, like grabbing gloves and cleaning products.

      They scraped all of the silver out of the main part of the building, and every time a werewolf was healed, they were sent inside after washing their feet off, careful to remove any speck of silver on them. It took over an hour to get everyone clean and healed, and soon there was only Alex and Julius outside. Julius stood with his jaw clenched, flecks of silver bubbling out of his skin at Alex’s touch. As soon as the silver was out of his body, Alex cast healing flame, seeing as he did so that he’d almost entirely exhausted his magic. When he went to put it on Julius’s arm to heal his wounds, the alpha pushed him away.

      “Tell me how you commanded me,” Julius demanded. He almost had to shout over the thundering rain.

      “I… I just wanted everyone inside,” Alex said.

      “Don’t lie to me. I wasn’t always an alpha. I grew up in a pack too and followed commands and I felt what you did,” he said. They stood there for a moment in the pouring rain, the area lit up only by the lights on the front of the main house.

      Alex took a step towards Julius and was surprised when the alpha took a step back as though he was afraid of Alex. Then he seemed to catch himself, frowning before finally stepping closer and holding out his hand. Alex placed the healing flame against it, feeling it jolt through Julius’s body, helping stitch up his wounds.

      “I don’t know how it happened. It just started happening and…” Alex trailed off. He felt like he was admitting some horrible guilty secret. Something he’d done to people; something wrong.

      “Now it’s getting stronger,” Julius said, finishing the thought for him. Alex nodded. Once the worst of Julius’s wounds were healed, he pulled his hand away and Alex canceled the spell. Although the rain was thundering down upon them, they could hear the planes were gone, perhaps driven away by the storm.

      “There must be an airstrip somewhere they are coming from,” Julius said.

      Although he wasn’t saying it openly, Alex could tell that Julius was trying to repair what had just happened between them.

      “I think it could be a good idea to find them and destroy them,” Alex said. Julius clapped him on the shoulder and then waved him inside. Alex walked in, seeing most of the pack gathered. He saw all of them look up first to Julius and then to him.

      Although Alex had let go of the strand, he could feel it waiting there, and for a moment knew that if he spoke and issued a command, the pack would obey because he was the alpha and not Julius. He was sure that Julius felt it too, maybe even some of the werewolves.

      Alex quickly put his head down and got out of the way, rushing over to his mates who had at least found some clothes now. Juno and April were close to exhausted, still working on casting healing spells every now and then but struggling to regain their lost mana. Nia touched him on the arm before briefly embracing him and pulling him down to sit next to Juno and April. Alex did so gladly, feeling the attention of the pack dissipating and turning back to Julius, their alpha, as he walked among them checking on injuries and reconnecting with his pack.

      “Some more mages need to die,” Nia said to Alex. Alex just nodded, afraid that if he spoke, it might come out of his mouth like a command and then everything really would fall to pieces.
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      “What about that spell your grandmother has? That abrasion one that she pinned me to the wall with?” Alex asked. Juno ran her hands through her hair and sighed.

      “I don’t have that one. The old witch refuses to give it to me without exchanging a favor. But I do know it’s only localized. So yeah, if there was silver falling from the sky, you could use it to push a small area of it away, but not enough to protect a whole village,” Juno said.

      Alex turned to April, who was sitting across from him. “What about your rain spell? The droplets hit the silver, pull it down. Can we direct the water somehow then, use vines to dig channels, at least make it flow away from the village?”

      April screwed up her nose as she looked around. About half of Julius’s pack were dressed in biohazard gear, scraping up dirt and bagging it, trying to get rid of all the silver. Her rain spell from the previous night had been incredibly effective in washing away the silver from the werewolves, but it also churned up the ground, mixing the silver into it, meaning the werewolves had to dig down further to get to clean earth.

      “I guess you could use plants to make some channels. I can sometimes direct a vine to grow the way I want, but honestly it’s no faster than getting a shovel. Once the water’s falling, it’s just rain. You could push at it with telekinesis or blow it maybe, but you’re talking about hundreds of thousands of raindrops,” she said. Alex let out a frustrated sigh as his gaze returned to the spell screen in front of him.

      It was midmorning now, and the mood of Julius’s pack was grim. Alex had enchanted a bunch of healing flame rings and distributed them, but still Juno and April were going about the place having to cast purify any time a werewolf stepped on a speck of silver and it began to burrow its way into their body. The children were staying locked up in the main house, which was being treated like a quarantine area, the werewolves having to wash themselves completely before going in.

      The rainstorm had only been a temporary solution. Now the sun was out, the tiny particles of silver stuck to houses were coming free and blowing about the place.

      Alex hadn’t talked to Julius since last night, but Nia had, and so far the prognosis wasn’t good. Once a certain amount of silver had been dumped on werewolf land, it was impossible to continue living there. It could take months or even years to clear all the silver out. Alex was methodically going through all his spells, every bit of code he could find, trying to think of a way a spell could remove the silver. So far he had the idea of using telekinesis, which, if he focused, could pick up a single grain of silver and shoot it any direction he wanted, but it was too specific. He needed every speck of silver, not just one.

      “Over here,” a werewolf called out.

      “I’ll go,” Juno sighed. She stood up and followed the werewolf over to where one of the workers was grimacing. Her plastic suit had been damaged and silver had gotten inside.

      “What if you could use parts of the Find Food spell, but focus it on silver and then combine it with telekinesis. Like search it out and then fling it?” Alex asked April. She had her own spell screen open, looking through the musical representation of the spells. But it wasn’t like working with Stephen. Although April had made her own spells in the past and modified some, she simply didn’t see things in a way that was useful to Alex. To her, spells were multilayered compositional pieces, and pulling out sections dramatically changed how they sounded and their results.

      Once again, Alex wished he hadn’t let the necromancer go. He had no idea if the kid was still alive or whether he’d left his enclave in the end. April patted him on the back of the hand and then stood up to head in the direction of another werewolf who had been injured on cleanup duty.

      Alex was sitting at the tables that last night had been the source of merriment and food. There were still a few bowls scattered about the place, and a few of them even had pieces of meat that had been left out all night and thoroughly rained on. Alex’s gaze landed on a piece of it, glinting in the midmorning sun as though someone had thrown a handful of glitter on it.

      “If Find Food can find any speck of food, it can be altered to find a speck of anything else. That means I have a searching algorithm that seeks throughout the environment until it finds what I’m looking for and goes towards it. Once it finds it, I should be able to chain a new spell to it,” Alex said, thinking aloud.

      He brought up the telekinesis spell. It was one of the largest he had, and huge portions of it were dedicated to understanding the intent of the user. Although he wasn’t entirely sure, it seemed that only a small part was the actual force itself. Alex cast it on the bowl further down the table, willing it to come slowly closer to him. The spell compiled and then the bowl smoothly slid across the table before stopping. Alex then changed his focus to the piece of glittery meat and cast it again, willing it to rise an inch above the bowl, which it did. Holding it in place, he cast telekinesis one more time, focusing on a speck of silver stuck to the meat. He managed to pull it off the meat, floating it another inch up into the air, before he canceled both spells, the meat dropping back into the bowl and the silver with it.

      Alex sat for a while, churning over ideas in his mind, an open window sitting before him with a cursor blinking in it. This was how he used to work when he programmed, too. He would sometimes sit and stare for up to an hour, formulating ideas, before starting to write. It was as though if he could get close to the structure he wanted, it made everything after that flow, and although it might not be perfect, he at least had something to work from.

      It seemed to Alex, as he went through the Find Food spell and the telekinesis spell, that the sections to do with understanding the will of the caster were gigantic and bloated and unnecessary.

      In Alex’s experiments with coding, he’d seen strange strings of numbers, which appeared to directly correlate to parts of the body when he cracked some of the spells down to their basic components. This was why healing flame appeared on the same finger each time. It was also why Juno could summon a fireball to one hand and a ball of ice to the other.

      Alex focused on the piece of sparkly meat again and then on the silver, casting telekinesis, lifting a small speck of it off the meat and bringing it over to sit before him on the table. Casting analyze on the silver revealed its weight, temperature, and what it was. It was basic information and didn’t go any deeper than that. But as Alex had learned, increasing the power of the analyze spells sometimes revealed surprising information, like uncovering that the Great Barrier spell was active on him at all times.

      Feeling an idea trembling in the corner of his mind, Alex brought up the analyze spell and then another, mentally pressing them together, doubling the spell over. Despite the fact he was tired from healing various werewolves and casting purify, he had enough magic to quickly reach analyze 50x.

      He sat there for a moment, staring at it, wondering if that was enough, before deciding what the hell, why not go the whole way? He began compiling analyze spells in another window, duplicating them over and on top of themselves, until he finally had two analyze 50x spells. He then lifted his hands in the air, needing the physical motion to help with this part, and began forcing the two spells together. The resistance was immense, but nowhere near as bad as when he’d done it the first time with Know Thyself. All of his training and practice was paying off. Instead of feeling like he was trying to push two mountains together, it was more like going for the personal best in the bench press, knowing that you might be able to make it but it would hurt.

      Alex drew on every drop of magic he had until suddenly the two spells collapsed into each other, and he had analyze 100x. He immediately focused on the speck of silver and cast it. The window opened up, filled with page after page of statistical information. There were lines he recognized—temperature, weight, purity—but then there were others he wasn’t sure of. Some even seemed like coordinates. Even as Alex looked at it, the page reshaped itself, bits and pieces moving around—to fit his expectations, he assumed. A number floated to the top. It was over four thousand digits in length, and Alex instinctively knew that this was the number of what silver was. Although the number was quite long, it wasn’t the same as code, where it took up pages upon pages. It still took up quite a lot of space, but Alex was able to copy it and drop it into his empty windows. He had to act fast, as the analyze spell was draining magic by the second. He even saw Juno looking over at him, frowning, perhaps sensing what he was doing, prepared to run over if she needed to. Alex copied the entire number and then finally let the spell go with a sigh of relief.

      Not wanting to lose the confidence of the moment, he opened up a copy of the Find Food spell and began slicing parts out of it. Anything that looked to be about user intention he deleted, and then finally he took the number and pasted it in. The execute button, which had grayed out at various points as he cut and chopped, lit up, and Alex sat there for a moment staring at it, wondering exactly how bad it would be if he cast it and something went wrong.

      Deciding he was willing to risk it, he hit the execute button and cast it. The spell quickly compiled, and a small ball of light appeared in Alex’s palm. It dropped downwards, not towards the piece of silver on the table, but onto Alex’s sleeve where it stuck. Through his connection to the spell, Alex could feel it was seeking something and then had found it. He canceled it and lifted up his sleeve to find the tiniest speck of silver lodged there in the weave of his clothes. It had worked. The spell had found the nearest speck of silver to him.

      Alex opened up the telekinesis spell and got to work, deleting a good 80% of it with swipes of his fingers in the air. All he wanted was the section that dealt with force. Finally, he’d cut it down. He dropped it into the spell screen along with his new finding silver spell. It took a good twenty minutes of messing with it and moving lines about until the execute button lit up by itself. Alex read through the code over and over again. In principle, it was there: find the nearest piece of silver, apply force to it. Alex stood up from the table and then looked around, searching for his mates. Juno was sitting over with some workers and when she was finished casting purify, he waved her over.

      “I’ve written a new spell to find silver and then push it away, and it might kill me, so I need you here,” he told her.

      “April!” Juno called out. April came at a worried jog, closely followed by Nia. Alex explained what he’d done and then shared the spell with Juno and April. Juno said she saw the picture of a hammer pounding a silver nail into the ground. April described it as a very forceful song, something that grabbed and wouldn’t let go.

      The three girls made some space around Alex as he brought the spell up and then cast it. It took a giant gulp of his natural mana, almost bringing him down to zero. Immediately, the ball of light appeared in his hand and dropped to the ground, heading for what Alex presumed was the nearest piece of silver. When it hit the earth, however, it split, much like a fireball thrown at something hard, breaking into pieces. Each of the smaller pieces shot outwards, splitting into pieces again, and within a moment, Alex was surrounded by a spider web that had spread ten feet around him. He was connected to the spell, but as it split, he lost the ability to be able to track each individual piece.

      Suddenly there were two hundred tiny dots of light surrounding him, and then they lurched all at once. Alex barely got his hands up in front of his eyes before two hundred pieces of silver ripped themselves out of the earth and shot towards him like bullets.

      Nia dived out of the way, crashing against the side of the nearby building. Thankfully, most of the pieces were small, no larger than grains, but a few of the larger curls hit him like fragments of bullet, piercing through his skin easily. Alex roared and shifted to hybrid form, attempting to defend himself as a sudden hiss went up from his body.

      His spell screen suddenly filled with injuries, multiple wounds, bleeding, silver poisoning. The silver had hit him everywhere, and it was only by quickly getting his hands up that he’d managed to protect his face.

      Alex dropped to his knees with the enormous roar of pain, and immediately cast purify. He heard a chime of music and a tug of magic as Juno and April did the same. Every tiny hole in his body that was now leaking blood birthed a tiny speck of silver that trickled down him and out of his body. Alex soon found himself on the ground, kneeling, surrounded by a puddle of silvery blood, some of the specks of silver still stuck to his fur. He let go of the purify spell and cast healing flame, pressing it against his leg, twitching every time the zap moved to a new location, rapidly healing up the puncture wounds in his skin. He finally managed to stand up and step out of the ring of blood with all the pieces of silver collected in it.

      “So you made yourself a silver magnet,” Juno said. Although Alex was still stinging from the wounds, he was starting to grin.

      “This is a success. Get me behind some armor and cast that spell, maybe charge it up, and I might be able to grab all the silver, pull it to one spot. Or maybe I’ll be able to stick that spell onto something, like one of those ward cylinders,” he said.

      “Or maybe every piece of silver hits you at once, and you get turned into a cloud of mist and pureed werewolf,” April said.

      “Oh, I’m fine over here by the way, thanks everyone,” Nia groused from behind the house. She was covered in mud but seemed otherwise unharmed.

      Alex quickly went over to her, and after brushing the last of the silver off his fur, gave her a hug until she stopped being grumpy.

      Although April and Juno were dubious, Alex spent the next hour searching around the village, trying to work out what he could use for armor if he had to stand inside it. Thick clothing might work, layers of it perhaps, but he didn’t want to risk getting shot to pieces, especially if larger chunks of silver had been dropped. Eventually, he found some wooden doors that were piled up with other building materials that had been intended to build another kit-style cabin.

      Julius was nowhere to be seen, so Alex decided to give himself permission to take them. Grabbing a hammer and some nails, he quickly put together a rough square frame, nailing the four doors to it, so he could open one and step inside and close it. The top and bottom were still open, but Alex figured that’d be okay. It was unlikely the silver would come pouring in from the sky. By now, some of the other werewolves in the village had grown curious about what he was doing, and he’d gathered a crowd. He’d also managed to charge up his natural mana, again, and had drawn some nature mana as well.

      Alex took his newly built contraption and managed to carry it to the edge of the village. By this time, Julius had reappeared from wherever he’d been and was watching over what Alex was doing.

      “Are you about to get yourself shot by thousands of pieces of silver in front of my entire pack?” he asked Alex.

      “Maybe, but the silver is small and the doors are strong, and if something like this works, then it’s just a matter of refining it. If I can build something that works, that means they can never silver werewolf land again,” Alex said.

      Now that he was finally set up, everyone evacuated the immediate area. They didn’t want to be shot by passing pieces of silver. Alex took a glance around, seeing faces peering out of cabins nearby. He looked across at one and saw Juno there. She shook her finger at him and then drew it across her throat like a warning: don’t go too far. He just winked at her, which made the little witch roll her eyes. Alex then stepped into his small chamber and closed the door. There were no gaps that he could see, and he hoped if there were any tiny ones that the specks would find it difficult to get through.

      He called up the spell, again, which still had a row of question marks for the name. Tapping on it, Alex renamed the spell Silver Cleanse Version One, and then, taking the hint from Juno, down in the description area wrote duh, it cleanses silver. Checking his mana, he saw what he had the most of was nature and natural, green and blue. He decided that for a proper test he would give it all he could, see how far the spell would stretch and how much power it would take. He brought up the spell and charged it with the green nature magic, powering it up and then adding the blue. Soon the ball of light appeared in his hands and then grew larger, first the size of an orange and then a basketball. When it was almost as big as his two hands could hold, he let it go, dropping it to the ground, where it immediately broke into pieces and shot outwards.

      Alex was expecting a strong reaction, but nothing like this. The charged up spell split and multiplied, breaking down to tiny specks of light, almost no bigger than the pieces of silver themselves. He got the sudden sensation that he’d covered a mile diameter in under half a second before there was a lurch as the telekinesis kicked in, and then a howling roar as every piece of silver within a mile flew towards where he was standing. At first it sounded like rain hitting the outside of a house, as the tiny flecks the closest to him hit the door, but then the noise increased in volume and his temporary shelter began to shake as it was hit from all sides. Alex couldn’t keep his mind focused on every piece of light that had gone out. He had a vague sense of it around him. Some of the pieces of silver were as large as a fingernail and were pulled towards him at high speed. There was a sound of breaking glass somewhere in the distance as a piece of it smashed through a window and Alex realized it was all coming in straight lines. He could hear scraping noises, too, pieces of silver hitting buildings, scratching along the sides, desperately trying to get to him. There were a few larger thuds and then a crack appeared in the door when something large and heavy hit it. Alex put his hands against it, hoping to hold it in place, but soon the whole structure was shaking and the crack began to widen.

      The doors, although they had felt heavy, weren’t entirely solid, but were a hollow-core material with an air gap inside them. Alex held on to the cracked door as more silver smashed into it from outside. It was when he was sure the entire thing was going to disintegrate and kill him that the sudden roar died away as the spell finished. Alex let go of the door and heard it creaking. He immediately pressed his hands up against it again.

      “Alex, don’t move,” Juno called from outside.

      “There’s a ridiculous amount of silver out here piled up like snow, just stay still,” April called out.

      He heard crunching outside, his two mates slogging through the silver he presumed was built up, and then the sound of them both using shovels.

      “Do you think it got all the silver?” Alex called out.

      “Did it get all the silver? What do you think, Juno?” April said, grunting as she used her shovel.

      “I think if we want to start a silver mining or collection business, we can now,” Juno said. It took about twenty minutes before April rapped on one of the doors. Alex reached over and unlocked it, allowing April to pull it outward. The door he was holding was beginning to creak alarmingly. The crack had split from the top and was running right down to the bottom.

      “Okay, so we’ve made you a sort of clear path there. You need to jump as far as you can and land way down there, because on the other side of that door is about half a ton of silver, and the moment you let go, it’s going to smash through,” April said. Alex looked out to see that the two of them had carved a path through silver as though they had been digging up snow. The silver was still caked with mud and damp from the rain overnight. April and Juno walked back down the path they had scraped through the silver and stood at the end in a clear opening. Taking a deep breath, Alex let go of the door and leaped. Although he would have said he had good control of his strength, perhaps it was the fear of being crushed by a few tons of silver that overpowered him because he shot past his mates like a bullet, hitting a tree and then spinning to the ground, landing with a slop in some mud.

      Alex got up to the sound of werewolves cheering as he staggered out of the mud, his two mates casting healing spells on him. Julius’s entire pack was out, walking about, and as Alex got to his feet, he saw that piled up around the structure he had made was an enormous amount of silver, every speck of it within a half-mile pulled from the ground and deposited in that one area. Although he was running low on magic, he walked to the middle of the village and cast the Find Silver spell. The small ball of light floated away from him, crossing half the village before landing on the side of the pile of silver.

      “I did it!” Alex said, and then coughed as two of his teeth fell out of his mouth and landed on the ground. Nia hugged him, and heedless of the blood running down his face, kissed him.

      “Thank you for saving my home,” she said, pressing her body up against his.
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      “No one will sell to us and no one will buy from us and in about four days we’ll run out of money,” Jeremiah said, glancing at the werewolf next to him, Will, one of the new additions who in human form had a gigantic beard just like Jeremiah. Alex hadn’t inquired exactly, but understood that Jeremiah had taken on Will as a sort of second in command. Will had a clipboard and a pen. He looked down at it and then back to Jeremiah before nodding, confirming their money situation.

      Despite the bad news, Alex was still feeling good. They’d finally arrived home twenty minutes ago after spending an extra day with Julius so they could help with any injuries arising from the silver cleanup.

      Alex’s spell had captured almost every piece of silver within a mile. A few fragments had wedged against buildings but they were easy to find, Alex casting Find Silver over and over again. There was so much silver that Julius had mentioned setting up a forge to smelt it back into blocks and ship it back to Baxter to sell for profit. Although Julius hadn’t quite kept his distance Alex had sensed a certain reserve in the alpha werewolf, and despite everything appearing friendly on the surface after another day there, Alex and his pack had left to return home, trekking back to Boris.

      Alex let Jeremiah’s news wash over him. Sure, it was bad they would run out of money soon, but Alex had killed the Abcartros, been given a Rune Rosetta Stone by some kind of weird magical projection, and worked out how to reverse the silvering of a village in under a week.

      His silver cleanse spell was incredibly bloated and took a lot of magic and was definitely not safe for the caster, but Alex was a programmer at heart. If he could work on it longer, there’d be a way to make it safe or to cast it onto something. Alex had spent much of the drive dreaming up weapons that he could use the spell on. If he could get it small enough he could shoot a werewolf and then have every bit of silver within half a mile fly towards him all at once. Aware that the spell was quite dangerous in that regard Alex had only shared it with April and Juno, telling them not to share it with anyone.

      “There have to be more people to sell to, right?” Alex said. Jeremiah shook his head.

      “Not in the volume we want. There are a few little places that will take maybe one or two rings at a time but that’s not going to keep up with our burn rate,” he said.

      “Whiskey?” Lydia said, holding up a silver flask and tipping it towards Alex.

      “Sure,” he said, pushing forward his cup of coffee. It was still damn hot, but River made good coffee and so he was drinking it. They were gathered in the kitchen, him and his mates with River in the background checking a double row of slow cookers, making an enormous batch of stew. Alex saw that a deep freezer had appeared in recent days. It looked to be second- or possibly even thirdhand from the wear and tear on it. It seemed to be working well, half full of frozen meat. Lydia and Esme were sitting at the kitchen table drinking coffee after adding whiskey to it.

      Jacob was in one doorway with Yvonne glued to him, her hands wrapped around his waist, occasionally nibbling on the back of his neck. The teenagers were an annoying distraction and Alex had also heard they’d broken one of the beds in one of the various abandoned houses. Alex was quite looking forward to getting Jacob alone so he could give the teenager copious amounts of shit about it.

      Behind Jacob and Yvonne, Alex could see a shadow on the wall. It was Roma standing a little ways down the corridor. He’d barely seen her since she’d come to live with them. She kept to herself and only came out at night. It was surprising that she had come to this impromptu meeting. Juno had gone to talk with her briefly and then returned with a puzzled look on her face, whispering to Alex that Roma didn’t feel like talking right now.

      Alex still wasn’t quite sure of the situation with his mates and Roma, whether they were jealous of her or expected she would become his next wife. He had enough going on that he wasn’t worrying about it. If she wanted to talk to him, he figured she would do so.

      “But… it’s capitalism. It goes everywhere, even into the worst places ruined by terrorism and war and all kinds of horrible stuff going on. Someone’s coming and threatening these people, maybe the mages, maybe the vampires, but even so, there must be others who just don’t care who will happily do business with us,” Alex said, looking around the room.

      “There’s always the black market,” Lydia said, taking a sip of her coffee. Alex clapped his hands together.

      “There we go—the black market. Where is it? How do we sell to it?” Alex asked. Lydia shrugged and put her coffee down before unscrewing the flask lid and topping it up.

      “I don’t know where the black market is, does anyone?” she asked. No one answered. Alex’s gaze came to rest on Juno.

      “I don’t know why you’re looking at me. I don’t know where it is,” she said.

      “Yeah, but you’re a sneaky witch, so if you don’t know someone in your family might,” Alex said.

      “Sure, if you feel like handing out favors like candy,” Juno said.

      “I know where it is,” Roma said from down the corridor. Jacob and Yvonne moved to the side as Roma came to stand in the doorway. She had her face down and was looking at her fingers. Despite the weather, she was wearing long sleeves and black yoga pants. She wasn’t completely covered up though. Around her neck she wore a necklace with a small green gem on it that sat in the top of her cleavage.

      “How do you know where the black market is?” April said gently.

