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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Tendrils of wispy gray smoke swirled through the air, accented by tiny, glittering magical sparkles. There was no fan or smoke hood in Stella’s bedroom, but the fumes rising up from where the small cauldron sat on an industrial strength hot plate seemed to fade as readily as they formed.
 
   Felix Honlan watched from where he sat on Stella’s bed, frowning slightly. He set a hand to his chin and watched the sorceress carefully, noticing the serious expression on her lightly freckled face, framed by reddish blonde hair that looked luminescent in the strange light emitted by the cauldron.
 
   “Pass me the small blue bottle,” said Stella. “Second from the right.”
 
   Felix reached over to the large suitcase which appeared to store the majority of Stella’s alchemical ingredients. It was black with a keyhole on the top, and looked like something that would survive an explosion, or work handily for smuggling drugs. Felix mused for a second over whether that was a mischaracterization of the utility Stella derived from it.
 
   “This one?” he asked, passing her a small vial full of navy liquid.
 
   “Careful!” snapped Stella. She leaned forward, her robe shifting slightly and revealing the alluring cleavage of her ample bosom. Felix wondered if she was wearing a bra or anything at all underneath her robe.
 
   She poured the liquid into the cauldron. The concoction inside of it made a whooshing noise, like the sound a gasoline burner makes when turned on, and emitted a quick flash of blue light. Stella dipped her staff, which was currently giving off light of its own, into the cauldron and stirred.
 
   Felix watched in silence. He’d been in North Spire for only a few days, but long enough to land him in several different kinds of trouble. It was a tiny town, with most, if not all of the residents living in a single, ten story building. And like any tiny, isolated town, Felix was bound by the unwritten rules and eccentric customs of the locals upon arriving.
 
   It wouldn’t have been much of a problem for him, as a practical vagabond, if it weren’t for the volatile weather of northern Alaska and the 200ish miles that separated him from the nearest inhabited location. Felix was stuck in North Spire for as long as the circumstances held, stuck in the town, in the tower, and in the middle of a supernatural maelstrom.
 
   “Lover’s touch,” whispered Stella. “The red vial.”
 
   Felix found the next ingredient and carefully freed it from the suitcase. The glass felt warm under his fingertips, and the liquid inside of it was a pinkish red that reminded him of the color of femininity and body parts usually hidden from the light. Stella took it from him and unceremoniously added a portion into the cauldron. A sweet smell flooded Felix’s nose, and he had to work to keep himself from inhaling gratuitously.
 
   “Good,” whispered Stella. “We’re almost there.”
 
   How Felix came to be living with Stella was more incidental than planned. He’d come to the North Spire in the name of adventure photography, and made a spirited attempt of documenting one of the more magically charged nearby locations. Afterward, Stella had made the effort to take him into her home and under her wing, partly in light of the mayor and the local sheriff giving him a frosty reception. 
 
   In the end, he’d helped Stella and her teenage daughter, Danica, against a threat from supernatural world, a frozen woman with intentions and abilities that Felix still didn’t fully comprehend. But there had been a complication in the end, something that involved him personally, and a territorial conflict that he was now a part of.
 
   “Felix,” whispered Stella. “I’m going to need a drop of your blood.”
 
   Felix nodded and held out his hand. Stella moved around to his side of the cauldron, pulling an old fashioned, though perfectly preserved, feather quill out of her robe. She met Felix’s eyes with her own, and Felix couldn’t help but admire the intensity of the green, flecked with jade, emerald, and hazel.
 
   “Your finger,” Stella whispered. Felix held it out. She stepped in closer toward him, the fabric of her robe pulling a little bit tighter and exposing the outline of the curves of her fantastic body underneath. Felix bit the inside of the lip, doing his best to ignore his arousal, as he had so many times over the course of the past few days.
 
   Stella flicked the quill against the tip of his index finger, drawing out a single drop of blood, which she immediately dipped into the cauldron. She stirred several more times with her staff, and then nodded.
 
   “Perfect,” she said. “It’s time.”
 
   “Don’t you have to, you know, wait for it to cool, first?” asked Felix.
 
   Stella flashed a condescending smile and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You understand why this needs to be done, do you not?” She licked her lips slowly, watching him with eyes that seemed to bore underneath the surface.
 
   “You’ve explained it to me,” said Felix. “But, uh, seriously, this feels like something out of a role playing game. Drinking the potion, the potential side effects, the… magic.”
 
   “You’ve seen it for yourself,” said Stella. “You saw the wolves for yourself, too. They’ve chosen you for a reason, and this potion is my best attempt at masking whatever it is they’ve taken a liking to.”
 
   Felix frowned. He rubbed his temples and scowled into the cauldron. The liquid inside looked pink and smelled almost sickly sweet, like flowers mixed with honey laced with artificial sweetener.
 
   Stella pulled out an empty vial, dipped it into the concoction, and held it out for Felix to take. He hesitated for only a moment before accepting it.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “Here it goes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   The taste wasn’t as bad as what Felix had prepared himself for, and even though the liquid was hot against his tongue, it had a soothing quality to it that balanced things out. He licked his lips after draining the last drop and shrugged.
 
   “Not bad,” he said. “So this will, what, make it so the wolves won’t like my smell?”
 
   “Nalya and her daughters are wolfborn,” said Stella. “Lycanthropes born to lycanthropes. Powerful monsters, capable of using natural magic, transforming into beasts at will. You, on the other hand, are wolfbound.”
 
   “Wolfbound…” repeated Felix. “Does that mean that I-”
 
   His question died on his lips as a disconcerting tremor rippled through his abdomen. Felix groaned and fell to one knee, leaning his back against Stella’s bed.
 
   “How do you feel?” she asked.
 
   “Uhh…” Felix put a hand to his forehead. “I feel…”
 
   He trailed off, focusing on his body. The pain in his stomach began to fade, and he could feel the other effects of the potion setting in. Needless to say, they weren’t what he was expecting, even based on what little Stella had told him.
 
   Felix was getting excited… physically. He leaned back slightly, spreading his legs apart as a massive, painful erection pushed out against the inner fabric of his boxers and jeans. He stared at it, feeling a strange, throbbing sensation take hold of him, starting in his loins and pulsating outward.
 
   “Uh, Stella?” he asked. “Is it supposed to…?”
 
   He blinked, his eyes focusing on Stella. She was smiling at him, and her robe fluttered strangely against her body, not like it would from the wind, but rather, like the distortions caused by viewing something through several feet of shifting water.
 
   “Felix?” said Stella. “How do you feel?”
 
   “I feel… really, I mean, wow…” Felix muttered the words, trying to string together enough of them to make sense. “Stella, you’re the sexiest woman I think I’ve ever seen!”
 
   It was true, but there was more to it than that. Felix felt his inhibitions sliding away as the effects of the potion took hold. The walls of the room shifted, and geometric patterns in the carpet suddenly became fractals, extending into infinity.
 
   Stella, herself, began to look different. Her robe fluttered once, and then twice, and then disappeared altogether, revealing her nakedness underneath. Her breasts were exactly how Felix had imagined them, large, well-formed, and entirely natural. A small landing strip of reddish blonde hair extended vertically up along her crotch.
 
   Felix blinked, and her naked form wavered, shifting. Her breasts became smaller, and then large again. She stepped forward, holding a hand in front of his eyes. Felix saw a condom in it. HE looked at her other hand, noticing for the first time that the staff she held was now a long, thin penis, the tip of it dripping with the wet remnants of a recent orgasm.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” shouted Felix. Stella shushed him, holding a finger to her perfect lips.
 
   “Try to relax,” she said. “Something went wrong with the potion. Here, lay back on my bed.”
 
   She lifted him up by the shoulder, pushing her apparently naked body into close contact with him. Felix groped at her breasts and nuzzled the nape of her neck, too horny to stop himself. His cock ached with sexual need, and she was right there, beyond perfect, magically gorgeous and irresistible. 
 
   “Oh, Stella.” Felix didn’t sit down on the bed immediately. “Have I ever told you that-“
 
   “Nope, and there’s no need to,” she said, cutting him off. “Felix, my lust magic set something off in the potion. It’s effecting your perception of reality. Don’t say anything you’d regret.”
 
   “Stella!” Felix tried to kiss her on the lips, instead finding her cheek. His hand ran up her waist, and Stella swatted it away. For a split second, the seemingly comely expression on her face flickered to frustration and annoyance.
 
   “Lie down on the bed, Felix,” said Stella.
 
   Felix ground his erection into the side of her leg.
 
   “Why don’t… we both… lie down?” he whispered, his mouth forming words at the instruction of his aching cock.
 
   “Just you.” Stella pushed him hard in the center of the chest and Felix fell backward, bouncing once before coming to a rest. From behind Stella, there was a knock at the door, and it opened a crack before either of them had time to react.
 
   “Mom?” Danica, Stella’s daughter, stood in the doorway. “Is everything okay?”
 
   Felix could only see a portion of Dani’s upper body, but her smallish breasts were naked and exposed, dotted with hard, eager nipples. Her face was blurry and partially covered by strands of brown hair, but he could see her pursing her lips at him, and then forming them into a perfect circle, miming the motion of sucking.
 
   “Stay out for now, Dani,” snapped Stella. “I’m dealing with something.”
 
   “Dani!” shouted Felix. “Dani, you’re so fucking hot!”
 
   Even through the potion’s veil, Felix could make out Dani’s embarrassed reaction. She bowed her head slightly as her normally pale face turned bright red. After a moment, she nodded to her mother and slammed the door closed.
 
   “Felix, this will go a lot easier if you close your eyes, shut your mouth, and try to let yourself think clearly,” said Stella.
 
   “I’m thinking more clearly than I ever have before in my life!” shouted Felix. “Stella, my god! I want to kiss you all over! I want to slide my cock deep inside your-“
 
   Stella waved her phallic staff in Felix’s direction, and his voice cut out, as though somebody had disconnected the only set of speakers from a computer. He blinked and watched Stella watch him, the frown on her face deepening.
 
   “There’s only one way for me to release the latent lust magic kicking around in your system, Felix,” she said. “I don’t think you’ll mind, but I’m going to have to hold you down, for my own safety.”
 
   She waved her staff again, and several things happened at once. Felix’s pants unzipped and unbuttoned on their own, sliding down his legs and off his body. His boxer briefs went next, pulled by invisible magic that Felix would have laughed outrageously at, had he the power to make noise.
 
   Finally, his arms and legs pulled outward against the bed, trapped at the wrists and ankles by the invisible magical force. Felix was naked from the waist down, but oddly enough, he felt totally alright and unashamed. Stella was naked too, or was she wearing her robe? He couldn’t tell. She was still frowning at him and let out a soft sigh.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   She knelt down beside the bed and ran one of her hands up Felix’s leg. He began to thrash against his bindings in elated sexual excitement, almost unable to control his eagerness for what he knew would be coming next.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   Felix was babbling silently, trying to tell Stella that she was hot, sexy, and gorgeous in a dozen different permutations of the sentiment. Stella held her staff in one hand and rested the other on Felix’s thigh. She chanted something under her breath, and a purple glow came from the tip of the rod.
 
   Several feminine shapes appeared in front of Felix. He was familiar with the spell, a bit of illusion magic Stella had used on him in similar circumstances in the past. They shapes drew in close, flickering as they came into contact with him, and then fading from view altogether.
 
   “Drat,” muttered Stella. “The potion must be stronger than my illusion magic.”
 
   She sighed and ran a hand through her hair. Felix tried to ask her what that meant, but the words came out in silence.
 
   “…Alright,” she said, her face settling into a resolved expression. “I’m going to take care of this myself, Felix. It’s a better option than waiting for it to wear off.”
 
   She ran her hand further up Felix’s leg and another surge of excitement tore through him. From his perspective, Stella was wearing her robe again, though it was open, and he could see her vaguely naked form underneath. It was just a hallucination, but his mind, and more importantly, his cock, didn’t seem to care.
 
   “I’m going to touch you, Felix,” said Stella. “In a… sexual way.”
 
   Her fingers danced across his hard shaft, and an enduring smile spread across her lips.
 
   “Don’t get any weird ideas,” she said. “I’m just taking responsibility for my own mess. Nod if you understand.”
 
   Felix nodded slowly, his entire body quivering with pleasure. Weird thoughts raced through his mind. Stella’s fingers slowly closed on his shaft, and Felix silently shouted out in ecstasy. His hips jerked forward toward her hand, and Stella slowly began to stroke.
 