      Roma seemed to shrink in on herself.

      “It doesn’t matter how she knows. She can take us there and we can find some new buyers solve our money problem,” Alex said, stepping in.

      “I can only take one of you. It should be Alex,” Roma said, her voice hardly above a whisper.

      Alex glanced at Juno.

      “The black market is kind of an invite only situation, people vouch for others as they go in. So if you go in, when you come out you can vouch for someone else,” Juno said.

      Alex checked the time. It was only approaching ten in the morning.

      “Let’s go now,” he said. April held up her hand.

      “You might have the wrong idea about what the black market is. Usually it just refers to some illicit underground trade but in the supernatural world black could best be described as… evil,” April said.

      “A massive amount of very morally dubious stuff goes on there,” Juno added. Alex looked to Roma who caught his eye and then nodded.

      “It’s definitely past ethically gray but they don’t bow to anyone. If we want to sell and make money and buy, there will always be a buyer and seller at the black market,” she said.

      Alex was feeling too good to worry too much about the warnings. He’d solved two massive problems recently. Why not go for three? Make it a trifecta.

      “Roma, you come with me and tell me where to go,” he said.

      “I’m coming too,” Juno immediately said. She cleared her throat. “I mean, I would like to go with you as well,” she said in a more normal tone of voice.

      “Let’s make it happen,” Alex said. He collected a box of rings from Jeremiah, ones intended for sale and not distribution. When he got outside, Juno was already sitting behind Boris’s wheel with Roma in the passenger seat. Alex wasn’t sure if it was deliberate to keep them apart. He kept his thoughts to himself as he got into the back seat, putting the box of rings on the floor. They set off, driving out of the industrial district. As they went, the sense of Alex’s pack around him faded away as well as the tendrils of werewolf power. His pack had spread throughout many of the abandoned houses, claiming it much like territory out in the country. Upon their return Alex had been surprised to find he could sense that power easily and been able to grasp it on the first try.

      He hadn’t done anything with it, just felt that it was there. He was still hesitant to exert his will but he could definitely feel his control over it was growing stronger.

      They drove into Baxter with Roma giving directions in a quiet voice. It seemed to Alex that the woman he’d seen in her shop had been cowed or possibly even destroyed. She had been far more confident standing in her own space with her furniture around her and now she was whispering, quiet as a mouse.

      To pass the time as they drove Alex brought up the spell screen, going over his silver cleanse spell. It was still far more bloated than he wanted, but he wasn’t quite sure how to compress it further unless it miraculously happened by itself. He sometimes spent a bit of time concentrating on the four thousand-ish digit number that represented silver, hoping it would compress perhaps down to the image of a nugget, but it stubbornly refused to change.

      Alex had realized the ability to attract something was incredibly valuable. Not that there was just gold littered everywhere or jewels, but perhaps such a spell could be used if they ever needed to rob someone again.

      Alex suddenly remembered the vampires’ ball and the wealthy supernaturals covered in jewels. He imagined a single spike of iron stabbed into the ground with multiple overlapping spells active at once, tearing necklaces off and pulling rings from fingers and collecting them all and then somehow making their escape. Perhaps if they mounted the spike in the back of a truck? That mansion had large windows and a lot of the jewelry would be able to shoot right through it. Would a bar of gold be able to smash its way through a building?

      When they came to a stop, they were parked to the south of Baxter in the lower half of the city. As a lifelong resident, Alex knew there was a sports stadium over here, two swimming pools, and a mixture of residential and business areas.

      “It’s just here but you won’t be able to see it until I take you in,” Roma said.

      “Well I guess I’ll wait in the car,” Juno said. Roma got out and as soon as she did Juno reached over to grab Alex by the wrist. “Just… be careful. You remember with the witches and the favors. Don’t make any binding agreements you don’t understand or aren’t certain of,” she said.

      “You mean like with witches who want a favor just for doing a cleanse?” Alex said.

      Juno pinched his wrist.

      “Yes, exactly like that,” she said. Alex gave her a quick kiss and then got out of the car with the box of rings under his arm. He walked over to Roma who was like a black splotch of ink in human form standing with her hands clasped in front of her. She looked up at Alex as he approached, but then quickly away, before holding out her hand.

      “You need to hold my hand,” she said. Knowing her apparent aversion to physical contact, Alex just nodded and held his hand out, allowing her to take his rather than the other way around. Despite the temperature her fingers were cool and Alex briefly wondered if the semi-snakelike nature of a Medusa meant that she was coldblooded or whether it was just coincidence.

      Taking hold of his hand, Roma pulled him towards the brick wall of what looked like an apartment building. There was a brief wash of cold and suddenly they were through it. Roma quickly let go of his hand and took a step away, fixing that permanent distance between them.

      On the other side was a chaotic market stretching down a long alleyway and then opening into a square. There were stands that looked haphazard as though they had only been assembled that morning, and others that had a more permanent feel to them, almost looking like shops with enclosed walls or fabrics to make partitions. Alex could smell meat cooking, and although his stomach rumbled at it, some other part of him didn’t feel good, as though it would be disgusting to eat that meat.

      “Shift to hybrid,” Roma murmured. Alex put down the box of rings and shifted. The shift brought new smells and new sensations. The meat cooking wasn’t anything he’d had before and now that he was in werewolf form, he was definitely sure he didn’t want to eat it. It wasn’t quite spoiled, but more wrong. With the box in his claws, he let Roma take the lead, passing by a few stands and glancing at their contents as he went by. The first two had spread out cloths and were selling rings, but Roma passed by them without a glance.

      Alex gave a double blink at the third stall. There was a man behind it. He looked eerily like Monroe except he was only thirty or so. He also had a pair of shimmery wings sticking out of his back and had cut holes through his clothes to accommodate them. He wasn’t even flapping the wings and yet every time he moved he bounced up and down off the ground as though he was on the moon with low gravity.

      “Magical bags, what do you want?” he asked Alex as they passed. Roma was hurrying on now so Alex didn’t answer, just followed along behind her. They emerged into the larger square. There were stalls set around the exterior but then also crowded into the center. Alex looked up, and although the sun was blazing above, the heat simply wasn’t getting through. He supposed that whatever barrier was protecting the black market was keeping most of the temperature out as well.

      At the other end of the market, Alex saw another werewolf in hybrid form stalking between two stalls, talking to one owner and then the other before going back again. As his gaze swept over the market he noticed others that were definitely not in human form. There was a man, maybe three-feet tall, his skin was deep green like sea algae. Alex saw a few girls with pink hair just like April standing in the shade of a store that was festooned with cushions. It was only as he got closer that he realized they had manacles around their ankles and were chained to a pole.

      “Nymphs for rent or sale,” Roma murmured. There was a woman in the back of the tent who was old and weathered, looking fragile enough that one good flick of his finger would kill her. For a moment, Alex wanted to walk in there, demand the keys to the manacles, and set the nymphs free. Then he let that idea die away. He had no idea what this place truly was, but he suspected people coming in to be heroes wouldn’t have a good time.

      “Do you know what the bounty on your head is?” Roma asked.

      “When did that happen?”

      “Not long after you slaughtered all those Corvus mages,” she said.

      “Did you go back to the bar to find that out?” Alex asked. Roma didn’t answer. They made their way through the market to the far side where there was another alleyway stretching off. This one was quite literally a dark alleyway. Whatever spell was blocking out the sun was working quite effectively. And as they stepped into the shade Alex felt his eyes adjusting. There was only one stall down at the far end and no other customers in this area. Roma, who had been walking meekly, now stood up straighter, seeming more confident as she walked down the alleyway.

      Despite his enhanced vision, Alex found it difficult to make out the stall at the far end. As they approached the scene grew more indistinct until it was a blur. He knew someone was there, but he couldn’t see exactly who. On a whim, Alex brought up his spell screen and saw in the active spell list a line of question marks. There was some kind of spell working here and it was affecting him so he couldn’t make out the person or whatever it was.

      “Roma,” came a deep gravelly voice. Then there was a kind of short hiccupping noise as though whoever was speaking had something stuck in their throat and was trying to swallow it. It didn’t sound like the frogs that Alex had encountered, but something else.

      “Vorbo. This is Alex Lowe, who I’m sure you’ve heard of. We have rings to sell, and want to make deal for ongoing delivery,” Roma said. She took the box from Alex and upended it onto the table, spreading the rings out onto the fabric. Vorbo stepped closer and the gray blurs smeared more in front of Alex. He could only catch faint impressions. For a moment he thought he saw a reptilian skin and a claw, but then it was gone. Vorbo tapped a few of the rings with his finger or claw before stepping back.

      Alex breathed in, trying to get his scent, but there was an absence there. It was as though there was simply nothing behind the stall itself. No odor of sweat or person. Alex couldn’t even detect a heartbeat. Whatever spell was affecting him, he wished he could copy it. It seemed like a particularly powerful concealment spell. Alex felt the attention of the blur turn towards him.

      “It tickles me that you slaughtered those Corvus mages. How about you kill a thousand Tradinium and I’ll give you a thousand each, paid at the end?” Vorbo said. Alex quickly did the math: a thousand times a thousand was a million dollars. Was he serious?

      “What’s the catch?” Alex asked.

      “If you don’t kill a thousand within three months, then you owe me three favors, big ones, at my command,” Vorbo said.

      Alex was almost tempted to accept the deal, except of course there was the little problem of trying to find Tradinium mages. He knew there were some in Baxter, but could Alex find a thousand within three months? Three big favors sounded bad, too. Juno had warned him not to make any agreements that he didn’t understand so he took her advice.

      “I’m probably going to be killing Tradinium mages anyway but I think I’ll pass on the deal,” he said.

      “No matter, the offer is always open,” Vorbo said and then made that weird hiccupping noise again. They stood there in silence for a moment. Alex feeling Vorbo examining him. He also realized that down here he could hardly hear the central market, which had been quite noisy as they’d gone through. If anything were to happen he wasn’t sure that anyone would know about it. Although he doubted anyone would come running anyway.

      “I’ll buy the rings for forty thousand,” Vorbo finally said. Alex knew the last batch had gone for over fifty-five.

      “Surely they’re worth more than that,” Alex said.

      “It’s the black market. There are risks. Tradinium have come cracking down on everyone. So that’s the danger discount on the price,” Vorbo explained.

      Alex looked at the rings. It wasn’t as much as they were getting before but forty thousand was nothing to sniff at.

      “What about future shipments?” he said.

      “Same price. I’ll set up some dead drops so you don’t have to come back here,” Vorbo said.

      Alex nodded. “Agreed,” he said. He held out his hand just to see what would happen and then was surprised when Vorbo shook it. There was no sensation of skin on skin though. Whatever spell there was, it was working quite well. Alex still had his spell screen out and the moment he touched Vorbo a new line of question marks appeared with four plus marks after it.

      As Alex let go, for a moment he saw a flickering in front of him. He didn’t see Vorbo. He was still hidden in the gray smear. What appeared to be a featureless wall behind him was actually bars of a prison cell. Gathered behind it were several small children, no older than seven years old.

      The image came and went so quickly, Alex wasn’t quite sure what it was. Was it real? Was there actually a prison cell full of children behind Vorbo? Or maybe Vorbo—whatever he was—was testing Alex. Seeing if he was going to go all hero and leap the counter to free imaginary children.

      Alex talked himself down from leaping back there, and as he looked at the scattered rings, a better deal came to mind.

      “Instead of forty thousand I want you to give me thirty thousand and along with it supply to me any unusual spells on rings or other things that you come across. Deliver some with each shipment of money. If I can strengthen them or replicate them, I’ll begin selling them to you,” Alex said. Roma breathed in sharply but then seemed to get hold of herself, looking down at her shoes.

      “Agreed,” Vorbo said.

      The space in front of them was empty and when Alex looked down he saw the rings were missing too. On his spell screen the question marks were still there.

      Roma turned on her heel and walked out of there and so Alex followed. When he was at the end of the alleyway he heard a faint cry from behind him, the kind of noise a child might make if struck. Alex froze in place for a moment, the hackles on the back of his neck rising, and then he walked on.

      With their business done, Roma quickly took them out of the black market. She stopped him just short of the barrier which looked out onto the sunny street. Alex shifted back to human and stood in front of Roma.

      “Tell me about Vorbo,” Alex said.

      “He sells children. Of all species including normals. He also sells other things,” Roma said. Alex grimaced, feeling once again the urge to shift to hybrid and go running back to rip Vorbo into pieces. He let out a breath, trying to concentrate on what was important. They needed money and Vorbo had been selling children yesterday before Alex had known about him. So what was different about today?

      “How do you know about him? What kind of business did you do here?” Alex asked. Roma didn’t answer but just looked at the ground.

      “I need you to answer. If you’re a risk to my pack you can’t stay. But I need you to tell me the truth,” Alex said.

      “I’m a Medusa. I turn people to stone. It can be a pleasant dreamless sleep or a waking nightmare. My business here was on behalf of Prince. He would obtain the children of powerful figures. Most of them were adults, not actual children. I’d turn them to stone. The vampires playing their infinite chess. Sometimes he would direct me to bring them here to sell them. Sometimes in stone, sometimes not,” Roma said.

      “So you can reverse the stone?” Alex asked.

      Roma nodded. “Medusas can turn you to stone and only another Medusa can undo it,” she said.

      “So when the vampires cut the heads off all those statues of men at your shop…” Alex said.

      “They killed them,” Roma said. Alex looked back down the alleyway at the various market stalls and the people browsing them and he was surprised when Roma reached out to touch his hand.

      “I know there is a lot of darkness here. Many of the supernaturals are homeless, marginalized. Mages and vampires don’t just roll over werewolves and witches. They hurt all of us. There are plenty in there who can be your people. You can come here, spend money, make connections, and help them. You might be able to turn away some of the darkness and get a power that comes only when you gather together the powerless,” she said. Alex looked at her hand, feeling his heart start to thud at her touch.

      The good feeling from the morning had vanished. He guessed learning you were doing business with a child slaver could do that.

      His mind strayed to what Darwin had said to him and Julius before about the Great Barrier. Even in the normal world where there wasn’t a Great Barrier, slavery still existed all around the world but at least people could work to fight it. They could pull the putrid trade out into the light and seek to destroy it. Alex could try to fight Vorbo, whatever he was, and free a handful of children kept in a cage. But what difference would that make? The mages and vampires would still come for him. Maybe Roma was right and he had to make allies wherever he could, even if sometimes they were objectionable.

      “Thank you for your help,” Alex said finally. Roma suddenly stepped forward and gave him a quick peck on the lips before bolting out through the barrier. Alex stood there for a moment in shock, not quite sure what had happened.

      She’s mine, an inner voice said.

      “Shut up,” Alex murmured to himself before stepping through the barrier.
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      Two weeks slipped by in the blink of an eye. Alex fell into a routine which was pleasantly boring. He was beginning to appreciate the Chinese curse “may you live in interesting times”. His pack was still out tracking Xavo and Ignis mages and anyone else they came across. Alex spent most of his days enchanting and working on spells, attempting to compress the ones he had or to modify them to make something new. Sometimes he read the black runes, but that was a massive task and there was no way he was going to write a spell in it until he was sure he knew what he was doing.

      His pack had leads on three more wards in various locations around Baxter. The map in Alex’s office now had three large vague circles on it, suggesting the area the ward might be in, but now they needed time to narrow down the locations exactly. Although Alex’s promises for alliance were a heavy burden, he felt they were finally catching up.

      It was the first two weeks that Alex had without anyone dying or being kidnapped, or him nearly accidentally killing himself. The flyers they had been spreading around town had thus far had no effect that he could see, unless of course the peace was the outcome. The email address had received various messages, a few seeming convinced that the flyers were some sort of guerilla marketing campaign for a new game or movie.

      After two weeks of boring bliss making money from selling rings and working on spells, they’d finally received a message from Henry the necromancer and had set up a meeting.

      Alex sat back in a cheap foldout chair, his eyes closed, enjoying the slight coolness of the air. Summer had taken a break for a single day.

      He was in an abandoned factory to the north of Baxter, only a few miles from where they’d executed almost a thousand Corvus mages. As he breathed in and out, smelling rust and dirt and dust and aging machinery, he let his senses expand trying to feel the network of werewolves spread throughout the territory.

      He knew there were around eighty at the moment, spread across a few miles, hidden in abandoned homes or off on rooftops, keeping careful watch. Sometimes he could faintly feel the tendrils of connection, that elusive werewolf power.

      It was no longer one thick strand like a rope that he had to grab at; with the werewolves spread about the place it was more like several fine strands of cotton, gently waving like jellyfish tentacles under water.

      Taking hold of finer strands was far more difficult than when his pack was massed. He tried again but it slipped from his grasp. Alex finally gave up and opened his eyes, seeing a few of his pack gathered at the front of the factory, keeping an eye out for Henry. They’d sent him on a wild goose chase this morning from one location to the next. He was to come alone, and Alex had decided he was never going to meet someone again in a public place like a mall crowded with people he didn’t know.

      Any meetings now would be in his territory surrounded by his pack so there was no chance of anyone hurling water balloons full of colloidal silver at him. While he waited for Henry, Alex took a ring out of his pocket and cast analyze on it, bringing the spells up, and then cast analyze again to break through the encrypted version of it down to the base code.

      Vorbo may have been some repulsive being that Alex didn’t want to be in business with, but he had kept their agreement. So far he’d sent two rings with the payments. The first was a shield ring with twelve charges on it, far stronger than the ones Alex was creating. The code on it, however, was a convoluted mess that Alex couldn’t make heads or tails off.

      There was simply no part of it that resembled any other code he’d ever read in any other spell. There weren’t even numbers to increase or decrease. The ring actually only held one spell, which Alex suspected was several spells mashed together into a single block by whomever the mage was who’d created it.

      He’d spent quite a bit of time reading through the code, but thus far hadn’t made much progress. The second ring that Vorbo had sent had been interesting. It had come with a note warning Alex not to wear the ring, as it was cursed. Alex soon learned that a cursed ring was simply a ring with a spell on it that was harmful to the wearer.

      This one had a spell on it that caused nausea similar to the vertigo spell and illness. According to Vorbo’s note the wearer would start to feel nauseous, and then grow sicker over a number of days, losing their appetite and vomiting.

      If they didn’t remove the ring, which drew mana from the wearer, eventually they would become so weak and ill that they were likely to die. Vorbo had added to the note that this particular ring was a failure. At a certain point, the mechanism it used to conceal itself from the wearer would break down, and it would become obvious what was causing the illness.

      That ring was a ridiculous thing; it carried a whopping four hundred spells, most of them no longer than three or four lines. It was far more readable than the twelve-charge shield spell to a degree, but because of the sheer number of spells, it was hard for Alex to pin down the mechanism of how it worked or where it was going wrong.

      Having the spells diced and sliced the way they were certainly made it easier to identify individual parts that could be useful later on.

      Alex was really only interested in two parts—the mana draining aspect and how to cause illness.

      He was reading this code when one of the werewolves at the front door signaled to him, indicating that Henry had finally arrived.

      Alex wiped away the spells and sat waiting in the chair until Henry appeared in the doorway, nodding to the werewolves gathered on each side. He walked in as though he didn’t have a care in the world. He was carrying two large plastic bags, and despite the fact that Alex was in human form, he could smell the delicious scent of Chinese food coming from them. Henry nodded to him as he came over to the small table, before putting the bags on it and sitting down.

      “Food always makes a meeting easier, yes?” Henry said, pulling plastic containers from the bags and opening them. Alex cast analyze on the food, not bothering to hide the spell as Henry laid out plastic plates and plastic cutlery. Like the greasy food-court food they had eaten last time, it wasn’t poisoned, although it had extraordinarily high levels of salt.

      “The piece de resistance,” Henry said, opening a final container. It contained beef with chili and garlic, and smelled incredible. Henry loaded up his plate with food, so Alex shrugged and did the same. Once their plates were full, Henry sat back and started eating.

      “Someone has been silvering werewolf land,” Alex said before digging into some fried rice.

      “It’s not Xavo. Tradinium I expect. Silver isn’t cheap, yes?” Henry said. He then tapped his plastic fork on top of the container of beef with garlic and chili.

      “There’s a herb from my home. It’s very much like garlic and chili combined and had a child together,” Henry said.

      “So it tastes like garlic and chili?”

      “No, no more than you are exactly half your mother and half your father. You’re something new made from those parts. You can’t get it here, so I mix garlic and chili and other flavors. I can’t quite get it the same,” Henry said.

      “Why not go back and get more?”

      “A madman took over my country. We were forced to flee,” Henry said. Alex took a bite of his food to hide his surprise. He’d heard someone else talking like this—Isabella at the vampires’ ball. She’d made some comment as well about her homeland. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      “You’re a refugee?” Alex asked.

      “You can catch more flies with honey than vinegar. That’s the saying from here, yes?” Henry asked as though Alex hadn’t spoken. Alex once again had the feeling that the conversation had gotten away from him. Xavo was still on his list of burn-their-buildings-down, murder-their-mages. The list titled see what happens when you come and dump silver on our land and attack us.

      “Yes, that’s the saying here. Of course it depends whether you want to catch the flies or exterminate them,” Alex said.

      “You could burn down some hamburger places, destroy funeral homes. The argument in whispers is still going, and while you should definitely hurt some of them, there are others who will come more readily to honey,” Henry said. Alex shook his head. Just like last time it seemed Henry was talking in code.

      “So you say it was Tradinium who’s been silvering werewolf land. I’ve never met a Tradinium mage. Do you know where they are?”

      Henry shook his head and then burped before beginning to refill his plate from the containers.

      “They are dug in deep. Like the mafia gone legit, they’re old money now, their assets floating in the stock market in blue chip stocks. But they still do own property. Their mages walk the streets and not every enclave likes being under their thumb.”

      “Do you know who’s responsible in your enclave for silvering my land?” Alex asked.

      “I have my suspicions.”

      “If your enclave hands them over to me, I will spare the rest. There’ll be no revenge against the foot soldiers, just the decision makers,” Alex said. Henry nodded as though he was considering Alex’s offer, but Alex could already see from the change in his body language that it wasn’t going to go anywhere.

      “I will give you an address. The cost of it is you trade an original spell with me and I will trade one with you. I’ll give you the spell to animate humans or larger beings if you have the space for it, yes?” Henry said.

      Alex didn’t answer but kept eating to give himself time to think. Last time he’d met Henry, he’d given him a minor necromancy spell which Alex had used a few times, including to bring weredogs to life after they had died. Although it was said that magic changed you, and if you used death magic soon all you would care about was death, thus far Alex hadn’t felt the effects. Pain magic was dangerous, an addiction like heroin, but even after drawing on masses of dead and using the magic, Alex hadn’t felt any effect from it at all.

      “Why do you want an original spell?” he asked. Henry finished eating and took one of the paper napkins he’d laid on the table to wipe his mouth.

      “I’m sure you’ve learned by now that original spell creation is incredibly difficult. Mages chew around the edges in most cases. You are writing new and exciting magic and I want you to trade with me one of your spells. Specifically, I believe you have a way to draw silver to you.”

      Alex tried to keep his face blank, but his first thought was that there was a traitor either in his pack or Julius’s.

      Alex let those thoughts come and go in a moment and then pushed them away. Who knew how Henry knew or even how much he knew? Maybe one of the werewolves in Julius’s pack had talked to some outsider, bragging how they’d cleansed the silver from their land with his spell. Maybe they thought they were helping Alex spread his notoriety and his power, telling the mages it was useless to silver land, because the Werewolf Mage would come in to get rid of it all.

      Alex knew if he started thinking about traitors, soon he’d be jumping at every shadow.

      “So I get a Tradinium address and that spell. What’s your problem with Tradinium?” he asked.

      “I’m sure you understand now the vampires are behind many things. For mages it is Tradinium. They don’t just meddle in the normal world, but in the affairs of all supernaturals. You’d come home and find your power is out and it could be them. You find your friend has lost their job and it could be them. You find yourself under continuous attack and it could be them seeking to murder the Werewolf Mage before he gains the power.”

      “So that’s why they’ve been doing it? If they’d just left me alone, I wouldn’t have bothered with any of this. I would have just had my mates and some magic and lived my life,” Alex said.

      “And now you have hundreds of werewolves. You took a fortress from Ignis and somehow have assembled werewolves in multiple packs there in harmony. You’ve made alliances and you’re enchanting rings faster than anyone has ever seen, putting spells on them that no one else can replicate. Yet even you don’t realize you have only taken your first few stumbling steps to get to this place. Your destiny is far greater than these humble beginnings and Tradinium is scared that you’ll wipe them from the face of this realm.”