   “This shouldn’t take long,” she said. “You’re young, eager, and under a spell.”
 
   Her thumb ran across the tip of his cock. Felix couldn’t see the expression on her face, but he could sense her reluctance. She let her palm slide down his shaft, as though taking account of his girth and size.
 
   “Well, you’re certainly enjoying this,” she said. “And that’s okay. Just don’t let it make things weird afterward.”
 
   She bobbed her hand up and down. It felt warm and insanely good. Felix tried to lock eyes with Stella, but she kept her gaze on either his crotch or his chest. All he could do, in his restrained state, was to shift his hips and pump the muscles of his cock.
 
   “Let’s see…” mused Stella. “What would make this go faster?”
 
   She smiled, watching Felix’s lips moved as he tried to answer with soundless words. Felix was shouting for her to lick, to suck, to strip off whatever clothes she wore and climb onto his shaft. Stella’s smile deepened, and she looked somewhat flattered, though he couldn’t tell if it was part of his hallucination or not.
 
   “I’m not going to do any of those things,” whispered Stella. “But… I suppose a bit of dirty talk isn’t out of line.”
 
   Felix nodded, twisting against his restraints for the umpteenth time. Stella licked her lips, moving her other hand onto his shaft to stroke it in its entirety. Felix wondered if his cock had always been that long, or if the potion had affected it, or if it was another element to the hallucination.
 
   “When I was a young sorceress,” said Stella. “A very, very young sorceress, I miscast a spell that involved lust magic.”
 
   Her hands pumped the cadence of her words into a rhythm of her cock. Stella’s voice was a thing of seduction, silky smooth, each word dripping with sexuality.
 
   “I ended up in a… similar state, to the one you’re in now,” she said. “Of course, as a woman, and a magically capable individual, I had more control over myself. That is, until I attempted to ride the train back to my lodgings.”
 
   Stella stroked faster, getting into the story. Precum dribbled from the tip of Felix’s cock. He closed his eyes, imagining the scene as Stella continued to paint it in his mind.
 
   “It was packed full of people,” she whispered. “I was just a teenage sorceress, in over my head. There was a young man standing behind me, and another in front of people. And we were all packed in, so tight…”
 
   Stella’s robe faded into hallucinatory invisibility, exposing her body again for Felix to look upon. It wasn’t real. He knew it wasn’t real. None of it was real, except for Stella’s hands, and her words, and maybe the lust he felt for her in the moment.
 
   “We were pressed against each other,” whispered Stella. “Every movement of the train, a very old train, mind you, made me shake. I was so horny, it was embarrassing.”
 
   She smiled and licked her lips, leaning over Felix’s cock for a moment. Her breasts dangled into view, holding surprisingly tight against her chest for a bosom as large as hers, and unchecked by a bra. Felix wondered if there was magic behind their physics.
 
   “I pushed up against the young man behind me,” whispered Stella. “He was a shy one. It took a while before he realized what I was doing. I needed it bad, Felix. I wanted him to touch me. I made him touch me.”
 
   She brought her face down next to Felix’s cock for the last few words, her breath tickling the head of it. Felix groaned in silence and continued to buck his hips up and down, adding momentum to each stroke of her soft, perfect fingers. 
 
   “I didn’t let him do anything more than just touch,” whispered Stella. “But I would have loved to. It would have been so nice… but so bad. Nobody would have noticed. He could have slipped my skirt up, pulled mypanties aside, and…”
 
   Felix shuddered as his orgasm arrived in an explosive storm of pleasure. His seed splashed out, landing on his shirt, Stella’s bed cover, and her robe, which was suddenly around her again, and tied tightly at the waist. Felix felt ecstasy wash over him, and the hallucinations immediately begin to fade.
 
   “There we go,” said Stella. “About time. Just so you know, I exaggerated the story a bit. For my sake and yours.”
 
   Felix blinked. Stella waved her rod, and he felt the invisible bindings of his arms, legs, and throat fade into ether. He sat up, feeling his cheeks heat up as he searched around for his boxers and jeans.
 
   “Stella…” Felix shook his head, finding that he was unable to meet her eye. “Uh, I’m really sorry about-“
 
   Stella slapped him hard across the face, almost knocking him over on the bed. Felix winced and let out a confused gasp.
 
   “What the hell?” He glared at her, and watched as she stood up and folded her arms angrily. “You’re the one who gave me the potion! You can’t be offended by what I did under it!”
 
   “I’m not angry as a woman, for the superficial and petty reasons you’re probably assuming,” said Stella. “Felix, you need to control yourself under pressure. I’m angry as your mentor, as someone who expects you to be able to handle magical adversity.”
 
   “That’s… not really fair,” he said, finding his boxers and pulling them on.
 
   “Life’s not fair,” said Stella. “There are magical threats out there that could take hold of you with control spells far more powerful than what you just endured. You need to toughen up, mentally and emotionally.”
 
   Felix scowled as he pulled on his jeans. He stood up, feeling the groggy aftereffects of the potion.
 
   “Did it work, at least?” he asked. “Am I still wolfbound?”
 
   Stella shrugged.
 
   “Probably,” she said. “But… we can always try again.”
 
   She went silent, and after a moment, Felix took it as his cue to leave. He scratched his head, taking one last look at the room, and noticing a strand of his cum against the top edge of Stella’s robe.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   Dani was sitting on the couch in the living room of Stella’s two bedroom apartment, watching TV with blunted enthusiasm. She immediately looked in Felix’s direction when he walked out of Stella’s room, running her eyes across him and frowning.
 
   “What were the two of you working on in there?” she asked.
 
   Felix shrugged. He hesitated for a moment before answering. Dani’s shoulder length brown hair hung loosely against a sleeveless white blouse that stood in stark contrast to the frozen landscape outside the tower.
 
   “Stella was working on a spell,” he said. “Something to help remove whatever attraction the white wolves have to me.”
 
   “Oh…” said Dani. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what I thought.”
 
   She relaxed visibly, smiling in a girlish way that reminded Felix of how young she was. Dani was 18, still in high school, and young enough to make the idea of seeing her as anything other than a stand-in for the little sister he never had incredibly off putting. 
 
   “The two of you were just… in there for a while,” said Dani. “It’s hard not to wonder.”
 
   She frowned at Felix, who walked over and sat down on the couch next to her. Dani was well aware about her mother’s magical nature, and essentially her true apprentice, training to cast spells of her own. She was so different from Stella, virtually an open book compared to her mom, who was often incomprehensible in motive.
 
   “It took a while,” said Felix. “And unfortunately, she isn’t sure if it worked.”
 
   Dani’s frown deepened. She pulled her knees in and wrapped her arms around them, forming herself into a ball. She watched Felix for a couple of seconds before speaking.
 
   “I guess that means you’re stuck here for a while longer,” she said. Felix grimaced.
 
   “I don’t see a problem with heading back to civilization as I am now,” he said. “If anything, it would probably lure the wolves out of North Spire. That would be for the greater good, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “You might not see a problem with it, but I’m sure my mother would,” said Dani.
 
   She turned the TV off and stood up from the couch, stretching her arms high enough over her head to lift the bottom edge of her blouse up over her navel. Felix bit his lip and looked away, feeling more excited than he should have after his already eventful morning. It was still early, just after seven. Stella had forcibly dragged Felix out of bed to work on the spell, and he felt a yawn making its way up the length of his back.
 
   “Do you have any plans for today?” he asked. 
 
   “Class,” said Dani. “I’m going to walk the children over to the schoolhouse as soon as I’ve eaten breakfast.”
 
   “Right,” said Felix. He scratched the back of his head and sat down on the couch.
 
   A knock came from the door, and Dani diverted from her path toward the kitchen partition in the back of the room to the front of the apartment. She opened it and smiled, allowing Mayor Senhaji inside.
 
   “Good morning, Dani,” said the mayor. “Would your mother happen to be around?”
 
   His eyes passed over the room, lingering on Felix for a moment. It was hard to get a sense of what the man was thinking. Felix felt like he’d gotten along with him well enough in his time in the tower, at least, far better than he’d gotten along with Sheriff Burke. But there was something unsettling in his eyes, hidden knowledge, maybe, like a person very accustomed to forming plots and acting on them secretly.
 
   “She’s in her room,” said Dani. The mayor looked at her expectantly.
 
   “Do you mind… getting her for me?” he asked.
 
   Dani straightened slightly, as though only then understanding his meaning.
 
   “Oh! Right, of course!” She hurried off into Stella’s bedroom, and Mayor Senhaji turned to look at Felix, frowning.
 
   “I know that look,” said Felix. “No need to beat around the bush. Let me hear it.”
 
   The mayor frowned.
 
   “You’re straight to the point,” he said. “I wonder if that’s indicative of you being a straightforward lad, or if you’re just being flippant?”
 
   Felix didn’t say anything, smiling slightly in an attempt to indicate his willingness to play along with the mayor’s wishes. It seemed to sate the older man.
 
   “Good,” said Senhaji. “Now… We’re open to having you here, Felix, but only if you’re contributing to the community in a manner that compensates for the resources it takes to feed and house.”
 
   “I’d be more than happy to,” said Felix. “Once I get a chance to take some photos, I’ll be able to pay you back.”
 
   “Until then,” said the mayor. “I would like you to assist Shane with the repairs to the first floor of the tower.”
 
   Felix chewed on his lip. The Ice Dancer, the magical foe that he’d taken down with the help of Stella and the white wolves, had caused thousands of dollars worth of damage to the tower’s ground floor. It wasn’t anything he could have stopped at the time, and he didn’t view at as his financial responsibility, but the mayor made enough sense in his reasoning for assigning the task.
 
   “Yeah, I can do that,” said Felix.
 
   “Good,” said Senhaji. “You start immediately. Shane is already downstairs.”
 
   Felix scowled. He hadn’t eaten breakfast yet, but there was no use complaining. Stella and Dani came out into the living room and began talking to the mayor. It was clear enough that there wouldn’t be any food on the table for a while longer, so Felix opted to skip breakfast and get to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Felix spent a minute pulling on his winter jacket, snow pants, boots, and the pair of pink gloves he’d accepted on loan from Danica. Stella and the Mayor were speaking in hushed tones on the couch, and Dani had gotten back to making breakfast. Felix announced his departure to the room, and headed out.
 
   The third floor of the tower, which contained Stella’s apartment and a few dozen others, was essentially a suburban neighborhood crammed into a hallway. Stella tended toward keeping her door closed for various secretive reasons, but many of the North Spire’s other denizens left theirs open, some mingling outside.
 
   Felix walked passed them, heading down several flights. He still hadn’t taken the time to explore all of the tower yet, with the chaos of the Ice Dancer and his limited time constraints, but it seemed as though many of the floors held different purposes. Some were residential, some were reserved for recreation, or work purposes. 
 
   The ground floor was part lobby, part gathering hall, and for the moment, too cold for any regular use. The bottom staircase had been sealed off from the rest of the tower by a thin floor of plastic and insulation. Felix lifted it up and slid under, immediately feeling a gust of Alaskan cold welcoming him down.
 
   The aftermath of the Ice Dancer was still readily apparent. Shards of glass coated sections of the floor. Better than half of the windows were missing, blown out by the creature’s supernatural wind. It had been during the Winter Festival, and the evidence was visible in every direction, with tables covered in frozen plates of perfectly preserved food, and decorations hanging from the ceiling.
 
   Shane was already hard at work. He had a gray hat pulled down over his black hair, and was frowning deeply enough to make the scar on his face look like an extended wrinkle. Felix waved a hand at him and started over to where he stood next to a pile of rectangular slabs.
 
   “About fucking time you fucking got here,” said Shane. “Freezing my fucking ass off trying to do this shit alone.”
 
   “Morning, Shane.” Felix grinned at him. Shane was funny, hardworking, and usually much brighter of spirit than all of his vulgarity would suggest. He and Felix had faced off against the white wolves together in their last work assignment, though in retrospect, Felix could see the encounter for what it was.
 
   “Yeah, morning,” he said. “Sorry, I’m just a bit pissed off. Didn’t have time to grab a coffee before my dad started yelling about how I needed to get down here and get to work.”
 
   “It’s fine,” said Felix. 
 
   “Hey, what happened to your face?” asked Shane.
 
   Felix winced, bringing a hand to the spot where Stella had slapped him. It was still rather sore and tender, and he figured that there was probably a mark in the approximate shape of a hand that told enough of the story on its own.
 
   “Just, uh, an accident,” he said. “So… What’s first on the list?”
 