      Alex still wasn’t quite ready to accept Henry’s offer. Being able to reanimate humans could be interesting, maybe in the middle of a battle with plenty of dead about so he could provide soldiers that they could throw against the enemy like so much meat.

      But he was beginning to think that his original spells were powerful and he should keep them to himself. Besides, he had the leads on three wards already, just in Baxter. Who was to say that one of them wasn’t the Tradinium address?

      “I want you to tell me what you get out of sending me up against Tradinium specifically. I want you to tell me why you’re here talking to me, seemingly willing to betray Xavo,” Alex repeated.

      Henry gave him a long, assessing look, and then leaned back in his chair, picking up another napkin to wipe his fingers, although Alex was sure they were clean.

      “You’re aware of the imaginary four seats at the table. How it’s meant to be the vampires and mages and witches and werewolves. However the werewolves’ chair is a joke and the witches find themselves outmaneuvered, leaving the vampires and mages to rule. On the mages’ side of the table, it is actually Tradinium who calls all the shots, handing down their edicts from on high. Among the vampires similar things happened, such that it is in fact only a very small group who have been behind every atrocity of virtually the last two centuries. I want to give you a Tradinium address, so you may go there with your werewolves and massacre them the way you did to Corvus. I want you to press on Xavo, to destroy some of my enemies. Maybe the enclave decides to leave you alone or perhaps even sides with you. You saw what happened when just a hundred witches joined your battle. Can you imagine what would happen if the mages decided to support you?”

      Alex chewed it over for a minute more. He knew he was targeting hearts and minds and he guessed this is what it looked like in the end. People who perhaps appeared to be your enemy coming to you as a friend, making deals to betray others, opening up avenues.

      “I’ll give you the silver cleanse spell and you give me your animate human and the address,” Alex said. He pushed the plastic containers aside and put out his hand. Henry shuffled his chair, the squeal of the metal against the concrete loud in the echoing abandoned factory. Then he placed the back of his hand in Alex’s and their magic connected.

      Alex got a sensation of Henry’s magic, pulsing life and death entwined. His spell screen appeared with a spell in it that was several pages long titled animate humanoid+. For his part, Alex opened his spell screen, flicking through it, passing the black rune spell before he got to the silver cleanse.

      Connected through their magic, Alex felt a hint of surprise from Henry. He realized Henry might have glimpsed part of the black rune spell. If so, Henry had clamped the emotion down. With the two spells open, they began copying from each other.

      Alex was thankful for the compression that had occurred in other spells, because the animate humanoid+ spell took up virtually all the space he had left. He eventually copied it all, taking far longer than Henry who had managed to copy all of Alex’s spell quickly.

      They disengaged and Henry reached into his pocket to bring out a pen, writing an address on one of the clean napkins before sliding it across to Alex.

      “How did you make this spell?” Henry asked.

      “I cut up Find Food and made it Find Silver. Then I cut telekinesis and merged them together. You should be aware it’s quite dangerous as silver will fly towards the caster at high speed,” Alex said.

      “I will give you a warning too then. Animated humans are not merely dead flesh. They have their own wishes, their own desires. When you bring them back, your will must dominate theirs. If it doesn’t, you may find yourself their puppet.” Henry stood up, collecting the empty containers and stuffing them into the plastic bags until Alex was sitting before a clean table.

      “Until next time, yes?” Henry said. He went out the front of the factory after Alex waved to his pack members to let him go.

      As soon as the necromancer was gone, Alex brought up his new spell, flicking through the pages. Small sections he recognized from the other spell he used to animate small animals like chickens or dogs. This new spell, though, had chunks that seemed to be in regard to the mind, understanding the will, similar to the telekinesis spell.

      Alex supposed that when you brought a chicken back, there wasn’t much of a fight there. What could it really want except perhaps to peck at food? He’d have to study the spell and share it with Juno and April to ensure that Henry hadn’t set a trap in it, though. He was almost sure the necromancer hadn’t, but again, Henry wasn’t his friend.

      And at some point he supposed a trip to the cemetery would be in order.

      Alex was walking out of the factory when a werewolf came jogging up. He tried to recall her name, but couldn’t.

      “We just caught two mages not far from the main house. They said they knew you,” she said.

      “Did you get their names?” Alex asked.

      “Yeah, one’s called Harmony and the other one’s Stephen.”
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      Alex sprinted into the house then back out again when he found the mages weren’t there. With a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach, he ran next door to the run-down factory. Inside, there were at least thirty members of his pack gathered, as well as Nia, Juno and April. Stephen was mage-cuffed and a werewolf was in the process of tying him to the metal beam where they’d kept their last prisoners. Harmony was standing beside Juno, staring at the floor, shrunken into herself as though she wished she would disappear. Over in the back corner in the shadow of the beam, Roma was peeking out, her arms crossed, watching the whole sorry affair. The moment Alex walked in he could feel the mood of his pack. They were angry. Nia was in hybrid form stalking back and forth, her tail waving dangerously.

      Then the kid went and made it worse, smiling in relief as soon as he saw Alex. Nia caught the look and turned, pointing a clawed finger at Alex.

      “He can’t stay,” she said and came stalking over. She was moving so quickly, waving her arms around, that for a moment, Alex had the ridiculous thought that she might attack him. He had seen her angry before, but nothing like this. It was almost as if her anger had spread among the pack. Other werewolves were muttering among themselves and Alex had the distinct feeling they were building themselves up to shredding the meat from Stephen’s bones.

      “We need to untie Stephen. Where are the keys?” Alex said, putting his hands up, hoping to calm Nia.

      “Juno has them but he can’t stay. He silvered our land.”

      “I remember, but I need to talk to him. I need him on our side,” Alex said. He saw some of the pack members were listening in and glancing over.

      Nia crossed her arms and let out a breath of air. It was as though she couldn’t stand still, not with Stephen nearby.

      “Look, I get that you needed him before to help with the spell writing, but you don’t need him now. You made that silver cleanse spell all on your own. Let’s send him back to Xavo in pieces,” she said under her breath to him. She had a challenging growl in her voice, a kind of wild violence, and Alex could feel it pulling at him. It wanted him to join in. The rage he’d had over the territory being silvered, Bish being killed and later Jem, was still there. He’d just pushed it down, convincing himself he needed Stephen more alive than dead. Nia was making sense. He had created a new spell all on his own. Maybe things would be slow without the necromancer, but he had silvered their land.

      It was only when he glanced away from Nia that the anger suddenly ebbed. Juno had put her arm around Harmony’s shoulders, and the teenager looked like she was trying very hard not to cry. Seeing her like that brought the truth slamming back. The two of them were just kids, forced to obey.

      “I just need to talk to him,” Alex said and touched Nia on the arm, but she flinched away.

      Alex walked over to Juno, who had pulled away from Harmony and was studying her with a curious expression on her face.

      “You’re the one who was hiding in the Corvus basement, aren’t you?” Juno said.

      Harmony nodded, tears dripping off the end of her nose. She wiped them away and then sniffed. That was when Alex saw her hands: she was now missing both of her little fingers, cut off neatly above the joint.

      “What happened to your fingers?” Alex asked.

      “It was punishment,” Harmony said, staring at her feet. Alex felt that anger again… not the same that was directed at the mages, and specifically at Stephen, but the fury at the mage enclaves, the vampires. These groups who’d hurt and killed and maimed to get what they wanted. He’d worried when he let Harmony go that something bad would happen to her, and now those fears were being confirmed. She’d been mutilated, her fingers cut off as a nonsensical punishment.

      “Was that because you didn’t kill me?” Alex said.

      Harmony nodded, still not speaking. Behind him, he heard more werewolves muttering, and when he turned, he saw that the group had come in closer to Stephen, who was still bound to the metal beam. His relief at seeing Alex was gone, and he looked stricken with terror, on the verge of crying. He also looked dirty and thinner than the last time Alex had seen him, as though he had been living rough.

      “Juno, keys,” Alex said, holding out his hand. Juno handed them over, still watching Harmony as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do about her. Alex caught April’s look as she nodded towards Stephen. He needed to take control of the situation and quick, before something bad happened. Alex’s pack parted for him as he made his way over to Stephen. He untied him and then removed the magecuffs. As they came off, he felt a prickling sensation running up his back, as though he could feel the displeasure of every werewolf standing there. Stephen went to speak, but Alex just held up his hand, shutting the kid up so he wouldn’t say something stupid.

      He realized in that moment that his connection to his pack had grown stronger; he wasn’t even holding the thread that he could feel nearby, and he could directly sense the mood of the werewolves.

      Alex mentally reached out and grasped it, and it was like grabbing something hot. Although many of the werewolves there hadn’t even been in the pack when the territory had been silvered and attacked by Xavo, they shared the pack’s anger over the crime… which had possibly been exacerbated by learning that other packs had now been silvered.

      He could feel Nia, her rage and sadness a white-hot flame that was steeped in deep black. Although the attack on Julius’s pack hadn’t killed a single werewolf, and Alex had managed to undo the silvering with his new spell, he realized he hadn’t been as attentive to Nia as he should have been. He had been too focused on trying to fix the problem to realize the deep anger she was carrying around over her father’s pack and her former territory being silvered. Any conversations they had had about it had been about what to do next, steps to take, Alex making plans and chewing over them. Now that he thought about it, he realized he hadn’t even asked her how she’d felt about the attack.

      As Alex explored these sensations, he realized his earlier assumption was true: Nia’s fury was feeding back into the rest of the pack, being amplified. It was like the blood and body following when one werewolf shifted, pulling others along with them. Alex had experienced it himself, being pulled into wolf form involuntarily if enough werewolves around him shifted all at once. It was as though the pack had a mind of its own, a meta mind that floated above it and within it, derived from the emotions and feelings of the werewolves in the pack, but then feeding back into it.

      Right now, most of what he could feel was rage, anger and despair. Some of the werewolves were only a few moments away from leaping across at Stephen and tearing his throat out… whether Alex was standing there or not. Although he could feel the rage working on him, he could still hear Harmony sniffing, the sad sound of the teenager breaking through the floating emotions of the pack.

      Alex took a firmer hold of the thread, the werewolf power. Calm, he thought, pressing on it. It resisted, almost slipping out of his grasp, bucking one way and then the other as though it was something alive. He thought calm, again and again, exerting a little more pressure, and finally, he felt it beginning to work. The werewolves on the edge of the pack, the ones who were angry but not quite ready to jump to murder, were the first to flip, muttering to themselves and then turning away. This fed back into the mood of the pack, flipping the next ones, and Alex could feel it, not quite a wave of calm coming over them, but enough to disrupt the anger. It was still fighting against Nia, who was like a bonfire, but soon her influence wore away under Alex’s power.

      “These mages have come to us for help and are now under our protection. Go back to your business,” Alex said. He didn’t push it with an alpha growl, but his voice had a clear command in it, and although he got some challenging looks, the pack soon began to melt away.

      Before anything else could happen, Alex grabbed Stephen by the arm and then waved at Juno to bring Harmony, taking them down the back of the factory and into the office where he did his enchanting. He put both of them in there and closed the door, standing outside with Juno as Nia approached, still in hybrid form. She wasn’t flexing her claws anymore but Alex could feel a chill rolling off her, like cold air coming off a glacier.

      “Can you get them some food and something to drink, please?” Alex asked Juno. Juno glanced at Nia, and touched her on the arm before she walked off to join April, who was hovering in the distance. Alex saw that Roma had gone too, melting away with the rest of the pack.

      “He can’t stay here,” Nia repeated. There was something in her voice, a tone of challenge, and even though she was his mate, Alex found himself shifting to hybrid without intending to. He was suddenly towering over Nia, and behind him in the room, he heard Harmony gasp as she watched him shift through the window.

      With his shift to hybrid, the wolf felt closer, as did the dominant alpha. Alex could feel that separation in him again; the human side would have chosen “gently, gently”, trying to soothe the upset girlfriend. The wolf was muttering about being the alpha: his word was final; what he said went. It was as though Alex could hear both sides at once, and he knew that both were true simultaneously. As alpha, his word was law. He did have the final decision… right up until he didn’t, the position being a complicated mix of dominance and ruling by consent. Even Nia had told him long ago that alphas that didn’t listen to their pack might suddenly find themselves abandoned overnight, king over nothing.

      Despite the murmuring in his mind to put his foot down, Alex held out his hand to Nia, who looked at it and then finally acquiesced by putting hers in his. She was as stiff as a board, her fury still barely contained, having gone from a fire to a glacial cold.

      “I’m sorry your dad’s territory got silvered,” Alex said. It seemed that Nia hadn’t been expecting this, had perhaps been working herself up for an argument, because she frowned and then suddenly started crying. Alex wrapped her in his arms, feeling the connection between them as Nia’s emotions flipped. All the pain was held back by anger, and as soon as Alex had reached out to her, it had shattered like the fragile thing it was. Alex knew better than to speak again and just held his mate, letting her cry, feeling her slowly relax. It wasn’t complete, though. She still was genuinely angry about Xavo. Finally, they pulled apart and Alex wiped away a few of Nia’s tears.

      “I’ll come talk to you soon,” Alex said. Nia nodded. Then looked past Alex, and her gaze hardened as she saw Stephen.

      “He’s picking up rings in there. You better hope he doesn’t suddenly attack us,” she said in a cold voice. She turned on her heel and walked away just as Juno reappeared, carrying two plates with sandwiches on them and with a bottle of water stuffed under each armpit. Alex took the two bottles of water from under Juno’s arms as she gave him a curious look like what the hell is going on? He opened the door to the office and she set the plates down on the table before Alex followed her out again after telling the teenagers to start eating.

      “Why is Nia crying now?” Juno asked. Alex chewed over the answer, but there really wasn’t a good way to phrase it. So he just said it.

      “She’s upset because her father’s land got silvered and I never noticed because I’m too busy making plans for what to do next, always skipping forward. We never stopped to talk about what’s happened, how we feel about it. I mean, you were kidnapped, and how many times did we discuss that? I was taken, had to burn off one hand and freeze the other, and then it’s like we just forget about it because so many terrible things happened, one after the other, that it all blurs together,” Alex said. He realized he’d almost started ranting himself.

      They had actually found the location where Alex had been taken when he was kidnapped by unknown assailants, but it had been wiped clean with no clue that anything had ever happened there. Even as he thought about it, he realized he had barely talked to Jacob about it… although the young werewolf had been downcast for a time, seeming to blame himself for Alex being taken.

      It was really like becoming the CEO of a large corporation with his rapidly growing pack. He was now disconnected and aloof; it was though the individual things that happened to the werewolves in his pack weren’t important, and he was focused on the big picture.

      Juno touched him on the arm and then stepped forward to give him a hug, wrapping her hands around his body. In hybrid form, he towered over her and she was a diminutive little thing. As she squeezed him, he shifted back to human, shrinking down within her arms, his clothing reappearing as the shifter charm brought them back.

      “Probably best to talk to them looking like a human rather than a scary werewolf,” Juno said, and then gave him a kiss. She hadn’t given him any solution, but still, he felt better. Then she left him to it, and Alex stepped into the little office, closing the door behind him.

      Stephen had gulped down his sandwich and drunk his entire bottle of water. Harmony was almost the same, finishing the last few bites of her sandwich, drinking the water. They were sitting on two of the dusty old chairs that had been left abandoned in the office. Alex sat on the other side of the desk, suddenly feeling like he had brought them in for a job interview. Where was he meant to start? His gaze went to Harmony’s missing little fingers and he decided not there. If he was going to get angry, he’d rather it be later at the end of the conversation so it wouldn’t color his thinking.

      “Those shock shield rings are failing like half the time, right? I can fix that for you,” Stephen said, putting his plate on the desk and picking up one of the shock shield rings that he’d obviously examined. He held out his other hand, and without thinking about it, Alex reached out to touch it so they could share their magic. On the kid’s window was the shock shield spell… Well, about 85% of it. He’d made some minor changes, cutting away some of Alex’s code and adding in new sections.

      “I could see there was a box holding the power, but there were these holes in the corners. And as the lightning bolt zapped around, about half the time it would hit the hole, and if it got out, it would break the whole thing,” Stephen explained. Alex quickly went over the code, and although some of it didn’t make sense, he knew instinctively the kid had done what he’d said: this new spell would enchant 100% of the time. Alex wouldn’t have to worry about exploding rings wasting materials and risking injury. And the fact that the kid had done it in just the few minutes he had been waiting in the office told Alex that no matter Nia’s feelings, and those of the rest of the pack, it was possible that Stephen was the most important person that Alex might ever meet.

      Unfortunately, thanks to his silver cleanse spell, Alex had no more space left. He never liked the idea of deleting an old spell for a new upgraded one until he could prove it would work, but he had no choice right now. He deleted the original shock shield spell and copied the new one over from Stephen. It even freed up some space… not much, but enough, because the kid had compressed some parts of the spell. As soon as he was done, Alex pulled his hand away, breaking the connection.

      “Thanks for that. I’ve got something else I need to show you later, too,” Alex said. Although all he wanted to do was start immediately on spell writing before the kid could disappear or something else happened, he forced himself to resist that urge.

      “So tell me why the two of you were out wandering together, apparently looking for me?” Alex said. Stephen and Harmony shared a glance, and then Stephen cleared his throat.

      Stephen told his story quickly and calmly. He told Alex he had returned to Xavo and told them that he’d been taken by Alex. He’d handed over all the rings he’d taken, including the code-altering ring. He had been pulled into meeting after meeting, been quizzed by senior mages who were seeking every bit of information about Alex that they could obtain. Stephen had kept it to himself that he had worked on the rings and enchanting with Alex. He told Alex apologetically that he’d told them of the various spells he knew Alex could cast, including fireball and the minor necromancy, which had raised quite a stir, with the enclave trying to work out how Alex knew such a spell and where he had obtained it from.

      Eventually, the questioning had died down and Stephen had gone back to being simply a member of the enclave… albeit one who had survived an encounter with an apparently murderous werewolf mage. It was then that Stephen had told them of his decision to leave the enclave, which set off another round of questioning, as though by leaving, he was taking vital information about Alex with him.

      He’d been held for another few weeks, but eventually let go and, as he described long ago, once he was out of the enclave, it was as though he didn’t exist to them. He had a small amount of money, no job, and no relationships outside the enclave, which meant he had slipped quickly into homelessness.

      He had made a little money enchanting rings and selling them one by one at desperately low prices, trying to stay hidden away, so the fact that he was able to enchant rings easily now wouldn’t be discovered. He had been squatting in an abandoned house when he heard someone climbing in the window, which had turned out to be Harmony. And at this point, she told her story.

      She had fled from the Corvus compound where Alex and Juno had massacred everyone, running through the night to a home owned by a Corvus mage. She, too, described questioning… although from the way she spoke, and the tears that occasionally trickled down her nose, it was clear it was nothing like the way Xavo treated their mages. The pain mages were quite brutal, and Harmony’s voice broke as she described being tortured for a short while, her tormentors convinced that she was keeping something back from them. Eventually, they’d stopped, and she had been ignored for a time before she’d awoken one morning being dragged from her bed, was taken to a room, and had her little fingers cut off with a pair of pliers. She had been left without treatment, the pain mages in the room feeding off her agony and, at one point, forcing her to dip her hands into bowls of vinegar and salt.

      As she described this, Alex found it hard not to growl, the coiling anger inside of him beginning to shout that they needed to find these pain mages, cut their fingers off, dip them in vinegar… but not stop there, just keep going, finger by finger, toe by toe, castrations and cutting off ears and noses, whittle them down until they were armless and legless torsos with just a head left, and then, at that point, dump them to let them live as a permanent reminder of Alex’s fury.

      His dark fantasies played in his mind as Harmony explained that she’d been ignored after that, and that she’d finally fled, disappearing one night and, like Stephen, immediately becoming homeless. Having heard that the werewolf mage lived somewhere in the north of the city, she made her way out there hoping to come across him. She met Stephen by pure chance. The two of them paired up and had spent the last few weeks shifting from house to house, walking streets, getting further out into the industrial district.

      Alex took this all in and then sat back, letting out a breath, trying to push some of the anger away with it. He could feel faintly on the edge of his mind that connection to the rest of his pack, and could sense even now that his emotions were trickling out… even though he wasn’t holding the power, he could affect it. He focused on clamping it down, thankful that most of the werewolves had, in fact, gone back to their business, leaving the factory virtually empty. He knew Nia was somewhere inside the house. He could sense her, although at a distance she was like a blurry figure that was part sadness and part cold anger.

      “I’m sorry you got tied up. Some enclave, maybe Tradinium, silvered a werewolf territory we were staying at not too long ago. We’ve also lost our territory after Ignis attacked, killing some of my pack… and they even kidnapped Juno,” Alex said, realizing that he couldn’t possibly update Stephen on everything that had happened since he’d seen him last because it had been nonstop.

      “I understand. It’s just that I don’t have anywhere else to go. The price I’ve been selling the rings at… I haven’t even been able to get enough money to get a bus ticket. And no matter where I go, if I keep enchanting rings and selling them, eventually Xavo will find out and then they’ll know I lied, and then they’ll come after me,” he said.

      Alex turned his gaze to Harmony. “I’m sorry they tortured you. I thought I should have taken you with me to help protect you; I just didn’t know what to do,” he said.

      “You couldn’t have known. And besides, you already killed the ones that tortured me in that battle, as well as Titus, who was probably the one that gave the order,” Harmony said. For the first time she smiled, although there was a slight viciousness to it, like Nia when she was angry. So much for finding her torturers and cutting their fingers off and dipping them in vinegar, Alex thought.

      “Will Corvus be looking for you? Are you allowed to leave that enclave?” Alex asked.

      Harmony shook her head. “After you murdered all those mages, I doubt they care about me at all. You killed so many of them they had to send for a whole bunch of new mages just to fill all the empty spots. It’s almost like a complete change of management of a business, and no one knows where the keys are, or how to operate the bank account, or when the milk gets delivered. That’s how I could leave. I doubt anyone even noticed I’m gone… but eventually they might. If I can get some money, I can get very far away from Baxter, go find another enclave or get a job, maybe? They might just forget about me,” she said.

      Alex wasn’t quite so sure about that, but he kept his thoughts to himself. If he was in the enclave’s position, anyone who’d survived an encounter with the werewolf mage would be questioned endlessly. Hell, he might even send them back out again as spies. That thought rose up and Alex was almost tempted to dismiss it out of hand. Despite the fact that Stephen had silvered his land, he trusted the kid. The way they connected through their magic meant they knew each other on a deeper level, and he hadn’t sensed an ounce of guile in him.

      Harmony, he wasn’t so sure about. She appeared broken, small and scared and terrified out of her mind, but if he was going to send a spy to appeal to someone’s better nature, that’s exactly the spy he would send. Harmony might not even realize she was a spy. Perhaps they’d intentionally released her, thinking she would go to Alex at some point and planning to scoop her up again after and let the real torture begin. Alex chewed over his thoughts for a few more moments before finally making a decision.

      “Harmony, I’m going to put you in a house nearby with someone called Roma. She’s staying with us, too, after vampires attacked her store and destroyed it. You’ll be safe here and we can talk more about what’s meant to happen next.”

      Then he turned to Stephen, “There’s another house a little further away and you’ll be alone there, no werewolves. They live around it, nearby. I’ll introduce you to Jeremiah, who lives over there, and maybe we can get to work enchanting, creating some spells. I’ll keep you safe,” he said.

      Both the teenagers nodded before Stephen reached out to pick up a ring off the table, the spell screen above his head flickering as he cast analyze on it. Alex sat back, feeling the faint tendrils of his pack around him. Stephen was an incredible opportunity, so long as he could prevent his pack from murdering him.

      Harmony, he wasn’t sure what to do with. Unless she was willing to hand over a list of addresses and names… and she might need to stay with them for a little while to build up trust before she did that.

      There was also the other problem of the fact that it had become common knowledge that he and his pack were in the north of the city. Alex had known in the back of his mind that this was happening, especially considering werewolves had come out of the territories to find him, and the Corvus mages had gone to the north of the city, methodically making their way south attempting to find Alex. With so many werewolves coming and going, and only one ward covering a house and half of a factory, it was kind of futile to hide the fact that he was out there.

      He either needed to work out how to build a hell of a lot more wards and install them across his territory, including houses he didn’t own but they were squatting in, or just embrace it, have werewolves openly coming and going, announce it to the mages that the north of the city was his now, his territory. Put out a call for other werewolves to join him and that any mage that wanted to talk, to trade magic, was welcome.

      Alex glanced back at the two teenagers, seeing them as problem and opportunity mixed together. Then he let that go, seeing that both of them were just thin kids who looked like they hadn’t had a decent shower in a while.

      “Okay, come with me,” he said.
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      Alex came into the main house late at night his head still buzzing with ideas from the afternoon he’d spent working with Stephen. After getting both the teenagers cleaned up he’d done as he said, sending Harmony to Roma’s house, figuring one recovering survivor might be able to help another. He had taken Stephen out to the empty house he’d had in mind. He reiterated to Jeremiah that Stephen was under his protection. Most of these werewolves out in that area were new and, perhaps due to their distance from the core of the pack, hadn’t been overly influenced by Nia’s anger. Alex still told them what Stephen had done, being forced to fly a drone for Xavo, but he explained that the kid was important, they needed him, and Jeremiah had nodded and told him he would take care of it. Then he and Stephen had spent the day working together, making enormous strides for such a short time.

      They had gone to work on the shock ball spell, passing it back and forth between each other, cutting and rewriting, and already it was 50% smaller and yet still as potent. It was in this rewriting that Stephen shared with Alex that he had attempted to rewrite and cut other spells he’d come across, even buying a random shield ring, but had learned his ability to modify them was almost nonexistent.

      It seemed that Stephen’s particular talent for rewriting, cutting the comic book pages that he saw and making new spells, only worked on spells that Alex had written himself. Alex was a bit disappointed to hear this, hoping that he’d be able to show Stephen the ward spells, figure out some way to shrink them down so Alex could begin casting them or manufacturing wards himself, but still it was only a small disappointment.

      The kid had fixed the spell he used to make rings and Alex had already tested it. It was still taking the same amount of power roughly, but he now had a 100% success rate, none of the rings exploding or melting. And now by working out how to shrink the lightning ball spell, Alex had gained more space to work with.

      With only the slightest misgivings he’d shared with Stephen the silver cleanse spell. The kid’s eyes had lit up once he’d finally copied it over, describing to Alex that he saw a man, like an old time preacher, standing at a pulpit reading out that he wanted every speck of silver to come to him and then everything slightly larger than a speck and so on, going up through the weights and shapes and sizes. This was why Alex’s spell was so bloated. It wasn’t calling silver as in the element, but contained a lot of specific detail such as an ounce of silver, 1.1 ounces of silver, and so on.

      They stayed up late into the night but that spell was trickier than the others and every time Stephen passed code back to Alex it wasn’t quite right. He could feel they were getting closer, though. Finally, just past midnight, Alex had left Stephen to it and driven back to the main house. He’d gone via the kitchen, grabbing some stew from one of the perpetually bubbling slow cookers and some rustic bread, slathering it with butter. Then he went to the living room where Nia was by herself sitting on a sofa watching some kind of home renovation show where people bought run-down houses, repaired them, and flipped them for profit.

      She glanced up at Alex as he entered but didn’t say anything. He sat down beside her, noticing that the sofa had been upgraded. The previous one had been dumpster dived and could be barely called a sofa considering how uncomfortable it had been. This one certainly didn’t look new, but at least it had padding. The television too had been upgraded, and although it wasn’t quite the gigantic flat-screen that Jacob was campaigning for, it was somewhat larger and didn’t have a crack running through the bottom corner like the previous one had.

      Alex gulped his stew and dipped his bread in it, chewing away as they watched the show. The two stars of it were doing that usual thing: buying some house sight unseen, putting on their horrified looks as they discovered the filth and mold and water damage and whatever else disgusting was in it. They’d just got to the part of the show where finally most of the building and repairs were underway and maybe everything wouldn’t be a complete disaster, when Nia reached across and took one of Alex’s pieces of bread. He’d almost finished the stew, but he held out the bowl to her and she dipped the corner of the bread into it before she started eating.

      “He said he wanted marble backsplashes but I think she was right to go with the travertine,” Nia said.

      “What’s travertine?”

      “I guess it’s kind of like marble. Some kind of stone. It’s better than marble, though, and he should listen to his wife,” Nia said.

      Alex suddenly got the feeling they weren’t just talking about the TV show, but at least Nia was talking so he went with it.

      “He should listen to his wife, should he? She’s definitely chosen the best backsplash for that bathroom and also the kitchen?” Alex said, glancing sideways at Nia, a smile on his lips.

      “Wives always know best,” Nia said, finishing her piece of bread and then taking the last piece.

      “Wives always eat your food,” Alex said but still held out the bowl for Nia to dip her bread into.

      “That’s why husbands always bring extra food for their wives,” Nia said.

      They kept watching the show, which was now at the up and down section where things weren’t quite right and the cost was spiraling crazily out of control.

      “In about five seconds he’s going to do that thing where he puts his hands on the back of his head and pretends they’re about to be bankrupted,” Nia said. Sure enough a moment later it happened and then an ad break cut in. With the stew finished Alex put the bowl on the ground, moved the plate away, and shuffled closer to Nia. Although the house was crowded, they were alone, everyone else asleep, the air conditioners droning away and the backup generators humming their own song. They still hadn’t made any progress in getting the electricity reconnected to the area but Alex wasn’t worrying about that now. His mind was suddenly focused on his mate, the short shorts she was wearing and the tank top.

      “Can I help you with something?” she said lightly as he shuffled closer.

      “No, just watching the show looking for home renovation ideas,” Alex said as he trailed his fingers down her abdomen to the front of her shorts and then brushed his fingers lower in between her legs. Nia let out a quiet breath but kept her gaze on the television as the ads finally finished and the couple finally resumed their tour through their house that looked spectacular, but apparently was still a complete disaster because of the cost.

      “Is that the travertine? That looks good,” Alex said, his fingers moving in gentle circles on the front of Nia’s shorts. She nodded but didn’t make any other sound, her eyes starting to go half-lidded.

      “I like how they opened that wall between the kitchen and the living room, really gave them a lot of space,” Alex murmured, scratching his fingers across the fabric then moving in circles as Nia’s breathing grew shallower. When she reached down and slipped her shorts down to her knees, Alex stopped, his fingers resting against her panties, feeling the warm heat of her.

      “Can I help you with something?” he said, repeating her question back to her.

      “Just really excited about this marble or travertine or whatever,” Nia said, stumbling a little over her words. Alex began moving his fingers again, gently tracing them over her sex. The show had finally moved to the quick wrap-up, a slight touch of worry and disaster, worrying about the price, but then suddenly more people were walking through the house and next minute the credits were rolling and they’d learned the couple had made $80,000 profit. Within another minute a back to back episode began, showing the couple walking into a wreck of a house that from the looks of things had an open sewer pit right in the living room.

      “They’re never going to be able to sell this one,” Nia murmured, her eyes almost completely shut. She’d moved her legs and her shorts had fallen completely to the ground but were still wrapped around her ankles. Alex kept tracing his fingers over her until the front of her panties were wet and Nia’s gasps were becoming more urgent. She moved again, pulling them down over her knees. Alex knelt in front of her, helping her remove her panties and untangling her shorts from around her ankles. Whoever had been in charge of buying a new sofa had bought a rug as well, which was soft on the knees, something Alex was glad for as he began to kiss his way up one of Nia’s legs. He went from one to the other until he was kissing her inner thigh, then went up and around, not quite reaching right in between her legs, but her lower abdomen, down again, the other thigh, edging closer. Nia had her eyes completely closed and was biting her lip as she gasped. Alex eventually stopped teasing the poor girl, planted a kiss between her legs and then started to lick. Nia threw a hand over her mouth and then grabbed a cushion which she pressed up against her chest and face to muffled the sounds as Alex began to swirl his tongue about.

      Behind him he could faintly hear the television, the same conversations between the husband and wife about the disaster they had just purchased, and yet another conversation about travertine. Alex kept licking, starting to move faster now, enjoying the sound of Nia’s breath cut short at each movement of his tongue. As he licked he gently traced a finger over her and then set the tip of his thumb against her body. At the touch of it, Nia moved down and his thumb slid into her, surrounded by liquid wet heat. She began to groan, muffled by the cushion, as he pressed down with his thumb and continued drawing circles with his tongue. Soon he felt the muscles in her thighs begin to shake and she suddenly pressed the cushion against her face as though she was trying to suffocate herself, barely muffling a loud groan. Alex only got in one or two more licks before she suddenly squeezed her legs together, as was common at this point when suddenly everything became far too sensitive. His hearing was suddenly blocked off by her thighs, his head trapped between them. He didn’t mind, though, it was a good place to be, his tongue still on her and his fingers and his thumb too. She eventually released him, letting out a long sigh, the cushion falling to the side. Alex gave her a few more kisses on the inner thigh before wiping his face on his arm and coming to sit beside her.

      “That was so good,” Nia murmured, touching him on the arm. She looked like she’d been drugged.

      “I don’t want to shock you, but I think they chose a marble backsplash instead of travertine this time,” Alex said, glancing at the television.

      “I’ll marble backsplash you,” Nia said, squeezing his arm. Although she’d appeared half asleep, she pulled herself into his lap, scrabbling at his pants. Alex suddenly couldn’t wait, so he shifted, the charm taking his clothes, and then Nia slid onto him, letting out a sigh. The sofa gave a warning creak at the sudden increase in weight. Nia tried to stay quiet as she rode him, jolting back and forth, but it was almost impossible.

      Alex wasn’t sure why he was so keyed-up—surely not the stew, the bread, or the flipping renovation show—but with Nia riding him he saw a few sparkles of red before suddenly the rush hit. She came, letting out a squeal before grabbing the cushion and shoving it over her face again, seemingly surprised that it happened so quickly.

      As Nia shuddered atop him, Alex gripped her hips, enjoying the feel of her skin. She eventually collapsed down against him and then dropped the cushion, kissing his neck a few times. Nia slid off him and collapsed to his side, patting him on the chest.

      “Good husband,” she said with a sigh. His hand was on her thigh holding on to her, a feeling rebounding between them of possession, connection, and ownership.

      “He’s crazy if he thinks they can get that price using marble in that bathroom,” Nia murmured. Alex laughed, almost on the verge of sleep, and then they lay there recovering as the disastrous house was rebuilt in front of them, finally selling for a ridiculous chunk of money.

      After that, they dragged themselves off to bed, climbing in beside April and Juno, the little witch spooning April despite the warmth. Nia fell into sleep rapidly, but although Alex could feel it calling to him, it was slightly elusive. Through their connection he could still feel some of Nia’s emotions. Deep down she still wasn’t happy about Stephen, her feelings about the boy seemingly solid and hard as a mountain. Perhaps in the morning he would show her the rings, the new spells, and hope that she would come around.
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      Alex practically skipped up the sidewalk to Stephen’s house, carrying the bags of food he’d retrieved from the main house for their lunch. To say things were going well would be a dramatic understatement. The kid had cracked the silver cleanse spell overnight. Alex had arrived early, bringing breakfast, but the kid had been too excited to eat, showing him the new, cut-down spell, which was as sleek and fast as an otter cutting through the water. The man on the pulpit was still calling out to silver, but just silver now, not having to go through shapes and sizes. Alex had copied the spell across, as he now had enough space to hold both it and the original, and as he read through it, it seemed so obvious now how to cut it down to make it faster and more efficient. He’d brought a bag full of silver pieces with him and tested out the spell, hiding behind the kitchen door as the flakes and curls shot their way across the kitchen to thud against it. The spell now consumed far less mana, and with its new shrunken size, they’d been able to move to the next step, which had been enchanting the spell onto something.

      Rings were far too small, so Jeremiah had been dispatched to the local hardware shop and returned with a variety of fencing crowbars of different shapes and sizes. The morning had been a rush of Alex and Stephen passing spells back and forth between them, Alex writing at high speed and then handing them over to have them cut down, reworked, and handed back. He adapted parts of the battery spell that was on the rings and sections that made them stronger, but it was Stephen who’d supplied the real miracle working.

      The kid had cut and moved, waving his hands in the air, altering the comic book pages that he saw and handing back what were damn near works of art. They’d worked four hours straight and by the end of it had managed to enchant one of the crowbars. It only held a single charge and it only had a range of about half a mile. But it was the silver cleanse spell working perfectly. In the tiny amount of space left, they managed to even set a timer so the spell could be triggered by anyone putting their hand on top of it and ordering the spell to begin. This gave them a ten second timer before the spell would compile and begin to work, which was the best they could do with the space they had. It was by no means perfect, but considering the crowbar itself only cost seventy-five bucks, they now had a cheap way to manufacture the silver cleanse crowbars and ship them to every werewolf pack in the nation. They even tested it out in the yard and enchanted a few other crowbars, setting them aside just in case they would explode or melt down at some point, although Stephen was confident they wouldn’t, since he couldn’t see any leaks.

      Alex had left him there and gone back to the main house to get lunch, intending to come back and work more on spells, his heart feeling like it was going to float out of his chest with the sheer joy of the morning.

      Just one day with the kid had solved a problem that had plagued werewolves for decades. Now the mages could fly over with their drone planes, dumping thousands of dollars’ worth of silver, but it would be utterly useless. They would just be enriching the werewolves who would be able to use Alex’s spell to cleanse their lands.

      Alex had even realized they might be able to return to his territory that they had abandoned. It had been burnt to the ground, but with this spell they could remove the last of vestiges of silver and perhaps think about rebuilding. This was what was on Alex’s mind as he came through the front door and immediately dropped the food on the ground at the overwhelming scent of blood.

      He immediately shifted to hybrid and ran through the house heading for the kitchen where he could hear two heartbeats, one slow and steady, and the other one fluttering like a bird trapped in a cage. He skidded through the open door into the room where they’d been doing their enchanting. The old kitchen table had been pushed up against the wall and was covered in rings and a few of the crowbars that weren’t strong enough to hold the spells. Nia had Stephen by the neck, her claws dug into his throat, blood dripping down her arm and down his body into a pool beneath him. He was as white as a sheet but still conscious, gurgling as he breathed. Alex stopped in sheer shock.

      “Nia, what the hell?” he growled. He cast healing flame, but Nia growled back at him, digging her claws further into Stephen’s neck.

      “You need to choose between him and your pack,” she said. The girl from last night was gone. His mate, relaxed and warm, comforted, making jokes about a home renovation show.

      Alex realized he’d made a critical error. He’d felt that cold pain inside of her, and stupidly, rather than working to fix it, he’d gone off to the kid, working on spells again.

      “I need him. We enchanted crowbars with silver cleanse, so no werewolf has to ever worry about their lands being silvered again. We’ve changed things forever and in just a day,” Alex said. He could hear Stephen’s heartbeat growing weaker. He knew that if he moved, Nia would tear Stephen’s throat out along with his jugular, might even take his head off in one swipe, and he could throw every bit of healing magic he had at it, but that was if she decided she wasn’t going to fight him, which right now he didn’t feel was a sure thing.

      “You need to choose between him or your pack,” Nia repeated in a low voice. Alex saw there was no getting through to her. She’d decided the kid had to either die or go, and there was no other outcome that would satisfy her. Alex mentally reached for the strand he could feel emanating from Nia but he still wasn’t strong enough, he still wasn’t able to grasp it properly. There were werewolves spread out here, but not enough, and he realized that if he’d kept Stephen in a crowded area, the kid might have been safer. Alex would have been able to draw on the power of the assembled pack, to push on it, to influence Nia enough to let the kid go.

      “It’s one kid forced to do things against his will, and with him I can make spells better than anyone else. We can stop the mages and vampires killing werewolves ever again. I understand he silvered our land, but with him it could be the end of this war,” Alex said.

      Nia grimaced, showing her teeth.

      “You make a decision in the next three seconds before I tear his head off,” she said.

      Alex tensed, thinking that maybe he’d dive across the room, get to the kid, kick Nia away, but then he tamped down the anger. She was his mate, no matter what was happening right now, she was his.

      “I’ll make him leave today and never return, I promise, just let him live,” Alex said.

      “You need to listen to your pack,” Nia growled. Alex realized he could only hear one heartbeat, just hers. Stephen had died.

      Nia dropped the kid, who fell boneless to the ground. Alex dived, the healing flame from his finger charged with nature magic, pressing it against Stephen’s throat. He was vaguely aware of Nia leaving the house as he moved his hands but the flame did nothing. When Jacob had been injured and sunk in death, Alex had healed his body first before pulling him back. Why wasn’t it working now? Was it only effective on werewolves?

      After a moment, Alex canceled the spell and then, with his hands resting on Stephen’s body, closed his eyes and began reaching out. He’d done this before, pulling Jacob back from death, and also the woman and her kid who had been caught up in the battle, the ones that Titus had killed.

      He quickly caught the sensation Stephen wasn’t a body, but a doorway. On the other side of it was a rope, not as strong and heavy as Jacob’s had been, but strong enough as Stephen had only just died. Alex carefully grasped it and then began to pull as though he was hauling a net of fish up from the ocean. He got a brief flash of Stephen’s face coming out of the darkness, the kid terrified, and then his body was alive again and Alex was back, splattered with the blood gushing from Stephen’s neck. Alex immediately cast his healing flame spell, charging it up, and Stephen gave a wet gurgle as his neck healed, the veins coming back together. Alex held the spell on him until every injury was gone before finally letting it go.

      The kid sat up, his clothes wet with his own blood, his face still pale. Alex was on the ground kneeling beside him, still in his hybrid form. He shifted back to human, which didn’t do much to lessen the wet metallic scent of blood.

      “I’m sorry,” Alex said. Despite his promise to Nia, he didn’t want to let the kid go, to make him leave. He’d seen what they could achieve in just a morning. After a week, he could have great and terrible weapons such that the mages and vampires coming against them would be decimated.

      “I’m leaving now, like you said,” Stephen murmured. His voice was flat and his eyes glossy. He managed to get to his feet and walked out, leaving Alex sitting on the kitchen floor, covered in blood and wondering what the hell had just happened. Barely thirty seconds passed before he finally got himself together and jumped up, rushing out of the house.

      He was thinking there must be some way to repair this, some way perhaps he could bring Nia around, or if worst came to worst, hide the kid away, tell lies for the greater good.

      He followed the trail of blood which went out down the small cracked path to the sidewalk. Alex rushed out, following the blood droplets as they turned left, but a few paces down the road they vanished as though the kid had been plucked up into the sky. Alex looked around, hoping to catch a glimpse of him. There was no way he could vanish so quickly. He went to shift to hybrid, hoping he could at least sniff him out if the kid was just hiding in one of the nearby houses, but the Great Barrier stomped down on him before he was even halfway done, forcing him back to human with a roar of pain that surged through his body.

      Alex stumbled, but finally got to his feet again. There were normals nearby, at least one watching him from one of the windows. Alex looked down at his clothes, which were saturated with blood, and decided not to risk it. The normal who’d seen him might even now be calling the police.

      Alex rushed back inside the abandoned house and found himself in the kitchen again, the scattered food where he’d dropped it. He grabbed the two enchanted crowbars sitting on the table and took them out to the front room, dropping them on the floor before suddenly realizing he’d stained them with blood.

      “Fuck!” Alex swore. With that, he shifted to hybrid, making his bloody clothes disappear, though he still had blood on his body. He couldn’t feel Nia anymore, although he could sense some of his pack in a few nearby houses. His mate had gone directly against his will, had ruined everything, and he had no idea where she’d gone.

      Feeling a sudden surge of rage, Alex punched the wall, ripping a hole through it and out to the other side. He felt like he wanted to keep going, punching and kicking at the house until he reduced it to rubble, but he managed to restrain himself. What was done was done. He had no idea what he was going to do about Nia, though—no idea what he could even say to her. This felt like an immense betrayal.

      He eventually calmed somewhat, found the shower, which was cold water only, and an old dried up piece of soap, which he used to scrub the blood off himself before shifting back to human and trying to get most of the blood out of his clothing. Alex was just coming out of the shower, still fully dressed and sopping wet, but mostly clean, though still with a few faint bloodstains on his clothing, when he heard someone at the front door. He knew it was Jeremiah before he even opened it. The werewolf marched in, quickly slamming the door behind him and switching to hybrid form at the scent of the blood, just as Alex appeared at the end of the corridor putting his hands up.

      “We have a problem, but it’s okay now. We definitely need to clean this place up,” Alex said. Jeremiah didn’t say anything but came over to look through the kitchen door at the pools of blood.

      “So Stephen’s no longer with us,” Jeremiah said.

      “He’s alive but he’s gone, I think this time for good,” Alex said. Alex felt a ripple then, like a slight wave coming through the magic that surrounded him. It was light and delicate, a gentle touch, but he saw the pool of blood start to shimmer, changing color as pieces of it broke away. Somewhere, someone had cast a cleanse spell on Stephen’s blood, removing any chance Alex had of tracking him.

      “Well, at least that makes cleanup easier,” Jeremiah said as the blood vanished as though it had never been.
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      Alex sat in the Grease Trap, watching Jacob and Jeremiah shovel down food. Despite the pile of food sitting in front of him, he had no appetite whatsoever. Things had gone from bad to worse at such rapid speed that Alex was starting to wonder if he truly was cursed. He even cast Know Thyself just to check whether there were any spells working on him that he could detect. He’d taken two enchanted crowbars back to the main house and put them in the office, but then April had appeared saying that Nia had come by and in all of five seconds had grabbed some clothing, taken a car, and disappeared. That was the bad.

      The worse was when April touched him and suddenly her face went pale and she started babbling about Alex touching some dead thing. He gave her the abridged version of Nia killing Stephen and then pulling the kid back out of the dark, and April had gone into full panic at that point. She’d told Alex before that there were other things out in the dark that hungered for life and then said that Alex had touched one, that the kid hadn’t come back alone but with a passenger.

      This had immediately set off a surge of activity as April ordered every werewolf they could find to search for Stephen. They’d gathered over a hundred werewolves in under half an hour and combed the streets, going through every abandoned house, but there was no sign of the kid.

      Realizing it was a futile task, Alex had finally gone back to the main house to discover they had finally generated enough cash to pay the private detective. Using a burner phone, Alex had contacted him. Bronson had told him he discovered the identity of his employer and would be happy to meet somewhere public. So now Alex was at the Grease Trap, staring at food that he had no desire to eat.

      “Could I have some of that if you’re not going to?” Jacob said, pointing to Alex’s pile of hash browns.

      “Go for it,” Alex muttered. Jacob couldn’t read a room to save his life so he dived in, starting to consume Alex’s plate of food as well. Jeremiah was eating steadily, but he knew things were bad. Still, he ate in silence, appearing to share Alex’s position. What could they do? To have things go from happy to utter and complete chaos so rapidly still had Alex’s head spinning. Would Nia come back? What if while she was out there on her own, mages attacked her? In the rush to find Stephen it appeared Nia’s whereabouts had been pushed aside, April far more concerned about the dead passenger than the missing mate.

      The wolf inside was warring with his human side. Part of him was furious at her betrayal, her disobedience. Some colder part was just deeply pissed off that she couldn’t even give him a damn week to work with the kid, before she tore his head off.

      Alex realized the last two weeks of peace had showed him a calm life that, now it had been torn away, he desperately missed. He didn’t want to feel like this, he didn’t want to be at this stupid diner sitting before a pile of food waiting for a goddamn private detective to bring him more problems. He already had enough problems. He had an address from Henry that was out on the edge of town where the wealthy district backed onto farm land. Alex hadn’t gone himself, but some of his pack had, returning with news that it was a former horse farm and now seemed to be private property, but definitely had structures built on it that appeared to be barracks, and from what they observed there were at least a hundred people living there, coming and going at all hours. Alex had even seen photographs and it reminded him of April’s home that looked like a school.

      There was no information online about it of course, and he could only wonder if that was what Henry had given him, a school. Some of the people there had looked young and Alex wondered if Henry thought he was the kind of person who would murder teenagers.

      So there was that problem sitting out on the edge of town plus the three wards they’d come across. There was also a phone number that Eric, the mage, had given Alex. He’d claimed Alex’s parents might be alive and that he could help find them. Alex ignored that, thinking it was likely bullshit, or at best, was probably a trap.