   Shane pointed at a few windows to the side. Some of the glass was still jutting out from their frames, sharp and angular.
 
   “The windows aren’t actually that hard to fix,” said Shane. “But the old glass needs to be cleared out, first. It’s thick stuff, and the frame has to go with it. Make sure you don’t get any cuts through your gloves.”
 
   “Got it,” said Felix.
 
   The two set to work, chatting as they went about pulling out the old window frames and replacing them with new ones. There was more to it than just that, but weather proofing the windows could wait until after they’d set up a basic defense against the cold.
 
   The ground floor of the tower had been abandoned for the past day and a half. It was dangerous for the rest of the tower to have it exposed to the cold. Felix had help set up strategically placed space heaters in a bid to keep the pipes from freezing over and destroying the tower’s water system. It had worked so far, but there was only so much they could do with the floor left open, as it was.
 
   “They always stick me on the shittiest fucking jobs,” muttered Shane.
 
   “Hey, I’m here, too,” said Felix. Shane didn’t seem to hear him.
 
   “And they wonder why I want to get the fuck out of North Spire.” Shane sighed, and shook his head.
 
   “Why don’t you?” asked Felix. “Leave, I mean?”
 
   “You say that like it’s easy,” said Shane. “You’re stuck here, too. It’s not like you can pay your way back to civilization with snowballs.”
 
   Felix frowned. Shane had a point. He’d come to North Spire expecting it to be a decent photography gig, but so far, he’d accomplished little more than cracking a few of his lenses and wasting time.
 
   “I’m not stuck here,” said Felix. “I’m just… temporarily delayed from leaving.”
 
   “Call it whatever you want,” said Shane.
 
   Several hours went by, and the pile of new window panes shrank down until there were only a few left. Felix moved to pick up one of the last ones and turned toward the back of the lobby to see a woman walking toward them. He recognized her as Sister Catherine, the North Spire’s resident nun and holy woman.
 
   Sister Catherine was tall, almost as tall as Felix was. She had long blonde hair, a fair complexion, with blue eyes the color of freshly frozen water. She apparently wasn’t required to wear a habit, but the clothing she wore was always on the modest side, covering up what appeared to be a slim body with a small butt and medium sized breasts.
 
   She wore a thick jacket, along with a pair of puffy white ear muffs, and smiled as she walked over to them. Shane was pulling down a broken window pane and didn’t notice her approaching.
 
   “You’d think they’d make these fucking things out of stronger fucking material,” he said. “For the wind to be able to blow them apart like that… makes no fucking sense.”
 
   Sister Catherine cleared her throat loudly, bobbing up onto her toes and fixing Shane with a reprimanding look. He turned to face her and his mouth tightened into an irritated scowl.
 
   “Language,” said Catherine. “Those words are unbecoming of one under the eyes of the lord.”
 
   Shane rolled his eyes.
 
   “I gotta take a piss,” he said, pushing forward and very nearly banging his shoulder against Sister Catherine as he went by. “Be back in a few.”
 
   Felix raised an eyebrow at that. Sister Catherine waited until Shane had entered the stairwell before nodding to Felix.
 
    “Morning, Sister,” said Felix.
 
   “Good morning Felix.” She had a warm smile, though her lips looked too red for the cold. “I heard from the Mayor that the repairs would continue through the morning, and thought it appropriate to bring some hot soup to the hard workers.”
 
   She pulled a small thermos out from under her jacket and passed it to Felix, who received it in pink gloved hands with a smile.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “Uh, I’m not sure if Shane’s appetite will be booming when he gets back.”
 
   “He is one of many under this singular roof that misunderstands my purpose here,” said Sister Catherine. Felix smiled, feeling a bit awkward.
 
   “What, uh, is your purpose here?” he asked. “I mean, I’m not a believer myself, really, so…”
 
   Catherine’s smile didn’t fade or waver. She stepped in closer, taking the thermos back and opening it. The smell instantly wafted up into the cold air, chicken and noodles.
 
   “To spread the good word,” she said, confidently. “And to help the people here.”
 
   She offered him the open thermos. Felix took it and, after a moment’s hesitation, took a sip. It tasted far better than Stella’s potion, with the promise of nourishment mixed in. Sister Catherine watched him eat with a smile on her face. She reached out her hand after a couple of seconds and gently prodded Felix’s swollen cheek.
 
   “Have you taken anything for that?” she asked, frowning.
 
   “Oh, no,” said Felix. “It’s nothing. Really.”
 
   Sister Catherine’s touch shifted from an exploratory prod into a gentle caress. She cupped Felix’s face for a moment, the intimacy stretching into the way she looked at him, gently examining his eyes and what lay behind them.
 
   “You have a good heart, Felix,” she said.
 
   “Uh, thanks,” said Felix.
 
   “You should get back to work,” said Catherine. “I appreciate what you’re doing.”
 
   She smiled, and then turned to head back upstairs. Felix spent a couple of minutes eating soup, and then returned to the windows.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   “Is the evil church lady gone?”
 
   Shane’s voice came from behind Felix, and the irritation in it was real.
 
   “What’s wrong with Sister Catherine?” asked Felix. “She seems nice enough, to me.”
 
   Shane looked at him as though he’d just said something that went against all logic and reason.
 
   “She seems nice to you? Really?”
 
   “Really,” said Felix. “She brought us soup.”
 
   He held up the thermos Sister Catherine had left, though it was mostly empty. Shane shook his head slowly and waved his hand.
 
   “She’s a bitch, Felix,” he said. “Everybody in the tower thinks so. I’m not the only one.”
 
   “You’re calling a nun, a sister of the church, a bitch?” asked Felix. “Are you for real?”
 
   Shane started to answer, but before he could, an unfamiliar noise came through the last of the open windows. He and Felix both turned to look out over the frozen, snowy horizon. Far in the distance, a small object approached on the air. After a few seconds, Felix could make out the details of what looked like a helicopter on its way toward the tower.
 
   “Wow,” said Felix. “Does North Spire get copter visits on the regular?”
 
   Shane shook his head, and then seemed to think about the question for a moment.
 
   “There’s only one guy that I know of that visits by air,” he said. “And he usually doesn’t announce his arrival ahead of time.”
 
   Felix and Shane had just enough time to pop in the last few windows as the helicopter approached. More work would need to be done cleaning out the broken glass and festival trash, and the windows still needed to be weather proofed, but it was a good start toward restoring a sense of normality to the tower’s bottom floor.
 