      Eric had been there the night they’d been trapped in a house that had been set on fire, the same night that Alex had killed Jasper and taken over his territory. He had no idea whether the mage was behind the binding spell but he didn’t trust him on any level. After seeing him with Wind’s pack, that distrust had only grown deeper.

      Adding on to that was the fact that Julius had learned of a pack somewhere deep in the wild who had vanished twenty-three years ago. An alpha and a witch who could possibly have been Alex’s parents.

      The location was in the midst of wild packs who tolerated no outsiders and would kill on sight.

      Alex let his thoughts go like he was taking each problem and beating himself with it over the shoulders, trying to draw blood.

      Finally, of course, was the power, the one that he’d been able to grasp when he was around groups of werewolves. Alex was starting to think that perhaps running his pack by some kind of democracy was a stupid idea.

      Julius listened to his pack too, but it was clear he was in charge. Alex didn’t want his pack members to ever live in fear of him, the way that Jasper had inspired fear in the Greenacre pack, but he was starting to think that if he asserted his dominance more overtly, perhaps Stephen would still be with them.

      There were crazy ideas bubbling on the outside of his mind, like taking the entire pack all at once, marching out into the territories to find the nearest pack and camping close to them long enough for Alex to exert his will to make them his, and then continue marching on like a rolling wave across the land until he got to the wild packs and he had thousands of werewolves with him. If those lunatics wanted to fight them, he would shred them to pieces to make his way through to try to find a single clue to his past.

      Alex came back to himself as Jeremiah gently touched him on the back of the hand with the end of his fork, pressing the tines into his skin. Alex realized he’d begun growling under his breath. Alex stopped growling, but he couldn’t let the feeling go. A thousand Corvus mages dead and things still weren’t okay. They’d had two weeks of peace, but his enemies were still looking for him and cutting off teenagers’ fingers. He’d been forced into a deal with some monster who sold children.

      Children!

      The bell above the door jingled and in walked Bronson, Alex almost growling at the sight of him. The guy was a grade-A asshole, and now that he was in public and felt safe, he was strutting like he owned the place.

      He came over and sat beside Alex without waiting for an invitation, waving the waitress over to order more food before telling her to add it to Alex’s tab. For a mad second, Alex wanted to grab the nearest knife and jab it through his hand, pinning it to the table, but he managed to resist.

      “You have something for me on this fine, fine day?” Bronson said. He was sweating from the heat outside and probably from the effort of walking. Alex had the sudden dark vision of dragging the private detective out of there, dumping him in the trunk, taking him out to the wilderness, and setting him loose, hunting him down in wolf form, making him run until he puked, before he tore him to pieces.

      Alex saw that Jacob and Jeremiah had both stopped eating and that Jacob was watching Bronson with undisguised hatred. Alex’s emotions were starting to affect the two of them, spreading out like a droplet of ink in water. Alex grabbed the packet of money and handed it to Bronson, who opened it briefly and looked through it before stuffing it into his pocket. He then handed Alex a crumpled yellow envelope which had clear food stains on it.

      “I was right. I was working for a guy who was working for another guy, who was working for another guy who was working for a corporation that had another guy who eventually reported back to the guy. It’s got to be a fake name, but I couldn’t get any further with it,” Bronson said. Alex opened the package and pulled out the single photo within, a man he didn’t recognize meeting with another that he certainly did. Written in thick black text across the bottom of the photo was his name.

      Prince.

      “Yeah, I know him,” Alex growled.

      “Easy there. Don’t do anything crazy,” Bronson said, putting his hands up in mock fear.

      “Get the fuck out of our booth,” Alex said.

      “But I got food coming,” Bronson protested.

      “You heard him, fat man,” Jacob growled. Bronson looked at the two of them and then at Jeremiah who was gripping a butter knife like he was about to plunge it into Bronson’s neck.

      “I can see I’m not wanted. Good doing business, if you need my help again you have my card,” Bronson said, then he scurried out of there, the bell on the door jingling as he went. The waitress returned with his food, depositing it on the table.

      “That vampire just keeps showing up, doesn’t he,” Jeremiah said, finally letting out a breath. He put down his butter knife and picked up his glass of water, gulping down the last of it.

      “They’re like cockroaches. You kill one and there’s always another, they hide in the dark and even if you can’t see them, they’re always there,” Jacob said. Upon seeing the photo, Alex’s anger, which had been climbing to a white-hot peak, had suddenly dulled. It was becoming cold and hard again, like a solid mass at the core of him, and thankfully, that didn’t affect his pack as much.

      The list of problems was long but the vampire, Prince, was rapidly moving into first place. The power was still out, they’d gotten nowhere on the homes being condemned, and the urban redevelopment issue was slowly creeping its way through the city council. It might take a year but eventually Alex knew that bulldozers will be coming through the north of the city taking everything that was theirs.

      “We’re going to pull this cockroach out into the light and tear him to pieces in front of all the rest so they know not to fuck with us,” Alex said to Jacob. With that, his appetite finally returned so he grabbed Bronson’s plate of food and started eating.
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      At two a.m. Alex gave up on trying to sleep and rolled out of bed, leaving Juno behind snoring, dead to the world. Dressed in just shorts and a t-shirt, he headed outside intending to go to his office in the factory to get some work done, but then heard a faint chime somewhere in the distance. April hadn’t come to bed, and apparently she was up, casting spells.

      For a moment Alex stood there in the warm air, split between which pathway he should take. He knew that going to the office was a punishment of sorts. After the heat of the day, it was still as hot as hell in there and he knew he’d end up sitting there for the rest of the night enchanting rings in some kind of masochistic punishment for how things had gone with Nia. He could feel the lure of it, though, the urge to force himself there, to enchant away. Could maybe even fool himself that he was doing something useful and good. A moment more and hearing the faint chimes of April’s music in the distance, he gave up on that idea, and listening careful, headed in her direction.

      He knew the reason for his insomnia: too many problems piled up with no action, no advancement in solving them. He had a photograph of a vampire and knew where he lived, considering they’d robbed him, but it wasn’t a solution, just a new problem. Another address from Henry and what was he meant to do? Stake it out? Get his pack together and rush the grounds, perhaps walking them into a meat grinder that would kill many of them? And in the end, what was it for? Did he really think that if he managed to get Prince by the throat, the vampire would make a call and suddenly they would have their power reconnected, the condemnation notices removed from their doors? The vampires worked in houses so it wasn’t exactly the same as cutting off the head of a snake. They were more like a hydra and he doubted wiping out Prince would really do anything.

      As Alex walked through the dark, he could faintly sense the pack around him. A werewolf up on a roof keeping watch, another leaning in the shade of a house. He continued walking along, listening for the chimes of April’s magic. His mind chewing over the various problems knowing that he had to solve some of them or the insomnia would come to kick his ass. It happened before, back in college when he was overburdened with work. It was how it always went. The body and brain were both incredibly clever and ridiculously stupid at the same time. Pile enough unsolvable problems and the brain would start breaking things, making it worse. Handing out doses of insomnia so the next day you couldn’t go to college or to your horrible job or to visit your terrible girlfriend.

      It would wreck you, make you so tired you couldn’t participate in those things that were killing you. But of course, bound by the obligation to pay rent and eat food or to complete a college course, you had to keep going, putting you at war with your own mind. So it would often pull out the big guns, making you sick for weeks on end, tired as well, hoping to break the structure you were in and eliminate problems by ceasing to engage with them entirely. Alex wasn’t quite sure if werewolves got sick or how it worked if you had a healing flame to apply to yourself. He knew if he didn’t fix some things soon, there’d be insomnia, and when he finally did sleep, he would probably start sleep-talking and sleepwalking again.

      He had to get Nia back, he knew that for sure. His mind was constantly straying to his mate who’d taken a car and then vanished to who knew where. Stephen was somewhat further down the list. They hadn’t found the kid and had eventually given up the search.

      It wasn’t long before Alex pinpointed April’s location, the chimes of her music growing louder. He could feel the tug on the magic around them, but instead of a harsh pull, the way that some spells felt, this was harmonious as though she was gently guiding the magic where to go, not forcing it but asking it. He approached one of the back fences that had a rusty gate leading to the yard behind it. April’s music chimed and then he heard her speak.

      “Oh Augustus, come on now. It’s not that bad,” she said in her coaxing tone. Alex stopped and listened. He was in human form but the night was quiet and he could hear well enough. Who was Augustus? He listened but he didn’t hear any response.

      “Well that’s why we’re doing this. If we work together, we can keep the moisture in the ground, but I’m going to need a little bit of help from you, buddy,” April said. Alex peeked through a gap in the gate and saw April had her hand on the trunk of a lemon tree sitting in the middle of a backyard that appeared half overgrown. Part of it was lush with life, but the rest was dead and desolate. He must’ve made a sound because she suddenly looked in his direction, but then smiled. Alex opened the gate and walked through. He was still barefoot and there was a small patch of lush grass that soon petered out to hard earth.

      “The lemon tree’s name is Augustus?” Alex said

      “Well, right now he’s Augustus. Lemon trees are hermaphroditic, so sometimes she’s Augustina and sometimes both at the same time. Right now he’s feeling a bit more Augustus,” April said. Then she turned to Augustus and patted the trunk. “Just need to get those roots growing and maybe a few more leaves.” She turned back to Alex.

      “You can feel it, right? Maybe you can convince him,” she said.

      Alex shook his head, not sure if April was just screwing with him. “I can sense there’s a tree there but that’s it,” he said.

      April came over and held his hand, pulling him over to sit in the dust underneath Augustus. “Connect to the nature and feel the trees around you, but then I want you to focus on Augustus,” she said.

      Still not entirely sure she wasn’t just screwing with him, Alex did as she asked. His connection to nature had grown stronger in recent weeks. He was able to get there faster, and as his senses expanded, he felt the lemon tree, Augustus, and various bushes and shrubs, a few succulents, and also a ground creeper over in the corner. It was slowly inching its way across the ground, juiced by a dose of April’s magic at some point earlier. He tried to turn his attention to Augustus, but it was like picking one voice out of a crowded room with everyone talking.

      “Just think about Augustus, his roots in the ground. It’s dry and hot. He’s been trying to grow, but it’s a struggle. Just focus on him alone,” April murmured, her hand in his.

      Alex did as she instructed, and soon he felt Augustus begin to stand out. The rest of the plants dropped away as Alex began to feel the tree just as April had said. The root stuck into the hard earth struggling to go further down to access scant water. Augustus wasn’t having a good time, not with the extreme heat and this backyard that hadn’t had any other plants in it. There was nothing else to provide shade or keep the ground cool to decrease evaporation. Augustus had dropped leaves in his stress but that just made things worse, leaving him sunburned and hot most of the time.

      “Now just ask him to grow that largest root down a little more. There’s some damp earth just out of his reach,” April said. Alex felt a little foolish doing it, but he could feel the will of the tree almost as though there was a person there. Augustus was tired, bothered and stressed out.

      Alex directed his will, murmuring mentally that the damp earth was further down and all he had to do was reach a little more. For a little while, he didn’t feel much. Then a change came over Augustus, a determination to grow roots deeper into the earth to seek out the water. Alex heard a chime of magic as April nudged, giving Augustus a boost, and then with surprise, he realized he could feel a faint tendril, a newly formed root beginning its way down through the hard earth. The sensation evaporated as April removed her hand from his and he was left with only the general sensation of the plants around him as though Augustus was now whispering somewhere in the distance.

      “Wow,” Alex said. He felt the slightest bit thirsty. It was an odd feeling that felt like it came from outside him, imprinted from Augustus.

      “Yeah. You’re going to want this,” April said, retrieving a bottle of water that she’d left sitting in the grass. Alex gulped it down and passed the bottle back to her. Here in the night with the moon high above, things were painted in shades of silver, April’s hair a faint pink. He watched her gulping down the water and saw that she was faintly grimy from the gardening she was doing. April finished the drink, closed the bottle, and threw it onto the grass before smiling back at Alex, perhaps reading the thoughts that must have been visible on his face.

      They stood there for a moment before Alex felt a sudden surge of guilt at the idea of jumping April while Nia was missing. It was like some form of cheating. Through the lingering connection via nature, she must’ve felt it too.

      Alex sought to get his mind off it and switched the topic. “You never told me why it was so urgent we find Stephen by the way,” he said.

      April nodded and went over to the bed of grass, sitting down on it and patting the space beside her. Alex sat down, feeling the slight coolness beneath the overhanging vine.

      “The kid is a necromancer so hopefully he knows how to cleanse himself. The things out there, the ones that want to come back, even the most benign of them will start killing the host eventually. Then they always go the same way—attempting to move hosts. A human is the strongest host, so that means kidnapping. Eventually, they’ll grab someone and take them somewhere isolated. They tie them up for a few days—no food, no water—until they get sick and weakened, and then just as their body’s breaking down, they try to move,” April said.

      “So if he doesn’t get rid of whatever the dead thing was, he’s going to kidnap someone?” Alex said.

      “That’s if it’s one of the very small, almost benign types of things that are out there. Some of the others are hungry and angry. They have agendas, mixed up plans from when they were alive. Or they’ve gone completely mad out there in the dark. I don’t like how quickly he vanished. I mean, that could be a really serious, powerful thing that latched on to him,” April said.

      Alex sat back and looked up at the moon, crushing guilt pressing down on him again. He’d failed to protect the kid. Now there was a parasite inside him apparently driving him to murder. April picked up a leaf from the ground and passed it to Alex. It was fresh and green. Then she picked up another one that was dry and brittle, baked from the sun.

      “The trees make leaves, which eventually fall and they rot. They get broken down. Eventually recycled, becoming new life,” she said.

      “So that thing I pulled back is a soul, and if we left it out there, it would break down?” Alex said.

      “You can call it a soul if that helps. A person dies and then it goes into the black and breaks down and that material becomes new souls, new life. That’s why some people remember fragments of past lives. They didn’t fully break down out there. But others go toxic and harden. They want to come back over here as they were,” April said, crushing the dead leaf in her hand, the fragments sprinkling down onto the ground.

      “But why? I mean, are they returning to get back at their ex-husband, that kind of thing?” Alex asked.

      “It’s warm here. I think that’s most of it. They miss the warmth and then they concoct all these crazy plans, these desperate moves to stay here, something to pursue, but really it’s all to the same end. They want warmth. They desperately want… connection. They’re scared to let go, to dissolve back into the whole,” she said.

      With the leaf in his hand, Alex could feel the faintest sensations from it. Some of the cells were still alive, although slowly dying, cut off from the main tree. He dropped the leaf onto the ground and the sensations vanished. He had a feeling that April was talking about something greater than just why dead things came back.

      “I never told you what happened at the school where I grew up. You remember how when you visited, all the rooms were empty? There were sheets in all the cupboards, but no one was there,” April said.

      It had been a while ago, but Alex still remembered it clearly. He’d gone searching for clothing to wear as he had destroyed his in his first wild run when he shifted to werewolf. He’d only found bedsheets with unicorns on them and had to make a toga, but in his investigation, he’d opened rooms covered in dust that had been locked for years. He nodded and let April talk.

      “I’d get these urges to head deep into the forest. The part of me that came from my father, the earth elemental, was calling me to connect with the earth. Then the half from my mother, the nymph, was obsessed with the trees and the life above it. It was like the two sides of me both wanted something out there and so I would leave my classes and go wandering, some kind of communion with nature. Sometimes digging holes but other times planting things. I’d been gone for about a week, and when I came home, no one was there. Even though it’s miles away from civilization, there were security cameras, so eventually I went to check. Only the previous day, this man, just an average looking man, came walking out of the forest and went inside. Then all the teachers and all the girls followed him out. I didn’t even see him casting any magic. They just stopped what they were doing and trailed after him. Then they all just left, walking back into the forest,” she said.

      “This is like the Pied Piper. Is there magic that can seduce people like that, and force them to follow?”

      “There are some kinds of magic but between students and teachers, there were twenty-five of us there and trying to control twenty-four, which included a few witches and other strange children like me, abandoned hybrids with their own intrinsic magic powers, it would be almost impossible. I followed the footprints but there was nothing. They stopped like they just up and vanished. Eventually I went home and I stayed there. Of course there were no parents to call up, since everyone there was abandoned. Even the teachers were former students.”

      Alex remembered how April had stood up for him when he’d challenged Jasper of the Greenacre pack, pledging the elemental lands on his behalf so he had standing to fight the alpha.

      “I thought you owned the elemental lands. You couldn’t track this man or the girls?”

      “That’s not quite what ownership means. Out there is called the elemental lands because there are a few elementals about the place. With just me staying there and growing plants, learning about the land, the continuous association, it became mine. One day I woke up and I could just feel it and it was natural. I knew the borders, the places that were mine. I haven’t been back in a while now so eventually it may become another’s.” She leaned over and took Alex’s hand, gently squeezing it.

      “I came with you. Despite attacks, despite war, despite death. You are who I’m meant to be with. This is what I meant to be doing, even though I’m far from home trying to grow plants in an abandoned industrial zone. But if you went out and started burning down the forest, paving over the dirt, ripping up trees, polluting the water, that’s not right. That’s not what you’re meant to be doing. You’re honorable, you have integrity. If you kept doing it, I’d leave. Those mages, they silvered our land and then they silvered Julius’s land.”

      Alex sat still, feeling like April had taken a baseball bat to his brain, smashing it out of his head. Bish had died in the Xavo attack, murdered by the mages, and then Alex had captured Stephen and what had he done? Not punishment, not revenge. He’d ignored the will of his pack, making a deal with someone who had indirectly contributed to murder. He could see it clearly now. All of those excuses and justifications he’d used. The kid… even calling him a kid that was all part of it. Alex saw he had made the deal because he’d been greedy, wanting to learn spell writing to advance his power.

      April’s words hit hard and with them came a new realization that to make money and to get access to more magic, he’d made a deal with the black market trader, Vorbo.

      The child slaver.

      “We can’t deal with Vorbo, can we?” Alex said.

      April shook her head. “He’s a slaver. Even being close to him means the stain begins to transfer, and yes, you’re the alpha, you’re the one in charge. You can do it if you want to. I have no plan to get us money. I don’t know where we can get it to keep the volume of werewolves we have in our pack. We might all starve otherwise and starving with integrity might be okay on some level, but it’s still starving. So I understand the decision. But you have an entire pack looking to you, and beyond that, other werewolves and supernaturals. You’re upending the way it has been for centuries, and whether you like it or not, that means you must be a certain way,” April said.

      Alex flashed back to standing in the kitchen, Nia digging her claws into Stephen’s neck. It was now so obvious. Like the brain and the body going into open revolt, throwing insomnia or an illness, attempting to break things when it all was going the wrong way, Nia had done the same. She had seen the path ahead far more clearly than him and had taken action to pull Alex off it. Alex groaned and rubbed his hands over his face.

      “Where do you think Nia is?” Alex said. Both April and Juno had said earlier that they had no idea but Alex suddenly had a new insight that perhaps April did know but thought Alex wasn’t ready.

      “I have an idea,” April said.

      She touched him on the arm again and Alex leaned back and looked up at the moon. If he was in wolf form, perhaps he would howl at it, but it would be a regretful cry. He’d felt forced to do things and he could see now how those cascading false decisions had led him to more desperate actions, including making an alliance with someone who had silvered his territory. No matter how much magic the kid had to offer, it was an unforgivable crime. Just like no matter how much money Vorbo had to offer, it was a bad deal. April stood up and then held out her hand to pull Alex up with her.

      “Come on, let’s go get her,” she said.
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      “So she’s in there somewhere?” Alex asked, looking at the abandoned school.

      He wasn’t quite sure how long ago it had been abandoned, but it was slowly running to ruin. Most of the classrooms had smashed windows, although a few were intact. In the middle of the night the school gave off a distinctly creepy vibe.

      “Yeah, I think so,” April said.

      “What happened to the place?”

      Juno flicked his ear from the back seat before slumping back.

      “Probably got cursed by an upset witch who got woken up in the middle of the night by a werewolf, demanding she go somewhere when she’s having the best sleep of her entire life,” the little witch complained, pouting.

      Alex rubbed his ear. That flick had stung.

      “Yeah, well, I can’t disobey my own rule and go out with just April,” he said.

      Juno obviously wasn’t listening.

      “The curse, the curse,” she chanted from the back seat.

      “Duh, that one’s easy. The Mummy, 1999,” April said.

      Juno sat bolt upright, gripping the seat in front of her.

      “What? You know that?” she said.

      “Oh c’mon. ‘Thebes, City of the Living. Crown jewel of Pharaoh Seti the First. Home of Imhotep, Pharaoh’s high priest, keeper of the dead. Birthplace of Anck-su-namun, Pharaoh’s mistress. No other man was allowed to touch her. But for their love, they were willing to risk life itself,’” April said.

      “Are you serious? I love that movie. I asked you to watch it with me!” Juno said.

      April gave a sniff. “I just didn’t feel like watching it right then.”

      “That’s it. Everyone’s getting cursed. Super cursed. Like double cursed with another curse on the side,” Juno said, throwing herself dramatically back.

      “I’d check the gymnasium,” April said to Alex, who was grinning away.

      He left the girls behind deep in conversation about Rick O’Connell and walked into the school grounds. Although Alex was a werewolf and knew he was more than capable of taking anything on, there was something deeply unnerving about an abandoned school at night. He could see into some of the classrooms, the ones that hadn’t been damaged. There were still old posters on the walls from the days when it was an operating school.

      He spotted a gymnasium in the distance. He walked through the darkness, feeling the urge to shift to hybrid so at least he could see better. He held back from doing so because he had no idea who might be squatting here and didn’t feel like being smacked with the Great Barrier right now.

      As he walked, even with his human sense of smell, he caught a faint scent that triggered part of his brain. Nia was near. Alex soon reached the building. Unlike the rest of the school, which was fairly run-down, this one looked like it had been sealed up well. All the doors were locked except one which had something heavy wedged behind it.

      He had to put his weight to the door and shove to get it open enough for him to slip inside. He dislodged a pile of cinder blocks someone had stacked up behind the door. Once he was inside the gymnasium, he thought to hell with it and shifted to hybrid form. Colors and scents leaped up as he did.

      There was definitely a werewolf here somewhere in the vicinity and he was fairly sure it was Nia. At the far end of the gymnasium was a raised stage, and dangling above it was a large banner with The Wizard of Oz printed on it, the remnant of some old stage show.

      The wooden floors hadn’t done so well with time. They were warped, although still holding together. Partway down the gymnasium was a wreck of metal that had busted a hole in the floor. Alex looked up and saw that it appeared to be part of some kind of lighting rig that had been attached to the roof. There was what appeared to be a small room up there previously only accessible by climbing along the lighting rig to get to it. He guessed that was where the projector must’ve lived at some point.

      “Nia?” he called out, hearing his voice echo through the dark.

      He walked into the hall, looking around until he spotted movement from up in the small room hanging high above the warped boards. Nia popped her head out and looked down at him for a moment before she waved and disappeared.

      Alex looked around but he couldn’t see any other way up now that most of the gantry was disconnected and on the ground. Although it was quite high, he could jump it provided he didn’t overshoot and crash into the roof. Hoping the small room up there would be able to hold his weight, he took a few steps back and took a running leap, rising easily up into the air. He didn’t quite get it right, going slightly high than he’d wanted, one of his clawed hands brushing the roof. Then he managed to grab the edge of the hanging room and swung himself in, landing with a thud that shook the whole thing.

      “Okay, just take it easy, you’ll kill both of us,” Nia said.

      She was sitting at the back of the small room with her arms crossed. She was in hybrid form. With Alex up there, he was worried the whole room would come smashing down to the ground with the weight of them. He took careful steps across the old carpet and sat down in front of her. The tiny room must’ve once held a projector, but it had either been stolen or removed at some point, leaving a few bolts in the ground. The rest of the floor was old carpet and on the walls were a few posters from previous school productions. There was a small door on one side that led to the destroyed gantry.

      Alex took a quick look around and then back to Nia.

      “They let kids up here?” he said.

      “I know, it was super dangerous. You had to wear this belt and get tied on with this rope like you were abseiling, but half the time the teachers weren’t even looking. If you fell out of here, you were dead,” Nia said.

      “Anyone ever fall?”

      “This one kid, Jake Callahan, but it was only off the gantry over near the wall where you first get on it. He hadn’t clicked the rope on so he only fell like six feet maybe. Broke both his arms and smashed his nose. Turned out pretty good for him in the long run though. While he was in hospital he lost a bunch of weight. He had to have surgery on his nose which made him look different. When he came back, within like three months he had a girlfriend. And like a hot girlfriend too. Amber Holloway. You could say him being a complete goddamn moron was the greatest thing that ever happened to him,” Nia said.

      “Yes, I can see how being a complete goddamn moron could be the greatest thing to happen to someone,” Alex said with a smile.

      Nia still had her arms crossed despite the light banter. He got the feeling that she was waiting for him to yell at her or something like that. He decided to just cut right to the core of it.

      “You were right. I shouldn’t have allied with the kid. I should stop calling him a kid, he’s an adult. And I’m going to cut off the agreement with Vorbo too. Then if we starve, we starve together,” Alex said.

      He saw Nia relax just a little, but then she started biting her lip.

      “I’m sorry to do this but I think you’re going to have to wait and maybe be more sorry in depth later, because I came across something tonight and you really need to see it,” Nia said.

      “Follow me,” she said and squeezed him on the shoulder as she passed.

      She opened the small door that led to the missing gantry and pulled herself out onto the outer side of the room, heading towards the roof. Alex peered out and saw there was actually a skylight, which Nia opened before climbing out onto the roof itself. He followed her and was soon out on the roof, looking out over the suburbs and buildings around them.

      “We’re going to run and jump. Keep running and jumping till I say stop,” Nia said.

      With that she took off at high speed and leaped from the edge of the gymnasium roof, shooting out through the air towards another building. She landed and rolled and kept running. Alex took off after a moment to follow her. The first jump he almost screwed up, coming short and having a scramble his way up the building, his ribs aching as he thudded into the brickwork. But after that, he managed to keep up reasonably well. They leaped across five or six buildings, leaving the school and moving into an industrial area. Soon they were looking down at an enormous site filled with warehouses. Nia crept up to the edge of the building and Alex joined her, looking down.

      Most of the warehouses were dark but there was a cluster surrounded by lights. There were men and women all carrying guns, protecting trucks that were being loaded up with gear. Alex could see immediately that there were mages. Some of them were still wearing robes, but also others were using magic to lift heavy crates, safe from the Great Barrier as there were no normals there.

      “Trucks full of mages, trucks full of weapons and all these boxes. The trucks are driving out into the territories,” Nia said.

      She pointed in the distance where the edge of Baxter petered out and soon became wilderness split by aging roads.

      “What’s that direction?” Alex asked.

      “There are a few packs in the way. If you go in a dead straight line, which is where I think they’re going, it eventually goes to where the wild packs are, the ones that kill on sight. Given how many of them are going out there, that has to be it,” Nia said.

      Alex looked across the trucks below, realizing he was counting mages. There were over a hundred of them and plenty of them armed to the teeth.

      “This is an invasion force?” Alex asked.

      “Look down there. You see the diggers? I think they have them for mass graves,” Nia said.

      Alex looked where she was pointing and saw a row of small Bobcats some of the mages had loaded onto the backs of trucks. As they watched, one of the trucks pulled out, followed by another loaded up with boxes and a bunch of mages sitting behind them.

      They drove out the gate and headed away from the city. More trucks came in loaded up with mages who quickly disembarked and began shifting boxes.

      “The Bobcats are to dig graves. This an invasion force. They’re going to invade and take the territories,” Alex repeated.

      Nia touched his arm and squeezed.

      “You’re not thinking big enough, my dearest one. They’re invading, but that’s secondary. I think this is a genocide.”
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      Alex crept through the dark, with Nia and Jacob by his side. They were all in wolf form, as was the rest of the pack, quieter than the shadow moving across the landscape. As Alex moved through the darkness, he could feel his pack spread out around him. The connection had been growing stronger, and it was almost as though he had a blurry map in his mind, showing the location of every werewolf. Right now, they were spread around the eastern side of the mages’ camp, up in the hills throughout the forest.

      In his wolf form, furthest away from human, Alex delighted in creeping through the dark, a vicious predator watching unsuspecting prey. He slinked behind a fallen tree and then looked down the hill where the mages had been building for three days straight now. The large boxes they had shipped out had been full of building materials, trellises and the like, quickly assembled and covered with tarpaulin, the mages setting up a forward operating base. They were around seventy miles from Baxter, in an area where there were no werewolf packs. All Nia knew was that, according to Julius, there had been werewolf packs there as recently as three weeks ago, but now they were gone, vanished from existence.

      The mages had stopped near an old burnt out building and begun to build their camp up around it. It wasn’t just the quick shelters they were building. There were also stronger walls going up, like kit homes and barracks. After watching for three days, Alex had become convinced that Nia was right: this wasn’t an invasion force. This was an army designed to wipe out every werewolf for the next five hundred miles. Alex felt Jacob shift beside him, going from wolf to hybrid, and let the pull take him as well, stretching out from the ground, flexing his claws as he stood up.

      “All we need is, like, a boulder with grenades strapped to it and just roll it down the hill,” Jacob murmured.

      “How will it get over that pit they’re digging?” Alex asked. It was only around a quarter of the camp so far, the Necromancers using reanimated dead to dig what was clearly a moat, although it was just a trench right now.

      “When it gets close enough, you just flick it with some telekinesis, jump it over the gap, easy. I mean, you’re the werewolf mage, right? What, can’t you do that quietly?” Jacob said, grinning in the darkness. Alex shoved him, but the young werewolf just slipped away.

      “The only one not quiet around here is you and that girlfriend of yours,” Alex said, before turning back to the camp. He heard a sniff from somewhere up the hill behind him and cringed slightly. Yvonne must be up there somewhere, and he hadn’t intended for her to hear him giving Jacob shit. It had been too hard to resist though. The two werewolves had been all over each other for the entire trip out to the territories, running side by side, nuzzling and licking at each other at every opportunity they had.

      “We definitely need to cut this growth off before it gets any larger,” Nia said.

      “Let’s get going,” Alex said. He’d taken two hundred werewolves of his pack out with him, leaving just a bare fifty or so in Baxter, but he’d also called on the Slipways Fortress. He’d either directly called packs which had allied with him or sent messengers for them to come.

      What had started off as a few hundred mages was now a quickly swelling camp. There were probably eight hundred or more. From the number of buildings they were constructing, it looked like they planned for thousands to live there. Thankfully, there was only one road in or out, and at certain points it became quite narrow. It also passed through some thickly wooded land, and with a pack of werewolves, Alex knew that he could cut off the supply of trucks, at least for a while.

      It was clear the mages knew they were being watched, despite the fact the werewolves stayed hidden during the day and only came out at night. The mages had set lights up all around the camp and there were guards all along the perimeter.

      Alex shifted to wolf with Nia and Jacob following, and they left the camp, streaking through the darkness. They stayed well away from the road, which still had the occasional truck driving along it, bringing more mages or supplies to the camp. In the night, it slowed to a trickle, the mages perhaps wary of attack.

      As they ran, Alex chewed over his plans once more. Firstly, it was clear this wasn’t just Xavo mages. Ignis were also involved, Alex having seen fire mages going out, burning trees and undergrowth away from the camp to remove any place that a werewolf could conceal themself.

      The risen dead, brought there as bodies stacked in the trucks, were being used to dig the moat, being far stronger than any mage and able to work ceaselessly. There were also other mages about the place, too, not Xavo or Ignis, and Alex had come to assume that it was Tradinium. He had no real idea, though.

      Juno had attempted scrying, peering into their camp, attempting to listen to conversations, but most of the mages worked in near silence, eating without talking and then sleeping. After the first night, she’d been unable to scry into the camp, the way being blocked by something like a ward. Although it hadn’t been Alex’s plan to track these mages and their growing camp, it’d quickly become the most pressing matter. If they were going to start wiping out werewolf packs, then what was the point of all his alliances, especially if this force just took them out one by one, claiming the land for themselves?

      But Alex had decided this wasn’t like before with the Corvus mages, when his pack had marched into open battle and had to rely on the witches to help defeat them. Out here, the mages were in werewolf territory. Werewolves who could strike in the night, howling down from the hills, snatching anyone who left the safety of the lights and retreating into the darkness, driving fear and terror into the hearts of their enemies.

      Although this wasn’t Alex’s territory, in just the short time he’d been here he’d come to know it, felt as though he knew every hill and tree, the hidden creeks, the gullies, the places to ambush, and the places to hide. It was the werewolf power, feeding him information from his pack.

      They jogged for an hour in the dark until they came upon the bulk of the pack, which had been quietly felling trees, keeping watch for any trucks approaching and hiding as they passed. April was a shimmer in the dark. She’d covered her hair and was whispering to the werewolves which trees to cut down. She’d called up a rainstorm earlier in the day to soften the earth, flooding some of the local area as well. Alex shifted to hybrid and squelched across the damp earth to April.

      “Right on time. You can take that big tree there,” April said. She touched him on the arm, and Alex felt her connection to the nature around them. The big tree that she was referring to was eighty years old, a redwood, but it was dying. At some point in the past, the people building the road had cut through its roots, and then perhaps a year ago, it had been poisoned. It was too far gone for April to save, and suffering, desperately thirsty for water and in pain from the poison. Alex waved to his pack, some of whom came forward carrying axes which they had painted over in black so they wouldn’t shine in the moonlight.

      Listening for approaching trucks, they began cutting, Alex picking up an ax himself and chopping away at the wood. He could feel it was hurting the tree, but it was a mercy. It wouldn’t have to live in suffering anymore.

      All up and down the roadway, other werewolves were chopping, and soon there was a crack in the distance as the first tree fell, smashing across the road. It obliterated what was left of the surface, embedding itself. Even if the tree could be removed, the road would need serious repair to hold the trucks that the mages had been sending. Soon, all up and down the road, trees began to fall, werewolves scattering out of the way. They weren’t all perfect drops—one of the trees went down at a 45 degree angle, crashing against another and almost hitting a cluster of werewolves who barely got out of the way in time.

      Alex felt his tree beginning to go and waved his pack out of the way. He shoved it and it splintered and toppled, landing with a boom. With the main trees down, the werewolves quickly ran into the forest, picking the logs up that they had been cutting during the night. They piled them up behind the larger trees, wedging them, trying to make an impenetrable maze. Some of the logs they nailed to others, wrapping black rope around them, tangling it up. In under half an hour, they had thoroughly blocked the road, destroyed most of it, making it utterly impassable.

      It was perfect timing, too. The drone of a distant truck engine approached. They had chosen their blockade position well, putting it just over a hill, so the approaching driver wouldn’t be able to see it until they crested the hill.

      The werewolves melted away into the darkness as the lights appeared, the truck downshifting as it drove towards the barrier. As Alex watched, he couldn’t believe that the driver was getting this close. Surely trees blocking the road that should be clear were signs that there was an ambush. But still the truck drove closer, and as it did, Alex saw the driver, a teenager no older than eighteen, if that. There was an older mage sitting in the passenger seat, but he had his eyes closed, sleeping. The truck came to a stop, which woke him, and after blearily rubbing his eyes, he started shouting at the kid, but it was far too little, far too late.

      Werewolves erupted out of the forest, some jumping to land on top of the truck, others coming around the back. Jacob used the arm that he had utilized to throw oranges at Alex’s head plenty of times to pick up a heavy rock and hurled it like a pitcher at the World Series. It smashed the side window and hit the older mage in the head, coming close to knocking him out. Alex ran with his pack in hybrid form and felt magic flaring. The back of the truck had mages in it, but they must have been sleeping, lulled by the rocking rhythm of the truck. A few fire shields flared, and one werewolf shot out of the back of the truck and crashed into the trees, bleeding from a sucking chest wound but still alive, before the werewolves took the truck entirely.

      Alex had given instructions not to dismember the mages if they could help it, and as he leaped into the back of the truck, he saw that although his werewolf pack had done their best, there were arms and legs and a few decapitated heads rolling around. There were, however, six dead mages in the back fully intact.

      He went around the front of the truck where his pack was holding the driver and the older mage. Both had been stripped of their clothing and had claws to their throats. The older mage was staring up with undisguised hatred but the younger one was shaking like a leaf, and as Alex approached in his hybrid form, he could smell that the kid had shit himself. He had piss leaking down his leg as well.

      “Tell me what the mages are doing at the camp,” Alex said, striding out of the darkness with his claws flexing. The older mage spat on the ground, a deliberate insult, and then screamed as Alex leaped at him, grabbing the back of his neck and driving a claw into one of his eyes, not deep enough to pierce his brain but enough to tear it from its socket. Alex pulled his claw back and held his finger in front of the man’s other eye, which was wildly rolling.

      “This is your eye, and if you don’t answer me, it’s going to be your testicles on these claws,” Alex said in a low growl.

      “Please, we don’t know, we’re just drivers,” the young mage begged.

      “Alex, another truck’s coming,” Jacob said from behind him.

      “You’re fucked now, werewolf,” the old mage spat. Alex had to hand it to him, it was impressive bravado in the face of certain death. He stabbed his claw through the mage’s other eye, but this time kept going into his brain, holding the body as it shook and shit itself before dropping it to the ground. Then he turned to the kid, who was so pale he looked like he was about to faint.

      “You’re just a driver, are you? Are you here to kill werewolves?” Alex growled. The kid started crying, a deep hitching sound, and for a moment Alex considered letting him live. Tie him up. Take him back to the main camp. Send him naked, staggering down to it, to tell the story of the terrifying werewolves surrounding it. But then he remembered the drones, the ones dumping silver on his land, the dead walking out of the forest, killing one of his pack. He remembered Ignis burning all that was his to the ground. Rather than let the kid cry any longer, he slashed at his throat with lightning speed, a great jet of blood shooting into the air. The kid was dead before he hit the ground.

      “Take the dead bodies, turn the truck off, and let’s get the next one, too,” Alex said. His pack moved quickly, following his commands, taking the intact dead bodies with them out into the darkness, the last of them slipping away just as another truck came over the hill. This one clearly had a more alert driver who, as soon as he spotted the truck and the barricade, hit the brakes and began to reverse. But there wasn’t much space on the top of the hill, and before he was halfway around, Alex landed on the hood of the truck, his flame shield bursting into life around him as he smashed a clawed hand through the windshield, grabbing the driver and pulling him out. Beside him, Jacob roared with joy as he smashed the passenger window and slashed his claws inside, a great spray of blood filling the cabin as he took the mage by the jugular.

      “Nice move,” Alex growled.

      “Watch and learn, Grandpa,” Jacob said. They dived to the rear of the truck where a small battle had broken out. Alex saw a mage lifting a wand and then gasping in pain as Yvonne came shooting out of the dark and tore his arm off, leaving him standing there blinking, as though he couldn’t believe it was gone. He didn’t get much time to contemplate that he was missing an arm because Jacob came next, tearing his head from his body.

      “Intact if we can,” Alex called out, as he waded into the battle. These mages did a little better than the first group, but not much. With the cramped conditions, they were soon overcome and that added another eight intact dead bodies to their count. The werewolves took the truck and one of them drove it down the hill, leaping out and letting it crash and topple over in front of the barricade, smashing into the other truck.

      Alex left behind some werewolves in case another truck came along, and gave them strict instructions not to engage if there was more than one. Then the werewolves gathered the dead bodies, shifted to wolf form, and lashed the corpses upon their backs with ropes. They ran back through the darkness, returning to the mages’ camp.

      As they ran, Alex had his spell screen up, reading through the reanimate spell that Henry had given him. Blocking off access to the mages’ camp was just the first step. What was to come next was a campaign of terror and the walking dead were just one part of that.

      The first tinges of light were beginning to show in the sky by the time they returned to the main camp. Alex hadn’t yet had a chance to use reanimate humanoid+, but he figured now was as good a time as any. Shifting back to hybrid form, he looked over the bodies, finding the one that was the least damaged. It was a young woman in her mid-twenties who had died from a single claw through the heart. Alex sat cross-legged beside her, hoping once more that Henry hadn’t put some kind of spell bomb within the spell to kill him, and cast the spell.

      Like with the chicken, Alex immediately felt a connection, but this of course was far different. The chicken was just some dumb animal, a construct of meat and bone with no intelligence and no will past wanting to peck and eat. As Alex connected with the woman, a flood of information came into his mind. Her name was Arya. She had a boyfriend, Carl, and they were both Tradinium mages. Although they had lived at the main compound most of the time, they had also discussed moving out together with a kind of breathless anticipation. Tradinium mages were permitted to live away from the main enclave buildings, provided, of course, they took proper precautions. Tradinium itself owned many rental homes throughout the town and would give them discounted rent. Why just last weekend, she and Carl had gone to a market and bought a yellow teapot, their very first joint purchase for what they hoped would be their new home. They hadn’t quite talked about children, but they had talked about—

      Alex pulled himself away from the information. The stream of it was gushing out of her, her hopes, her dreams, her thoughts. She hadn’t been dead long and Alex knew he could reel her back. April moved beside him, her hand an inch away from his fur. He’d promised her he would cancel the spell if anything bad happened, and she was there ready to cleanse any dead passengers who came back. He glanced at her and nodded.

      Reaching into the dark, he grabbed the rope and pulled it, but it wasn’t like bringing Jacob back to life, or the kid and his mother, there was a domination to this, inherent in the spell. His grasp on the rope was like a collar. He saw Arya’s face coming out of the black, shocked and scared, but saw her go flat as the collar of his will surrounded her neck. Her spirit settled back into its body under his command, and then her eyes lit up with an eerie green that he had seen before. Casting the spell had taken a good dose of magic but not as much as he’d assumed. He wasn’t quite sure how many reanimated corpses he could control, but at a quick guess, figured at least six without totally draining himself.

      There was still a continuous pull on him from holding Arya in place and keeping their connection but he was able to maintain it easily, his body naturally generating more mana than it was using.

      For a brief moment, Alex considered reanimating one of the other dead, but then decided to stick to the plan. He got the feeling April would punch him in the face if he tried to get two going at once.

      He stood up and commanded Arya to do the same with a silent exertion of his will. She stood up and then waited, not even blinking. She wasn’t breathing either, and her heart lay dead in her chest.

      Alex pushed away the information that had flooded into him from her, the yellow teapot sticking in his mind. Sure, she was a person, but she’d been on the way to the camp, which was there for only one purpose.

      He tried to probe at her mind, silently asking her what their plans were, but no information came from the dead spirit. It was locked down and inaccessible to him. He had dominion over her, but she would not give him anything other than what had been revealed in that initial flood.

      “Those glowing green eyes are a dead giveaway. Get it, dead giveaway,” Juno said, appearing out of nowhere. She’d been sleeping most of the night, taking the day shift with some of the other werewolves.

      “Maybe I can stop it,” Alex said and willed the green away, but it stayed stubbornly in place. He was about to open the spell itself and dig through it, wondering if it was an artifact of it, like the way healing flame appeared as a flame because of the leftover parts of the spell that was within it. Then Juno pulled a pair of sunglasses out of her pocket and set them on Arya’s face. They were big and blocky and concealed the glow.

      “She’s ready to go,” Juno said. Jeremiah came forward, and the rest of the pack backed up. He was holding a grenade, which he gave to Alex who held it out and willed Arya to take it.

      Her movements were jerky, as though Alex’s will wasn’t translating perfectly. He could feel why, though, and already knew that the more he practiced, the smoother it would be. There was no solution for it now. If she went jerking down the hill and was revealed because of it, there was nothing they could do. He willed Arya to keep her hand by her side, concealing the grenade in the folds of her clothes, and then gave her the instruction to march down the hill, find any weapons cache, and drop the grenade in it after pulling the pin.

      Arya began a jerky stagger away from them and the werewolves gathered in the trees, watching her moving down the hill. The further she went, the more Alex could feel his grasp on her weakening. Soon she was far enough away that he couldn’t give her any further instructions, except to return. They were still connected, of course, but Alex wondered if she was even going to make it to the camp before the connection broke, and if it did, whether she’d simply drop dead and the mages would find a corpse with an unexploded grenade in its hand.

      It was still early morning, but the guards were reasonably alert, spotting her as she came down the hill. One of them spoke to the other and then called out a challenge. She didn’t stop, however, and on the last part of the hill began picking up speed, a sort of toppling forward that became a run.

      One of the mages brought up a gun and fired it at her, hitting her in the shoulder, but she shook it off like it was nothing. Alex watched, grinning, as she shoved past the mage, knocking his gun aside and running into the camp, which suddenly erupted like an anthill. There was more gunfire and then flames, and then Alex felt an echo of regret down the tenuous line connecting him to Arya. She had failed at his instructions. He shouted at her to pull the pin on the grenade and throw it, not sure whether the instruction would actually get through and realizing he needed to give better backup instructions in the future.

      There was shouting down in the camp, followed by a sudden explosion, and one of the recently constructed buildings shook and then collapsed on one side. The shouting from down below died down, then smoke began to billow.

      The chaos quickly calmed. A group of mages moved to the perimeter, armed to the teeth with wands and weapons, keeping watch for further attack while others quickly put out the fire and began assessing the damage.

      “Not bad for a single zombie and old Grandpa driver of said zombie,” Jacob said. Alex swiped at him again but missed. The young werewolf landed flat on his ass anyway, tripping over Juno’s foot.

      “Watch yourself, kid,” she said with a wicked smile, waving her finger at him. They watched the mages for a while as the sun rose, the ones around the perimeter gradually melting back to go about tasks. Eventually Alex faded back from the hillside, going deep into the woods where his pack was scattered among some heavy trees. Just as he was settling in to get some sleep, shifting into wolf form, Jeremiah appeared and crouched down beside him.

      “Got five trucks backed up on the road now. They’re trying to move the barricade but there’s no way, at least for a few days. So this is it,” he said.

      Alex chuffed and rubbed his head against Jeremiah’s hand. Over in one direction he could see Yvonne and Jacob huddling up together behind a small group of trees, thinking it was some kind of privacy, definitely not going to sleep. Alex turned so he couldn’t see them and closed his eyes, safe and surrounded by his pack, knowing that they had only just begun.
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      Alex howled into the night, a piercing sound that echoed off the hills for miles around. All around, his pack were howling at the moon, and from the far side of the mages’ camp, he could hear Simak’s pack howling in response.

      It was midnight, and there was no way these mages were getting any sleep tonight. Beside him Jacob was giving it all he could, thumping his front paws down on a half-rotted log. Yvonne was beside him, adding her voice to his. There was no official schedule but the werewolves came and went, so there was never a break in the howling. Sometimes they moved about too.

      Alex would stop and another bunch on the hill would begin, then they would slink through the dark to a new location and start howling once more. Alex could not only feel his own pack, but also Simak’s and others. By his estimation there were close to four hundred werewolves spread throughout the forest surrounding the mages’ camp. The effect on them had been significant. The previous night there been plenty of guards, but now it was tripled, mages armed with wands and guns circling the camp. With their supplies being cut off, the building had finally halted, the mages getting halfway through constructing what appeared to be a new barracks before realizing they didn’t have the rest of the materials to complete it.

      Far up the road, the mages had retreated but then returned at dusk, and since then, there’d been a steady boom as they’d used explosives in an attempt to clear the trees away. The werewolves up there were just sitting and watching, as the mages doing that job were even more paranoid than the ones in the camp. There were at least a hundred of them and they’d set up lights, piercing into the darkness, run from temporary portable generators.

      Their plan to use explosives wasn’t the best however. The trees were incredibly heavy, and when they exploded one they often took part of the road with it. What they really needed were a few bulldozers with heavy chains but it appeared they didn’t have access to those right now. It meant they were making slow progress and that the camp would not be resupplied anytime soon.

      Alex stopped howling with one final piercing cry and loped off to his remaining stock of dead bodies, which weren’t smelling too good now. Sadly, he’d only had four grenades, and one had been used for the first attack, so Alex was holding the other three back not wanting to waste them. Still, he was having a lot of fun using the dead, sending them against the mages. The second one he’d simply sent running down the hill, screaming at the top of its lungs as the mages shot at it and used their wands. It had almost reached them too, before some of the dead digging the trench had climbed out and run at it, hacking it to pieces with their blunt weapons. After that, as dark had fallen, Alex had sent another crawling on hands and knees trying to stay low to the ground to get as close as possible before attacking.

      After a day since they died, a change was coming over the dead. Now when Alex cast the spell the strand connection to the original spirit felt thinner and brittle. One of the bodies he’d revived he’d only gotten a name from—Zara—and nothing else, the flood of information just a droplet. The spirit that had returned had been vague and confused, unfocused, and it’d been easy to exert his will upon it.