   Several other townspeople, including the Mayor, Sheriff Burke, and Stella and Dani, made their way downstairs. Sheriff Burke shot a glare at Felix and waved Shane, his son, over to him. Shane hesitated, frowning at Felix.
 
   “Why does your dad hate me so much?” asked Felix.
 
   “He’s old fashioned,” said Shane, as though that should explain everything. He left Felix’s side and joined the small crowd huddled in the center of the lobby.
 
   The helicopter slowly descended, kicking up a small flurry of snow as it touched down on a stretch of flat tundra directly outside of the tower. The pilot took a moment to pull off what looked like some kind of headset before slipping out through the helicopter’s sliding door.
 
   He was tall, taller than Felix, in fact. His hair was sandy blonde in color, and he had the type of jawline that gave off a sense of strength even in silence. He wore a thick scarf around his neck along with a bomber jacket and jeans, clothes about as suited to the weather as an umbrella in the desert.
 
   The Mayor waited by the door, opening it for the man and letting out a welcoming laugh as he stepped inside. Oddly enough, Stella, Dani, and even Sheriff Burke were also gathered near the entrance, waiting their turns to say hello.
 
   “Trent!” exclaimed the Mayor. “It’s good to see you again, friend!”
 
   “Likewise.” The man, Trent, smiled a perfect white smile and shook the Mayor’s hand enthusiastically. “It looks to me like I arrived at just the right time.”
 
   Trent glanced around the lobby, his eyes scanning the damage done to the space. Felix felt an odd stab of possessiveness over the mess. He’d been the one fighting against the Ice Dancer with Stella and the wolves. And he was here now, fixing up.
 
   “Sheriff Burke.” Trent grinned and moved to the town’s sole enforcer, the quasi-keeper of law.
 
   “Trent,” said Sheriff Burke. He nodded with more respect than Felix had seen him muster in all the other times he’d seen the man, combined.
 
   Trent’s eyes turned toward Stella and Dani. Stella had changed into jeans and a tight, stretchy long sleeve shirt. She was wearing her jacket, but had left it open, and the lingering chill of the lobby was evident in the tips of her breasts.
 
   “Stella,” said Trent. Stella smiled and nodded.
 
   “Hello, Trent,” said Stella. “I take it that you have business in the area.”
 
   Trent smiled and pulled her into a hug.
 
   “I do,” he said. “Though you shouldn’t hold it past me just to stop in and say hi. It’s been far too long.”
 
   “True enough,” said Stella.
 
   The hug went on for several seconds, long enough for Felix to feel oddly protective of the older woman. Dani was waiting next to the two of them like a child waiting to be handed a present to open on Christmas morning.
 
   “And Danica!” Trent pulled back, grinning and looking Dani up and down. “You… I mean, wow. You’ve certainly grown up.”
 
   “Thank you for noticing, Trent,” said Dani. She batted her eyes at him and pushed out her chest slightly. 
 
   “I’ve never trusted this guy with Dani,” whispered Shane, from Felix’s right. 
 
   “What?” Felix frowned and shook his head. “That’s ridiculous. He’s twice her age.”
 
   “Dani and Stella both,” said Shane. “He tries to come across as a nice guy, but Trent is a sleazeball underneath. He has to be.”
 
   Trent had just finished saying something to Stella and Dani in a hushed tone, and both of them burst out into guilty sounding laughter. Dani grabbed Trent’s hand and tried to pull him over toward the stairs, but he shook his head, still smiling.
 
   “And Shane,” said Trent. “Still here, I see?”
 
   “Your eyes are working as well as ever,” said Shane, sarcasm dripping from the words.
 
   Trent walked over to Felix, frowning and looking him up and down.
 
   “You must be the newest transient,” said Trent. “There’s usually one or two here when I visit. So how’d you end up here? Get lost hiking? Truck break down?”
 
   Felix shook his head.
 
   “I’m a photographer,” he said. “I came here by choice.”
 
   It was true enough, but it didn’t preclude Trent’s main assumption. Dani walked over to them, standing a little closer to Trent than she did to Felix.
 
   “Trent gives tours of the local area, and does surveying work for the mining companies,” said Dani. “You should ask him to give you a ride around the area, maybe snap some aerial photographs.”
 
   Felix winced, turning his reaction into a smile as best as he could. Something about Trent rubbed him the wrong way, and he wasn’t all that interested in nipping at the man’s heels for help.
 
   But, on the other hand, it would be a chance for him to take a few shots that could sell for a bundle if he found the right buyer. That was money that he could use to get himself home, he realized. Felix could back to his normal life, maybe within a day or two if he was lucky. Back to his van, back to traveling wherever he pleased, and not having to contend with supernatural entities.
 
   “That’s a good idea, Dani,” he said. “Would you do that for me, Trent?”
 
   Trent looked over at Stella, who had an odd expression on her face that Felix had trouble interpreting. She looked hesitant and concerned, and also like she was trying to keep her emotions under wraps.
 
   “Maybe,” said Trent. “If you tell me how you ended up getting slapped.”
 
   Felix ran a hand through his hair, swallowing frustration.
 
   “It was… an accident,” he said. It sounded lame, even to him.
 
   “Is that right?” Trent looked over at Stella, waiting for her to confirm or deny. She didn’t say anything. Most of the rest of the crowd had wandered back up to the tower’s higher, warmer floors. Felix didn’t see Shane anywhere, and took it to mean that their work was done for the day.
 
   “Well?” asked Felix. “You’d be doing me a favor.”
 
   Trent nodded, an almost wolfish smile spreading across his face.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Sure. In fact, I’m heading out right now for a quick survey. Why don’t you head out to the chopper.”
 
   “Just let me grab my camera,” said Felix. He met Trent’s eye for a moment, each man sizing the other up. The wind outside the tower screeched as it blew against the new windows.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Felix made a quick trip upstairs to grab his camera, and then headed back down to the lobby. Trent and Stella were in the middle of a whispered conversation, the sorceress frowning deeply at whatever Trent was saying.
 
   “Is everything okay?” asked Felix.
 
   Stella nodded, relaxing her expression visibly.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Felix… Are you sure that you want to do this?”
 