      Thinking back on when necromancers had raised the dead in a graveyard, Alex wasn’t sure how they’d done it. If the spirits weakened or dissolved away as April said, what were they pulling back to reanimate?

      Alex shifted to hybrid form, trying to block out the smell of the dead. He still had three bodies left, all men. He sat cross-legged, extended his hand, and cast the spell, reaching into the darkness. Without speaking, April appeared at his side, hand an inch away from his. So far they’d been lucky. Nothing had come back hitching a ride but he wasn’t going to take any chances.

      Alex reached into the dark, feeling for the strand, and hit something that was rigid. It felt almost like a boat oar. He grabbed it and hauled it towards him. He got the briefest flash of information—Riley, the man was cold, and he was a Tradinium mage—before something shot out of the dark that didn’t look human. It had the features of a human, nose and eyes and teeth, but distorted, the mouth too big, the teeth too sharp, the eyes weirdly set apart, the nose flattened. It was as though it was a human slowly melting, halfway through transitioning to some kind of monster.

      Alex hauled it into the body but then felt its will pressing against his, sudden and sharp and almost overwhelming. It wasn’t Riley the mage but something from out there in the dark, some parasitic thing that have been consuming what was left of him, binding itself as it did. Alex struggled for domination. Previous times he’d reanimated he saw the mental image of a collar going around a neck, but this thing, although once human, was now grotesquely deformed, its neck twice as thick as a thigh.

      The world fell away, the howling, the sound of the wind, the few brave insects that still went about their nightly business, and narrowed to just Alex and whatever this abomination was. He was wrestling with it as it snapped those teeth at him, its hot breath on his face. He couldn’t let go, couldn’t pull the collar around its distorted neck, otherwise it would bite him. It was strong beyond belief, and slowly but surely, Alex felt himself weakening. He couldn’t out-endure this creature.

      As soon as Alex realized this he decided to pull the trick he’d used on Jasper. Even in his mental state he could shift. He went from hybrid to wolf, letting go of the monster and ducking beneath it to tear at its leg. Claws scored down his back, but he shifted to hybrid again, lifting it off the ground. He grabbed it, slamming it face down, like cops taking down a suspect. The abomination was stunned and in that moment Alex pulled the collar from nowhere, seeing it had stretched to accommodate the new size, and pulled it around the thing’s neck.

      The moment it connected the abomination became docile. Alex let it go and ordered it to stand and it did, although it was looking at him with undisguised hatred. Alex felt a gentle touch on his arm and between one blink and the next he was back in his body, the sounds of the werewolves howling around him returning. There was a faint chime nearby, April casting a spell, and he felt warmth trickling from her fingers and running into his body, pushing away the deep chill that’d come over him.

      “I got it! I dominated it,” Alex said. He looked down and realized there were small dots of frost collecting on his fur. April merely nodded, murmuring something under her breath as the warmth coursed through him and the ice disappeared.

      Soon as she was done, she stood up, patting Alex on the shoulder.

      “And that’s why you want me with you all the time when you do this,” she said. She went off into the darkness, heading for the small, temporary laboratory she’d set up on a fallen log, where she was using a small smokeless fire to brew potion after potion.

      Alex watched her go, his mind suddenly distracted from what they were doing by the slinking of her hips, the edges of that old feeling coming back. Was it the thrall?

      With three hot mates sex was never far from his mind, but he remembered what it’d been like when the thrall had been approaching, like being a teenager again, unable to concentrate on anything for more than ten seconds.

      He shook his head and turned to face Riley, who was standing there, eyes glowing a brilliant green.

      Henry hadn’t given any information about the reanimated dead, so Alex was surprised to find that he could sense that Riley was far stronger than any other dead he’d brought back. The abomination inside him that had merged with what was left of his spirit was immensely powerful and it meant the dead body was strengthened too. Even as Alex watched, his skin hardened, Riley’s dull fingernails grew into sharp points, and when he opened his mouth, Alex saw his teeth reshaping, taking on the appearance of the abomination within him. This thing was a wrecking machine and Alex didn’t want to waste it. Gathering his will he touched Riley on the shoulder.

      “Creep as close as you can. I want you to find any weapons you can, wands, guns, grenades, knives, and murder as many mages as fast as you can. Do not stop until they’re all dead,” Alex said. He felt his command settling over Riley before the dead thing turned and crept away into the dark. The abomination inside him hated him furiously but was joyful at the thought of blood and death.

      He was going to watch the results but then a werewolf he didn’t recognize came bounding up, shifting from wolf to hybrid so he could speak.

      “Another pack has arrived, ten miles away. They’re staying on the other side of the slipway. All in wolf form, maybe two hundred of them. None of them are speaking but it’s clear there’s some kind of challenge,” he said.

      Alex glanced in the direction the werewolf indicated. That way was where the wild packs were, the ones who attacked on sight. Alex supposed the howling had finally attracted their attention.

      “Gather fifty werewolves and follow me,” Alex instructed. He shifted to wolf form to bound away into the darkness. He quickly found Jeremiah, who was working with Juno, looking over a small map using torches. Alex told them where he was going and left them to it.

      As he made his way from mages’ camp he felt the werewolves gathering. Although the werewolf had spread the message, Alex could almost feel his own will exerting itself, the pack beginning to move as an extension of his own body. He even felt that some of them weren’t from his pack but were the Slipways fortress werewolves, some of them from Darius’s pack and three from Simak’s, but they were working together, running side by side.

      They covered ten miles in the blink of an eye, streaking through the darkness. Soon they approached the line of the slipway. On the far side of it, Alex sensed werewolves. It wasn’t as clear as his connection to his own pack but he could tell there were far more than two hundred. Maybe even three hundred.

      Alex immediately spotted the alpha who stood a good foot taller than any other wolf there. Like Alex he was pitch-black but was perhaps slightly older, his fur matted and muddy. Alex slowed and then shifted to hybrid form. The pull of it rippled out through the fifty werewolves around him and they all did the same.

      From the darkness, he could hear low growls as though every werewolf there was challenging him. Alex walked forward until he came within shouting distance. Though seriously outnumbered, his werewolves had fireballs and shock balls and shields and also Alex himself. Still, he wasn’t here to fight werewolves.

      The alpha werewolf emerged from the trees followed by a smaller group of ten, so Alex waved to his pack and did the same. The two groups approached each other warily in a small clearing that was scattered with small boulders and rocks. As Alex approached, he assessed the terrain. It wasn’t a terrible place to attack if they had to. The various boulders would slow some of the werewolves, but on the bad side of things, it would make escape difficult and his own werewolves wouldn’t be able to quickly get into the area.

      Finally they came to a stop about ten feet apart, Alex looking over the alpha and the small group of werewolves behind him. They were all like him, black in color, their fur matted and dirty. He could smell them too.

      After standing and waiting for a minute to see what would happen, Alex decided to take the initiative. He summoned a shock ball to his hand, using some of his natural mana. As it lit up the area, the snarls from across the way increased as well as those in the distance.

      “I am Alex Lowe, the one and only werewolf mage. Ten miles behind us there are eight hundred or more mages, some Ignis, some Xavo, some Tradinium, setting up a camp so they can start their genocidal campaign against werewolves. The packs of Simak and Darius have joined me and soon we will attack and tear the meat from their bones. I invite you to join us so you may take your revenge on those that hurt you,” Alex said. Then he dropped the lightning bolt nearby in the dirt where it broke to pieces and harmlessly dissipated.

      The growling modulated slightly. It felt like they’d shifted from deciding to tear him to pieces to perhaps considering what he said… and then tearing him to pieces.

      Alex reached out with his senses. The strands were there, the werewolf power, but slippery. They were hostile to him and he didn’t think he had much chance of being able to grab it if a fight erupted. He waited for the alpha to speak, to shift, to do anything, but he simply stood there growling at Alex as though he was some giant, dumb, wild thing. Finally, he stepped forward and shifted to hybrid form, changing into a hulking giant who stood a good six inches taller than and probably had fifty pounds on him. The man had a shaggy, matted black beard. His hair was the same, half of it tangled and muddy and part of it turning to dreadlocks.

      “Our land stay away,” the Alpha said, pointing to the land across the slipway. Alex resisted rolling his eyes. The Alpha was talking like a dumb caveman. For a moment he briefly wondered if staying in wolf form for long periods of time made it hard to adapt to human again.

      “You don’t want to come with us to murder some mages? They’re just back there. In a few hours we’re going to launch our first attack,” Alex said. He could feel the faint strand of the alpha. It was like a thin line of cotton moving amongst a sea of it. He reached out and got a finger to it but then it slipped away. He couldn’t exert any will on this alpha.

      “Our land,” the Alpha repeated, pointing across the road.

      “Okay, that’s your land. We don’t want to go there. If you want to join us in about three hours, we’re starting the first attacks,” Alex said. He wasn’t quite sure the etiquette of walking away from such a meeting nor the wisdom of turning his back on such a hulking giant but he did it anyway. He turned around and headed back to his pack, shifting to wolf as he went. He glanced back when he felt a ripple, a pull on his blood and body as the alpha behind him shifted too.

      Alex rejoined his pack and together they streaked off into the darkness back to the mages’ camp. Alex glanced back a few times and saw that they weren’t being followed. He had no idea whether his message had gotten through, whether the alpha could even understand English anymore. Maybe this was one of the reasons the wild packs attacked without talking first. They spent too long as wolves and lost the ability to think their way through things.

      As they got close to the camp, Alex ordered some of the group to split off, to keep watch in that direction. He didn’t want to be ambushed by a wild pack pinching him between the werewolves and the mages. When Alex arrived back, enjoying the sound of the howling, he felt a chill run up his spine, like someone with cold fingers had touched him. He realized he could sense Wind and his pack. They had arrived but were separate from Darius and Simak. They weren’t howling but simply waiting in the darkness.

      Alex had already met with Darius and Simak, both the alphas are reasonably friendly to him. He had no desire to meet with Wind now. The last time they had it had almost broken out into a fight, and besides, there were things to do. Alex crept up to his vantage point and looked out at the camp. Nia came slinking beside him, laying down on the leaf litter.

      “That dead monster you sent went really well. Do you see one of the buildings is half down? Over there to the left,” she murmured. Alex shifted to hybrid and saw that one of the buildings had been smashed and there were a few dead bodies scattered about the place.

      “It killed about fifteen mages before it got taken down, although I think we just added to their dead bodies because some of them are now on shovel duty,” Nia said, pointing. Alex saw there were more dead figures with glowing green eyes wielding shovels, a few dressed in mage robes.

      He supposed that Xavo had been collecting dead bodies for weeks to use as workers. Most of them appeared to be normal people, although formally dressed in suits and ties, whatever that were buried in.

      The majority of them were old but there was a scattering of younger dead among them, and Alex briefly wondered if Xavo had murdered to get stronger bodies to use.

      It was passing one in the morning now. The plan was to keep up the howl until around three before sending the first wave of attacks to draw the mages to one side. Then werewolves on the other side would dash in and out.

      Alex was settling in to watch the camp and mull things over when he heard a faint drone on the edge of his hearing. He bolted to his feet when he realized what it was. A plane somewhere high above. He listened and soon realized it was more than one, maybe four or five journeying their way across the sky.

      Planes could only mean one thing: silver being dropped.

      “I need April,” he said to Nia who bolted off into the darkness. Alex called the nearest wolf over and began handing out instructions to spread the word that it was likely they were about to be silver bombed. Messengers went bolting off into the dark to make their way to Darius, Simak and Wind.

      Once again Alex cursed the fact that he couldn’t yet enchant purify onto a ring. Between purify and healing flame, a silver bombardment’s negative effects were dramatically reduced.

      He glanced down at the camp when he heard a faint cheer that quickly died away as a few mages went striding among the others, maintaining discipline. That definitely wasn’t good. If the mages were happy it meant something really bad was about to happen. Alex had anticipated they might use silver at some point, but with the limited time, they only had three of the silver cleanse crowbars charged up and ready to go. Two were on the side with Simak and Darius and one was near Alex, maybe half a mile away. Because their range was limited there simply weren’t enough to cover the land if they were bombarded with silver.

      Alex watched the camp as he waited for April. The mages were gearing up, more appearing now, emerging from tents. He could see it playing out, the silver bombardment from high above and then the mages attacking, killing who they could before retreating. Alex looked up into the sky but although he could hear the planes he couldn’t see them.

      Nia appeared in wolf form with April hanging onto her back, nearly falling off as she jerked to a stop.

      “I need a storm, the biggest storm you can summon,” Alex told her.

      April looked up at the sky. It was a warm night but there wasn’t a single cloud.

      “I already checked. There’s hardly any moisture in this area. I can make a storm but I’m going to need some help,” she said

      “Where’s Juno?” Alex asked. Nia huffed and then went sprinting off into the darkness. Alex looked up at the sky again. This far away from civilization there was no light pollution except for the mages’ camp below and the sky was awash with stars. He knew he wouldn’t see the silver till it landed on them.

      A new idea crossed his mind. He touched April on the shoulder.

      “What if you and Juno give me power and I cast the silver cleanse spell before the silver even gets here. If I can pull it out of the air and clump it in one spot that means it doesn’t land on any werewolves,” he said.

      “Sure but it lands on you. That many planes, it could be tons of the stuff,” April said.

      Alex looked down the hill. The mages were definitely getting ready for something, gathering in ranks. He had to make a decision. He could let the silver land. The werewolves would activate the three silver cleanse bars he’d set out and maybe clear away the silver.

      Or instead of creating a storm he could use the power to try to pull the silver out of the air before it got there at all.

      Nia came out of the dark with Juno bouncing on her back, but laughing like she was riding a bucking bronco. As she arrived Alex saw that she’d changed into a short dress but with combat boots. She slipped off Nia’s back, the dress riding up her hips showing that she wasn’t wearing any underwear. Juno caught his gaze and took her time adjusting her dress before walking over and lightly smacking him on the side of the face.

      “Well, the dream team is here. What’s so important, oh important one?” Juno said.

      Behind her Nia had shifted to hybrid form. “Witches,” she muttered.

      “I’m going to cast a silver cleanse spell to try to pull the silver out of the air before it lands. I need your help,” Alex said. Juno looked up at the sky and then back at him.

      “I guess I always wanted to be buried in tons of silver. Was either that or die in a terrible milk-related accident,” she said.

      “We need that log with the space under it, it might shelter us somewhat,” April immediately said. It wasn’t far away but in the interest of speed Alex grabbed both his mates under his arms and ran through the darkness jumping logs. April was clinging to him on one side but Juno was laughing. From behind Nia followed.

      Alex could vaguely sense the pack around him going to ground, finding logs and thick foliage to crouch under. He was sure the planes had begun dumping their loads of silver but it hadn’t hit the ground yet. Perhaps if they were lucky they’d used the silver dust which would take its time to reach the ground. They reached the muddy embankment and climbed it, Alex putting his mates down. Long ago a tree had fallen and then animals had dug out underneath. A water stream had been formed, washing out a hole below. There was a small gap on two sides, enough that they could squeeze down below it. It was by no means perfect, but was the best shelter they’d be able to get to in this area. Alex turned towards Nia when she touched him on the arm.

      “Last chance to go with the storm idea,” she joked, giving a nervous laugh and glancing at the sky. Despite how quickly things had moved there was some kind of slow repair going on between them. They hadn’t really had the time to reconnect, to whisper their apologies, to renew. As with many fights between husband and wives, they knew they’d both done something wrong but it would take time to come back from it. Alex kissed Nia and felt the scrape of her claws down his back, gripping his fur. When they pulled apart she was panting and not from the exertion of running through the night.

      “Find somewhere good to hide,” Alex said. Nia winked at him and then bolted off into the dark.

      “Come on, we don’t have all night,” Juno called out. She and April were already under the log, down in the mud. Alex crouched down and then had to shift to human so he could fit through. Even so, it was a squeeze and he scraped himself as he went down, drawing blood. Soon he was under the log, crouched in the mud. He wasted no time sitting cross-legged in a small circle with April and Juno, holding hands. He brought up the silver cleansing spell, knowing that it would stretch about half a mile from where he was. That wasn’t enough so he had to juice it, double it, give it a good dose of power.

      He brought the spell up and began pushing on it, compressing it onto itself. Although with Stephen’s help they’d compressed it, it was still a large spell and to Alex it felt like he was trying to push two cars together. It took not just magic, but mental effort as well, quite similar to the domination that he exerted over the dead.

      Although he was holding hands with April and Juno, in his mind he was pushing with his hands, forcing the spells on top of each other. From one direction he could feel April, her nature magic flowing into him. On the other side was Juno. Her chaos was skipping up and down, and so the flow was uneven but still reasonably high. Alex used the streams of magic to help fold the silver cleanse spell and increase its power. It only took a few minutes and he managed to get it up to 10X. He knew he wouldn’t be able to take it any further. The spell would now stretch out to cover the surrounding area, across the mages’ camp and out the far side, covering miles of terrain. That meant it also went up as well in a giant dome fixed over Alex’s position.

      He poured his own magic into it, choosing to use his natural mana first as that replenished on its own. All of the other bars of magic were full, including death as he’d drawn from the dead. Through the connection to his mates, he could feel their emotions. April was worried but brave; Juno was feeling reckless and crazed.

      Alex finally hit the peak of the power, then, hoping he wasn’t about to be crushed to death, let the spell go. A shimmering light appeared in front of him, the same as it had before when he cast it at Julius’s. This time, however, it expanded rapidly, soon the size of a beach ball and then they were swamped in light as it grew outside the confines of their small shelter. Alex got a brief sensation of a glow that went fifty feet up in the air, a giant dome lighting up the night like a second sun.

      For a brief moment he cursed it, knowing that the mages below would know exactly where it had come from. If he was them he would direct his attack there. Then he felt the dome break apart, pieces of it flying upwards into the sky before bursting like fireworks. As it did Alex caught the sensation of the silver in the air. The closest of it, dropped from the first plane, was a mere twenty feet off the ground. High up in the atmosphere there were tons of it. The planes strewing the silver dust were attempting to make a fog of it to cover the land and fill the air, to make the werewolves breathe it and choke on their own blood.

      As the spell broke into pieces seeking out individual pieces of silver, Alex understood two things at once. Yes, the spell would pull the silver out of the air and stop it from landing on the werewolves, but also there would be tons of it and it was going to land right where they were. Both April and Juno must have caught some sensation of his emotion.

      “What’s wrong?” Juno said.

      “There’s tons of silver and it’s coming right this way,” Alex said.

      “I have a plan to protect us,” April said. She squeezed their hands and Alex saw her spell screen open. The spell she used to cast vines was one that Alex hadn’t been able to master yet due to its size. He saw it appear and then a few others—variations of growth spells that April used to build their gardens. Up above them, in the wet earth, vines sprouted and wove their way across the top of the log, beginning to form a thick mat.

      Alex felt the silver cleanse burst like fireworks, sticking to the specks of silver. For a brief moment he sensed the silver the planes were still carrying, packed in their hulls.

      Then there was a lurch so sharp it was painful as every piece of silver for miles around pulled towards his position. The faint drone of engines began to scream as the silver within them was ripped out. The sound outside at first was like gentle rain. It soon turned to a downpour, and then there was a thud and Alex’s attention turned from the air to the direction of the mages’ camp

      He’d made a mistake. His original spell, bloated and homemade, had attracted loose pieces of silver, but when Stephen had refined it, making it more pure and supposedly better, he’d altered something else that they hadn’t anticipated. It was attracting any silver it could find and down in the camp there were plenty of things with silver in them.

      Alex could feel silver in laptop batteries working its way towards him. He caught the sensation of a mage screaming as the fillings in his teeth tore their way out, ripping through his cheek like a bullet. Parts of the generators bucked as the silver within desperately tried to make its way to Alex and he could hear a smashing sound as bearings within pushing out of alignment and destroyed the engine entirely.

      The shelter began to shake as heavier pieces of silver landed on top of it. Alex became aware that pieces of silver were digging their way into the mountainside. They were trying to take the shortest possible path. Down at the camp was chaos as every piece of silver in the mages’ camp tried to tear itself from where it was. He could feel some of it moving but other pieces were stuck, mixed into an amalgam but doing their best to get to him.

      “I need more, Alex,” April murmured.

      He dragged his attention back to her and saw that his nature bar was completely empty. Trying to ignore the sensation of the tons of silver plummeting towards them, he attempted to reach out but there was already a thick coat of silver above them like a blockade and he couldn’t reach nature that way. He stretched his hand out to the mud and felt distant tree roots. Although he could pull on the nature it was only a trickle. He gave it to April anyway.

      He tried to let some of the sex magic go but she pushed it back at him and shook her head. The best mana for this job was nature only. The shelter began to shake as more silver landed. It had clumped in the air and now was falling. Just as Alex was hoping that the dust had formed a hardened shield above the mat of plants that April was trying to grow, he sensed a huge amount of silver, falling at high speed.

      Then it was like a bomb had gone off and the crushing darkness smashed him out of consciousness
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      Alex awoke to the smell of burning with a searing sensation down his legs and across his torso. He was buried in the mud, silver on every part of him burning its way through his flesh. He tried to move but he was trapped and he couldn’t open his eyes to see. He could feel a wet slurry of mud and silver pressed up against him. His connection to April and Juno was broken and he couldn’t tell whether they were alive or dead. Somehow, he knew it had only been a short while since the lump of silver had hit like a bomb. The spell had finished now and all the silver from miles around had been pulled to Alex. He knew that not all of it had made it, but also he could hear under the mud that there were no more planes flying above. They’d been torn out of the sky.

      Alex opened his spell screen, which he could access with his eyes closed, and cast Know Thyself on instinct. His list of injuries was long. The worst one was silver poisoning at the top and throbbing in red. He immediately cast healing flame from one of the rings he wore, jamming his finger against his leg, then he cast purify as well. The pain reached an agonizing crescendo, and despite Alex expecting it was a bad idea, he drew on it, flooding the pain back into the purification spell, forcing the silver out of his flesh. The ring died, having used up its charges. Without missing a beat, Alex cast healing flame himself, charging it with pain, knowing it would produce a cold, black flame. He felt a jolt in his back. He realized he must have suffered an injury there he hadn’t noticed with the searing of his flesh.

      As the silver boiled out of him, he tried to move again. He managed to get one leg free. The other was stuck, but that was only for someone willing not to break their leg to get out. So before he could give himself time to think about it, Alex shoved his other leg against the log and twisted, shattering his knee and down his shin before managing to pull his leg out. The healing flame immediately leaped down there, reconstructing bone and tendons, sealing up holes where silver was trying to make its way in.

      As Alex moved, he realized he’d been in a small pocket of air, but now he’d slopped back into the mud. If he wasn’t careful, he might drown there. He thrashed around, trying to find solid purchase, and eventually caught a tree root and used it to haul himself up. His head broke free of the muck and he heard a shout from the werewolves nearby. He got his eyes open and saw that April and Juno were nearby on the edge of the silver-covered mud pit.

      Jacob and Jeremiah had been pulling them out, both of them in hybrid form, bleeding profusely as the silver burnt into their bodies. There were other werewolves nearby, braving the silver, using the healing flames in their rings to help Jeremiah and Jacob.

      Alex pulled himself out of the muck, the pieces of silver shooting away from his body. There was so damn much of it. As he got free, he saw that a chunk that must have come from a plane had smashed the log in two. He hauled his way through the mud over to Juno and April, who were both coughing and choking as Jeremiah and Jacob used the healing flames on them. They weren’t werewolves, so silver didn’t affect them, but they had both nearly drowned.

      Despite the burning in his body, Alex pressed the healing flame against Jacob and then cast purify on him as well. The young werewolf was gritting his teeth, blood freely streaming down his shoulders and chest. The silver had eaten through to the muscle in spots, showing the tendons and veins beneath, including a deep hole in his neck that was down to the bone.

      “Everyone back now,” Alex managed to say. He helped Jeremiah and Jacob haul April and Juno away from the silver. The rest of his pack backed up as well. Between purify and healing flame, Alex managed to get most of the silver out of Jacob, healing up the deep wounds. He then turned his attention to Jeremiah, who had finally toppled to the ground, his left foot little more than bone and skin, looking like it had been eaten away by acid.

      As Juno and April spluttered their way to life, Alex used his magic to heal the worst injured of his pack around him. He didn’t need his connection to tell him what they’d been doing. They had dived into the silver, searching for his mates and him, burning themselves, willing to risk their lives to save them. Soon, Juno and April were up and breathing. Without missing a beat, they joined in, helping cast purification and healing spells.