   Felix nodded, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Uh, yeah,” he said. “Are you scared of helicopters, or something? They’re relatively safe, especially when the weather is clear.”
 
   Stella sighed and waved a hand through the air in a gesture that could have meant any number of things.
 
   “Alright,” she said. “Trent… Take care of Felix. He has good intentions.”
 
   Trent didn’t say anything, and instead pushed the tower’s metal front door open and started walking. Felix followed after him, feeling as though he’d missed something important.
 
   The helicopter was an impressive technological marvel with a gleaming coat of silver paint. It had two doors on either side that opened to the two front seats, along with a sliding door for the back bay pod area. Felix was half expecting to see machine guns or missiles hanging underneath it, but it was clear of weapons.
 
   “Hop in,” said Trent. “You can sit in the seat until we get to cruising altitude, and then I’ll open the bay door so you can get an unobstructed view to photograph from.”
 
   “Thanks,” said Felix. He opened the door on the passenger side and climbed in. The seat was leather, and heavily padded. A number of knobs and control buttons, along with a digital touch screen, composed the instrument panel in front of the pilot’s seat.
 
   Trent was silent as he flicked a few of the switches, glancing side to side before whirling up the blades overhead. The sound was far, far louder than what Felix had been expecting. Trent gestured to a set of noise canceling earmuffs in a compartment under the seat.
 
   “Can you hear me?” Trent’s voice came from a speaker inside the earmuffs that Felix hadn’t noticed. He fumbled to find the button for his own microphone, which curved around in front of his mouth.
 
   “Yes,” he said, feeling his voice more than hearing it.
 
   “Perfect,” said Trent. “Hang tight. We’ll be flying fast for the first few minutes.”
 
   Felix nodded, looking over at Trent. The other man’s body language was secretive. Something felt off about their little expedition, and how easily Trent had agreed to bring him along.
 
   Felix took a look out the window, watching as the tower went from being a massive feature of the local area, to a small stick amongst the snow, and then finally, to what looked to be little more than a tiny, grey dot against a whitish blue expanse of nothing.
 
   A couple of mountains stood out on the horizon. Trent pushed the helicopter passed what Felix would have thought was its limit, rising in height until there was enough space in between them to pass over. Felix eyed one that stood out from the rest, the peak of it slightly hollowed and broken volcanic caldera, blackened and charred.
 
   “Huh,” he said. “I didn’t realize this area had any volcanoes.”
 
   Trent nodded, and Felix realized that his microphone was still on. He reached his hand up to flick it off, when Trent motioned for him not to.
 
   “I wanted to ask you a few things,” said Trent. 
 
   “…Such as?” asked Felix, eyeing the other man. Trent kept his eyes focused through the windshield.
 
   “Did you know Stella or Danica before arriving in North Spire?”
 
   Felix shook his head.
 
   “No,” he said. “We’ve only been acquainted for a couple of days. Why?”
 
   Trent smiled.
 
   “I’m a little protective of them,” he said. “Danica is like the little sister I never had.”
 
   Felix frowned at that, feeling a bit put off by their apparently shared sentiment toward the girl.
 
   “And Stella?” asked Felix, feeling his curiosity take over. “Have you and her… known each other, for long?”
 
   “Stella is brilliant,” said Trent. “She’s probably the most dangerous woman I’ve ever met. And certainly the most beautiful.”
 
   Felix was silent. He shifted out of his seat, freeing his camera from under his jacket and getting into position back by the bay door. Each step he took gave him a small stab of vertigo, even though he was within the closed confines of the craft.
 
   “Stella told me about what happened,” said Trent. “With the Ice Dancer.”
 
   “You aren’t skeptical of that kind of thing?” asked Felix. Trent looked over his shoulder at him.
 
   “No,” he said. “Hold on. I’m going to open the bay doors.”
 
   He hit a switch and hidden motors inside the helicopter’s frame began whirring, sliding the large door open and revealing the open air behind it, along with the frozen landscape below.
 
   “Isn’t there like a line, or strap, or something for me to attach to myself?” Felix had to yell now, even with the headset radio, to be heard over the helicopter’s blades.
 
   “Just be careful and you’ll be fine,” said Trent. “Now… Tell me about the white wolves.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The white wolves,” repeated Trent. “Stella said that they’ve taken somewhat of… an affinity to you.”
 
   Felix shrugged.
 
   “I guess,” he said. “Look, I don’t know anything about it. And I don’t plan on finding out. As soon as I’m done getting the photos I need I’m paying for passage back to civilization.”
 
   He focused his camera’s lens, setting up a shot of the mountains in the distance, and the snow covered trees below. They were at least a dozen miles out from the North Spire, and it was little more than a smudge on the horizon.
 
   “Have you considered the possibility of the wolves attacking the tower?” asked Trent.
 
   “No,” said Felix. “I somehow doubt they’d do something like that.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   Felix shrugged.
 
   “They’ve had opportunities to already,” he said. “Besides, the one I spoke with didn’t seem like a bad… uh, werewolf. They helped us against the Ice Dancer.”
 
   “Would you fight against them?” asked Trent. “Would you be willing to use the trust they apparently place in you to lure them into a trap?”
 
   “No,” said Felix. “They saved my life. I’m not just going to betray a group of people because they happen to-“
 
   Trent had apparently left his position in the pilot’s chair without Felix noticing, distracted by the conversation and his camera. He clamped an arm around Felix’s neck, holding him in a headlock and catching him completely off guard.
 
   “They aren’t human, Felix,” said Trent. “And if what Stella tells me is true, you aren’t either, wolfbound.”
 
   Felix acted purely out of reflex, slamming his head backward and leaning away from the open helicopter door. The back of his skull struck Trent in the face, and the choke hold loosened enough for Felix to break loose.
 
   “What the fuck?” Felix lifted an arm as Trent advanced on him, throwing a punch. Felix managed to shield his face, but dropped his camera in the process. It fell out of the helicopter, and vertigo twisted at Felix’s insides as he thought about what that meant. 
 
   Trent took a step back and tensed his body, lifting a foot into a kick. Felix slammed his hand against the frame of the helicopter, feeling his fingers close around a nearby backpack. He tried to swing it and knock Trent’s attack away from him, but the pad of the other man’s foot made direct contact with his chest, knocking him off balance. Felix put his freehand out to steady himself and found open air, the rest of his body following as he stared, wide eyed and terrified, at the ground below.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Felix screamed.
 