      As he finished healing the werewolves around him, they made sure to get away from the silver. Alex became aware of the pack spread out around the mages’ camp and what was now happening. He staggered over near a tree and looked down. He realized there were only a few lights still standing in the mages’ camp. It looked like a giant hand had grabbed the entire camp and pulled it a good six feet to the left, wrecking buildings and smashing generators. Alex had pulled every bit of silver, and some of it had destroyed their equipment, while some had remained in place.

      The plan had been to attack at three, darting in and out, trying to lure mages away from the central camp, intending this to be a siege that would take all night and day, and another, stretching it out while they went through their food and water, but Alex saw that while he’d been incapacitated, Darius, Simak, and Wind had taken the initiative and had attacked from the other side. The battle was in full swing. Alex spotted a lumbering shape roaming the darkness, a golem of some type. He reached out, but he couldn’t sense anything. If it was werewolf blood, it was too far away for him to feel.

      “New plan, everyone. Attack!” Alex called out. His pack roared in response. Some stayed in wolf form, while others were hybrid like Alex. As he was starting down the hill, Nia crashed into the side of him and then bit him on the arm, her fangs actually breaking the skin.

      “That’s for nearly dying!” she yelled at him. But there was a wild grin in her voice. Alex felt Jacob join him, the young werewolf almost completely healed, and following behind was Jeremiah, his foot regrown and hurting, but not enough to stop him from entering the fight.

      Alex cast haste on himself, a spell that he had originally thought was close to useless, and then gave an enormous leap, followed by the rest of his pack. They shot down the hill like a red tide of death, crashing into mages who were in utter disarray. Alex landed on the back of a mage who was a solid mountain of a man and there was a burst of a shield before it overloaded and the ring on the man’s hand shattered.

      Alex went down with him and started slashing away, other rings activating as the mage struggled to get free of Alex. Alex got a few good blows in, weakening his shields before something hit him from the side. It felt like a train and Alex smashed through a building and out the other side, coming to land in an empty, back part of the camp where the fighting was sparse. He managed to get to his feet, just in time to see Wind emerging from the hole in the wall, stalking toward him.

      “I challenge you,” the werewolf growled. Alex had managed to get to his feet and cast healing flame, feeling his ribs pop back into position and tendons stitching together.

      “Fight the mages, you half-wit,” Alex growled. From behind Wind came more of his werewolves, at least ten of them, and Alex saw that some were carrying wands. For a moment, he almost laughed. The sight of it looked strange, these giant werewolves carrying wands like toothpicks between their claws.

      “I’m not fighting a werewolf when there are mages to kill. We can have a challenge after this,” Alex growled. Alex saw there was no point in trying to negotiate with Wind. More importantly, he felt it too. The alpha’s mind was made up. He intended to kill Alex. With that sensation came another. It wasn’t just Wind who was affected. Of the ten werewolves behind him, seven were the same, feeling like hardened blocks of ice to Alex. The remaining three were doing as they were told, but he could feel their uncertainty, that they knew this betrayal was wrong and stupid. Alex looked around for any of his pack. With the attack, he’d been thrown far from them. Setting pride aside, he howled, hoping someone at least would hear.

      “Coward,” Wind sneered. Alex reached out to the three werewolves, feeling the tenuous strands, but he couldn’t get a grip on it. They simply hadn’t been around him long enough. For a moment he regretted not going to meet Wind, not spending at least some time over there to strengthen this odd connection.

      “I accept your challenge one-on-one,” Alex said. He used his claw to scratch a line in the dirt, a pointless symbol, but one that he hoped would at least mean he could fight Wind alone, and not have to fight the other, wand-carrying werewolves. Alex knew if they started firing, there was no way he’d be able to defeat them. He saw Wind grimace as though he was in pain. Then he shook his head before waving a claw.

      Alex cast every shield he had all at once as he dived out of the way, trying to get behind a wrecked generator. Fireballs landed where he’d been standing and then followed him, gushing red as they burst against the ground. Part of a tent nearby caught flame. Alex backpedaled away from the generator, his flame shield helping protect him. He managed to get to his feet before diving straight through the window of one of the pre-fab buildings the mages had set up. He had to make some space so he could fight properly. Fireballs flew in through the window as Alex landed and then he realized there was only one door in this building, which appeared to be some kind of office.

      He howled again and kicked the door open, casting haste once more and sprinting around the rear of the building as the werewolves pursued. As soon as he got around the rear of the building, he abruptly stopped and turned, slashing out with his claws just as a werewolf came around the corner. A shield flared and Alex recognized the magic. It was his. His own damn shield rings being used against him. He slashed again, then cast shock ball, shoving his palm against the werewolf’s torso. The flame shield ignited and then a regular shield, Alex getting a wash of heat. So Alex cast another shock ball, slashing with one claw and throwing it with the other. The werewolf thankfully was only wearing three rings and Alex managed to break through them, the shock ball finally getting through and shocking him into unconsciousness.

      Knowing that what he was about to do could be incredibly stupid, considering the waste of time it might be, Alex ducked down and then crunched his jaws into the werewolf’s arm, digging into the bone. Then he cast purify on himself. The spell didn’t know where Alex ended and the werewolf started. He must have juiced him more than he thought, drawing unconsciously from pain, because a hole opened in the werewolf’s torso and black gunk spurted six feet up in the air like an oil geyser. It was the same shit that Jasper had had in his body, making his bones iron-hard. Connected through the bone and flesh, Alex felt it leaving the werewolf’s body. The second it was gone, he let go.

      The werewolf was injured, a broken arm at the very least, but he’d survive. Alex barely got to his feet before two more werewolves emerged from the other side of the building, flinging fireballs at him. He took the first one straight in his chest, flame shield engaging then breaking apart. The second one missed him by a hair, crashing into the building behind. The pain in his chest was immense. The first werewolf’s wand was far stronger than the other, the fireball hotter. When his shield had broken, Alex burned.

      He cast purify from where he was, hoping it would work, but it just bounced harmlessly off them. Whatever the black stuff was, it wasn’t going anywhere, not without Alex cutting them to the bone. His pause to cast purify allowed the two werewolves to fire their wands at him again. He took another hit on the shield, which then broke. A searing pain started in his right shoulder. The other one hit him in the legs, and he stumbled, falling in the dirt in front of them like a kid trying to skate for the first time. He rolled out of the way as one of them stomped a clawed foot at his head, casting shield as he went. He didn’t get there in time, catching a claw halfway down his face before the shield kicked in and pushed it away.

      He did manage to get to his feet, though, and as more of Wind’s pack appeared, Alex sensed that some of his were near, too. He sprinted away from the werewolves and toward his pack, leaping onto the roof of a small building and toward one of the remaining lights. Jacob was fighting with one of the werewolves, viciously slashing into his torso, going head-to-head, his own shield flaring as the two werewolves fought like brutal machines. There were other pack members nearby who would come to his call. The fight was already beginning to turn.

      “Don’t kill them!” Alex called out. If it was true that that black shit was able to control their minds, then Alex had to try to get it out of them if he could. Wind was an asshole of the highest order, but he didn’t deserve to die because some mage or vampire poisoned him.

      Jacob broke through the shield of the werewolf he was fighting, and in the next swipe, took him to the ground, retracting his claws and punching the werewolf into unconsciousness. Alex dived across, grabbed his arm, and repeated his move, biting through the flesh, feeling the gush of hot blood in his mouth, and then casting purify on himself. The spell running through him went out through his teeth and into the bone, and as it pushed the black away the werewolf vomited black, splattering out onto the ground.

      “Gross!” Jacob said before standing up and diving on another werewolf. There were no more fireballs at least, the werewolves having been disarmed, or having exhausted the charges. Alex saw one of his pack nearby, a woman. She was dead and staring at the sky, half her face burnt away. The rage almost overtook him. He managed to hold it back as they kept incapacitating werewolves. He managed to purify three of them, getting the black shit out of their bodies, but the others died. The battle was fast and brutal. It wasn’t always possible to hold them still. Jacob had to kill another werewolf, slashing his throat out. Alex saw in the dance of the fight that there was no other way.

      Just as Alex was wondering whether Wind had run off in cowardice, the alpha werewolf appeared on top of a building. He dived down on Alex, whose shock shield flared and then broke. Alex smashed into the ground, feeling his ribs snap again. Wind was suddenly everywhere, claws and teeth kicking and biting and slashing. For a moment, Alex lost himself in it, desperately slashing back, chunks of flesh being carved away from both of them. Somehow, he managed to get on top of Wind, but then was kicked to the side. Alex landed and blinked, seeing his spell screen still active in front of him. He didn’t curse himself this time for forgetting the spell. Such was the frenetic nature of the battle. But he took the second before Wind stood up to cast shock shield again, charging it up with death, using every drop.

      As Wind dove toward him, Alex launched in his direction, and they crashed together like two mountains. This time, the shock shield burst in an enormous blast of light, overwhelming the shields that Wind had, the last of his rings, Alex’s rings, burning out. Incredibly, the werewolf still wasn’t down. They started slashing away at each other, but then in the midst of it, Alex cast haste on himself, and then again, speeding up. He began to avoid Wind’s strikes as though the werewolf was moving in slow motion. With a final grunt, Alex broke one of his arms, and then the other, which almost exhausted him, feeling like he was bending metal bars.

      Despite the fact that Wind was snapping at him, Alex dived forward, digging his teeth into Wind’s shoulder, just as Wind did the same. As soon as Alex’s teeth met bone, he cast purify. The spell bounced, hitting the black and shooting away. Alex cast it again, and heard a crunching in his neck as Wind’s teeth dug into his shoulder.

      Alex gave it one last try, feeling the death around them, the dead werewolves, the dead mages, and pulling on the magic, charging purify, folding it over fifty times in an instant. The spell roared through him, out his teeth and his shoulder, through the bones that Wind had broken. Finally, the black gunk moved, ripping away from Wind’s bones. This time, instead of erupting as a gout, it tore out of him like it was some living thing. Wind gave a great spasm and the black finally shot free of his body, taking a chunk of his chest with it.

      Alex crashed to the side, feeling healing flames hit him as some of his werewolves used their rings on him. He cast it himself, using the death again, pressing the cold flame against his shoulder, and the moment the worst of the wound was healed up, he pressed it against Wind’s body. But it was too late. The exit of the black gunk had taken most of his heart with it, too.

      Alex staggered to his feet, and then ducked as a fireball went shooting over his head. Twenty mages had appeared from behind the buildings armed with wands. Alex still had haste running and his cold anger was now bubbling. He wasn’t quite sure why he did it. Perhaps so Wind could fight one more time on the right side, not having his mind controlled. Instead of some offensive spell, throwing lightning or fire, Alex cast the reanimation spell, reaching into the dark and pulling Wind’s spirit toward him. There was no doubt there was no hope of saving him, of bringing him back to life. But he could feel the rage of the werewolf, the rage of being deceived, at being controlled. And as it came back, Alex caught a single name imbued with fury.

      Eric.

      Alex pulled the spirit into the body, and instead of domination this time, there was an encouragement, a kind of letting go, like the way you would turn a wild dog toward its enemies and loose the leash. Wind’s corpse leaped to its feet and then bounded toward the mages, who shot everything they could at it, but they couldn’t stop it. His spirit was powerful and infused with Alex’s magic. His body was far stronger than it had ever been in life. He tore into the mages, a whirlwind of flesh erupting as he did. Alex and his pack didn’t let him have all the fun. They waded in too, disarming mages, executing them, tearing heads off.

      Eventually, Wind went down, torn to pieces by a spell, something that Alex only felt. It was similar to telekinesis, but sharpened, ripping him to pieces. His spirit faded away into the dark with a faint note of gratitude for one last final battle. Alex killed the mage who did it, slashing through the last of his shields and tearing his face off before crushing his skull with a great spurt of blood. When he got to his feet, he saw that they were far from the main part of the battle now.

      Jacob was laughing, dancing from foot to foot with the sheer joy of it all. Some of the pack were using the last of their healing flame rings, but they were running low, so Alex took a moment to heal every one of them, before applying the cold black flame to his own leg. The sensation of death around them was immense, almost as much as when they had fought Corvus. He could feel, however, on the far side of the battle that the necromancers were drawing from the pool of death, gulping it down. He could feel spirits being hauled back, infused with rage, and let loose. There were even werewolves, their green eyes glowing, attacking their former pack members. Alex clapped Jacob on the shoulder.

      “Let’s go,” he roared. They sprinted off toward the main part of the battle, leaping over the buildings and getting closer to a mass of mages and werewolves fighting in chaotic splendor. The closer he got, the more Alex could sense the werewolves around him. There was something about the battle that heightened it, charging the strands of that energy, winding them together like a braid. He could feel every living werewolf, and every dead one too. Through his sensation of death, he could feel every dead mage.

      He knew Nia and April and Juno were on one side fighting viciously, Juno waving fire whips infused with chaotic magic, sixty feet long, slicing heads off with every slash. He could feel the vines erupting from the earth, April using them to tear mages to pieces. And between them, Nia dancing, protecting the other two, slaughtering mages with wild abandon. It was in the midst of this that Alex felt a new surge of awareness. The wild pack had arrived. Three hundred and six werewolves Alex knew instantly, without having to count. They had come to kill mages.

      There was an enormous explosion then from some last-ditch wand that had been held back. A crater opened among the werewolves, killing seventy of them in an instant. Tendrils like April’s erupted from the hole and began grabbing anything they could and tearing it to pieces, whether it was mage or werewolf.

      Alex felt the blow of the deaths like a strike to the heart and he roared, a cry that echoed out over the werewolves. For a moment, he felt their attention. Every werewolf in his pack. All of Darius’s. All of Simak’s. All that remained of Wind’s. He felt the wild packs, too, who saw him, the supreme alpha, enraged and powerful.

      The strands of power shot through him like light. Unlike when he was fighting Corvus and drew the power from the werewolves, this time it came willingly, like a gift. As it suffused Alex, he saw upgrade points appear on his spell screen. Ten of them in a burst. They had given it to him, unconsciously perhaps. As it surged into him, in the darkness, Alex saw outlines appear around some of the werewolves. One was a vivid green, like nature. Another red, like fire. Another was a crackling black. He saw a golden light around Jacob, a glowing aura that he understood immediately.

      He could use the ten points on himself, make himself faster, have more memory, be able to cast more spells. But he could also make another werewolf mage. It would take all of the points and most of his magic. Alex could feel this moment was fleeting. He had to use the energy now, or it would be lost forever. Jacob had turned toward him, his eyes wide. Alex wasn’t quite sure what he was seeing. Perhaps Alex surrounded by light.

      “Do you want to be a mage too?” Alex called out. His voice echoed like thunder.

      “Fuck yes,” the young werewolf yelled. Alex reached out his claw and the light gathered and shot toward Jacob. It felt like when he was pressing spells together, like he was trying to move a giant weight, as though he had foolishly decided to move a mountain. He poured what was left of his magic into it, every bit of what he had, knowing that he’d only have one chance. The giant, heavy thing he was pressing against gave way. With a jerk at first, and then all at once.

      The points were gone in an instant, along with every drop of Alex’s magic, save a tiny sliver of death. Jacob stumbled, and then stood up, and suddenly fire erupted from his hands, two long lines of it raging like a torrent. He jerked back in surprise, and then directed them at the nearest mages, searing through their lines in a white-hot burn as werewolves dived out of the way.

      Alex felt a hand on his shoulder, knew it was Juno, who’d somehow made her way to him in the battle, and felt the first trickle of her magic helping to heal him. Then he felt a twist in the air, the Great Barrier itself, the spell turning its focus to him and him alone. Alex felt something rushing toward him as though a planet had been hurled across the galaxy, and as it hit, he was flung into a deep and cold dark that he was sure was death itself.
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      “Of course there’s only meant to be one werewolf mage at a time, so what do you expect the Great Barrier to do except smash you to pieces?” the witch said. Alex blinked, coming back to himself. He was in his apartment, and sitting across from him was a witch wearing a clichéd Halloween witch costume with striped leggings and a black hat. She was young, maybe only a few years older than him. Alex looked down and saw he had a cup of coffee in one hand and a cookie in the other.

      “Yeah, right,” he managed to say. The witch looked at him and then winked.

      “Oh, good. You’re finally back,” she said.

      Alex put the coffee down and set what was left of the cookie beside it. Something was very wrong here. This apartment… It had been blown up.

      “This can’t be real. My apartment got detonated by insane mages,” he mumbled. The witch looked around, a smile creeping across her face.

      “Oh, is that where we are? Your apartment. Can I ask you why there is a single sock down by the side of your bed? What reason does a young man have for a single sock next to his bed?”

      He was coming back to himself now. The cheeky witch across from him seemed familiar.

      “The last witch who saw that said exactly the same thing. Are witches obsessed with single socks next to boys’ beds?” he said.

      She laughed, and despite the feeling of comfort and calm that was radiating from her, he felt a pain in his heart, as though someone had stuck an icepick in there and twisted it. She leaned forward and patted him on the knee. Then a faint memory rose up, that fragment of a dream he’d had, of meeting someone in the forest on that first mad run. She had striped leggings, too.

      “I’m just here to give you a little nudge, my darling,” she said. The pain in his heart deepened, and he felt like his head might split open, feeling as though gears were grinding as his perspective realigned.

      “You’re my—” he started to say, and then he was trying to open his encrusted eyelids, a cold throb running through his body.

      “Mother,” he said and then was confused. Talking in his sleep again. Whatever he’d been dreaming vanished like a puff of smoke. His apartment, a chair?

      He was glad to find he was in a bed at least and not wandering the streets, since sleep-talking and sleepwalking are closely tied together. He managed to get his eyes open and found he was in a dim room that he didn’t recognize. He was in human form but had a drip in his arm. He could tell somehow from the coolness of the room that he was in an underground basement. There was a single dim light down near a ground-level power outlet. Alex saw it was a child’s nightlight plugged in there.

      He sat up and the ache that was within him rose to a pinch of pain. He carefully pulled the IV out of his arm and cast healing flame on himself. His blue natural mana was about half full, but instead of healing the small hole in his elbow, the zap went to his back and then somewhere inside him. He drained away what was left of his magic, leaving just a sliver, before finally the tiny hole in his arm closed up.

      Shuffling out of bed, Alex saw he was only wearing boxer shorts. He had no shifter charm. It didn’t look like he was in a prison, but not wanting to risk it, he waited until more of his natural mana had recovered before sliding his boxer shorts off and shifting to hybrid form. In that form, his healing sped up slightly, although he could tell it was mostly deep healing now, injuries from the battle—

      It came crashing back: the mages’ encampment, fighting Wind, changing Jacob to a werewolf mage. Alex stood there for a moment blinking as his head spun. He had changed Jacob into a werewolf mage, and then the Great Barrier had turned on him. With his head spinning, Alex crept over to the door.

      “If I have to watch one of those stupid dog movies again, I’m going to murder everyone,” April said.

      “I think you used the wrong adjective there. You mean awesome dog movies,” Juno said, baiting her.

      “I’m with the nymph. No more dog movies,” Nia said. The surge of joy that went through Alex nearly knocked him over. His mates were safe. Whatever had happened after the battle, they had survived. He opened the door and was halfway up the stairs before Nia appeared at the top. She rushed down them and grabbed him in a fierce hug, nearly knocking him off his feet. Juno appeared at the top of the stairs, too, her mouth hanging open.

      Then she seemed to gather herself.

      “So you’re finally awake, sleeping beauty,” she said. Although there was a hint of that familiar happy sarcasm in her voice, Alex immediately sensed that something was very wrong. Nia finally pulled herself away from him, and he saw that she was crying.

      “What happened?” he said. He managed to get up the stairs with Nia stuck to him like a limpet on a rock. The basement stairs emerged into a kitchen that he didn’t recognize. The girls had been preparing a meal, but April had abandoned her knife and her diced carrots and had vanished into the other end of the house. Alex stopped in the middle of the kitchen, standing in front of Juno, who had crossed her arms.

      “On a scale of one to ten, how recovered from your injuries would you say you are?” Juno said. Before Alex could answer, she punched him in the chest as hard as she could. He saw it coming but took it anyway. The little witch drew back her hand and gritted her teeth, before letting out a long breath.

      “Wolves,” she muttered, before stepping closer to him and wrapping her arms around his body. He put his hands around her, too, and they stood there for a minute or so, Alex listening carefully for the sounds of anyone else in the house, but apart from April in a distant room, they were alone. Wherever they were had been locked up, too. He could smell dust, and there was something else, too, an odd scent that he couldn’t quite place. Finally, the girls pulled off him and led him to the nearest kitchen chair.

      “You’re definitely going to need to sit for this one,” Juno said. Although it appeared she had let go of some of her anger, her seriousness was more terrifying to Alex than anything else. Juno and Nia took seats across from him.

      “Okay, so you’ve been unconscious for two months now. It’s autumn, heading towards winter. After you did your little glowing messiah thing and made Jacob into a mage, some spell hit and it nearly killed you,” Juno said. Her breath hitched at the memory, and she quickly wiped away a tear before slapping herself on the cheek.

      “Get it together, dude,” she chastised herself.

      “We managed to save you,” Nia continued, taking up the story. “We killed all of the mages, especially with that wild pack helping, but then we had to get you out of there as fast as possible because suddenly they weren’t looking so friendly. We couldn’t keep you at the house, so we hid you here to look after you. Then Juno and April starting teaching Jacob,” Nia said.

      Alex could see a little down the corridor. He heard the creak of a floorboard. April was down there somewhere, listening in the darkness.

      “Jacob is just like you with that whole handkerchiefs out of the butt thing. He might even be better than you. He was learning lots of spells and getting stronger by the day, and then mages attacked at home. We’d lost about seventy werewolves in the battle, but we still had enough to protect ourselves, but somehow they still found us, and even with our guards and scouts, they got the jump on us,” Juno said.

      She took Alex by the hand and led him out of the kitchen and down the corridor. He could detect that strange scent again. It was something alluring, but he couldn’t tell what it was. It made him feel happy, but he still couldn’t place it. He heard April move from her position down the end of the corridor into the far room and the door close. She was keeping far away from him.

      Juno opened a bedroom door and flicked on the light. Alex stopped, not believing what he saw. Inside were statues. Esme, Lydia, the children, and Roma in the midst of them. She’d been crying, and there was a marble tear streaked down her face.

      “The mages set it on fire, her house, and Roma stoned Esme, Lydia and the kids, and herself to protect them from the flames. They’re still in there, apparently, but we can’t turn them back unless we find another Medusa, and it turns out that’s almost impossible. We have no idea where Harmony is,” Juno said.

      Alex walked over to the statues, seeing the looks of terror on their faces. He could almost see it, the raging flames, Roma with no way out. He almost expected the rage to come flooding in, but there was nothing there but a cold numbness. He knew this wasn’t the full story. This wasn’t the worst of it.

      He turned back to Nia and Juno, who were watching him carefully.

      “What else happened?” he said. Juno looked at the floor and started talking, rushing her words.

      “Yvonne is dead. Some mages murdered her right in front of Jacob, and he went wild. Capital-W Wild. He had one full month of being a werewolf mage before he lost his mind, and now he’s out there somewhere, just murdering every mage and vampire he can find. We’ve tried to catch him a few times, but he’s too powerful, too fast, and the mages and vampires have been sending reinforcements into Baxter, trying to hunt him down, so we don’t think he’s going to last much longer.”

      The numbness in Alex was spreading. He remembered the midst of the battle, the flood of energy from the werewolves, freely given. It had felt so right, what he had done. For Jacob, who wanted magic, to have it, to become strong like him, so together they could protect their pack. He hadn’t thought what might happen if Yvonne died.

      “Do we have any idea where he is at all? Is there any chance of getting him to snap out of it?” he asked, looking to Nia. She shook her head.

      “We are looking the best we can, but with so many mages and vampires in Baxter, it’s getting a lot harder. Alex, he destroyed a burger place a few days ago, some Xavo business, went in and murdered everyone, humans and normals, twenty of them dead,” Nia said. Then Alex saw Juno touch Nia on the arm.

      “There’s one last piece of news, but it’s not ours to give, and it’s good news so please, please take it as good news,” Juno said.

      “What could it possibly be? What good news comes out of this?” he said. He became aware of movement beyond the door, and Juno stepped aside to let April into the room. That scent came with her, stronger now.

      “I’m pregnant,” she said.
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