   The sound left him like air escaping into a vacuum, pulled from deep within his lungs, a force of nature. He felt the air whipping across his face, pushing against his eyes hard enough to make them tear up. He saw the trees below him, their branches and pointed tips looking like barbed spears, waiting to greet him with traumatic violence.
 
   Time seemed to slow down, each second drawing out into a horrifying frame of eternity. He was high in the air, high enough that the impact wouldn’t come for seconds, maybe half a minute. Felix screamed and screamed, and rolled through the air, fumbling blindly as though there would be something for him to grab onto, swinging the backpack in his hand…
 
   The backpack. He stared at it blankly for a second, noticing the oddly well-formed stitches on it, and the pull string hanging from one end. It took him another second to connect the facts to context in his head, and then Felix began to scream again, pulling arm straps over his shoulders and praying that it wasn’t too late.
 
   There was more to the harness than just the straps, but he had no time. He could see detail in the ground below, enough of it to make it seem like a fools dream to even hope. Felix made sure the parachute was on as close to correctly as he could get it in the time he had, and then pulled hard at the rip cord.
 
   The parachute extended out above him, and Felix felt the moment of glorious salvation in the form of very nearly having both shoulders pulled out of their sockets. He screamed again out of pain, and then began to laugh as his freefall became a gentle glide toward the ground.
 
   Trent and the helicopter were at least a half mile out and headed away from him. Felix felt a surge of relief at that, but only for a few seconds as he began to contemplate his new, only slightly less fucked, situation.
 
   He was a dozen miles or more out from North Spire, in the middle of the Alaskan wilderness, with no survival supplies. No knife, no granola bars, no nothing. The parachute fluttered slightly as a freezing cold gust of wind also served to remind Felix of his lack of a tent, sleeping bag, or fire starting kit.
 
   “Fuck,” he muttered. “Fuck!”
 
   It took him several more minutes of parachuting to reach the tops of the trees. He wasn’t sure how to control the parachute, but there weren’t any nearby clearings to aim for, regardless. Pine branches poked at his arms and legs as he tumbled down through the thick forest canopy. A branch whipped across his forehead, scratching open skin.
 
   His parachute proved to be more of a hindrance than help after his initial touchdown, tangling itself into the trees and holding him in place a few feet above the snowy ground. He hung there for a minute, wondering if it was worth making the effort to try to save himself.
 
   “I’m a dozen miles away from any hope,” he said, speaking out loud. “But… I know the landmarks in the direction that I came in.”
 
   Felix swayed slightly in his harness. The glide down with the parachute had disoriented him slightly, but he remembered the mountains and passing over them. If he could set his course in the direction of them, then maybe…
 
   Given the distance he needed to travel, heading too far to the north or south would probably mean his death. He wouldn’t last more than a night in the cold on his own, and the idea of running a half marathon, through the snow, including a jaunt over or between mountains, seemed patently ridiculous to him.
 
   The sound of a branch violently cracking in two sounded above him, and part of the parachute broke free, swinging Felix toward the ground in the harness. He hit the snow face first, wincing as ice crystals and snow crust stabbed at his face like daggers.
 
   Felix pulled himself up slowly, and gave thanks for the fact that he’d kept on his snow gear in the helicopter. His jacket, snow pants, and Dani’s silly pink gloves were the only thing with any hope of keeping him alive through the next few hours.
 
   He took a minute to look around his surroundings, which consisted of trees, snow, and the occasional set of animal tracks for as far as the eye could see. He turned around in several slow circles, trying to spot something mountain shaped from the shadowy underside of the forest. It wasn’t happening, and he figured he’d need to get to a clearing to regain his sense of direction, or climb a taller tree, if he was feeling bold.
 
   The wind whipped at Felix’s face. He pulled a glove off and ran his hand across his cheeks and ears. His jacket had a hood, and he made good use of it, pulling the drawstring tight to close it over most of his head. He sank his mouth underneath the jacket’s collar, only leaving his eyes and nose exposed. He knew it must have looked ridiculous, but there was nobody around to see him.
 
   “Of course, when they find my body, I’m sure they’ll get a good laugh,” muttered Felix.
 
   He chuckled, even though something in his gut declared the joke to be very unfunny. Felix took a few steps in a direction mostly chosen at random, the way he felt as though he should be going. He’d forgotten to take off the parachute’s harness, and some of the strings dragged behind him. That gave him an idea.
 
   Felix snapped branches, untangled lines, and folded fabric until he had the entirety of the parachute tucked back into the backpack’s compartment. It wasn’t a neat job, like it had been originally, but he didn’t need it to open a second time. He needed it for warmth.
 
   He started walking, already feeling the cold finding its way in around the cracks of his protective snow gear. It was an insidious thing, and instead of pushing Felix to walk faster and cover more ground, it made him want to lie down, curl up into a ball, and warm up if he could.
 
   The snow ahead of him was neat, untouched by animal tracks in many months. Felix’s boots crunched through the frozen top layer of snow as he stomped through it, shivering. He’d been in the wilderness for under an hour, and already, he could feel himself fighting a losing battle.
 
   “I’m not going to die out here,” he muttered.
 
   The forest went on for what felt like an eternity. Felix’s anxiety over the cold was joined with a strange sense of oppressive, natural claustrophobia. Even if the area had been sixty degrees warmer, he still would be in a life or death situation, deep in the middle of the wilderness, with no sense of direction, and no hope.
 
   His steps became slower, more plodding and less coordinated. Felix felt his emotions cooling on the frosty air. He didn’t care so much anymore. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to settle down and try to sleep. He could wrap himself in the parachute, and then…
 
   A noise came from the forest ahead of him. He looked up and noticed animal tracks, large animal tracks, zigzagged through the trees. They led back behind him, or rather, they came from behind him, looping around the snow he’d been heading through, to the side…
 
   Felix turned and saw a massive white wolf sitting in the snow, staring at him expectantly. Its eyes were a pale blue, the color of ice underwater. It was looking at him oddly, its face vaguely human in expression. There was no question in his mind about what that meant.
 
   “Is that you?” snapped Felix. “What was it you called yourself? Nalya?”
 
   The wolf flashed with bright white light, and Felix had to look away. When he turned back, a girl around the same age as him was standing where it had been, smiling.
 
   “Gwen,” said the girl. “Nalya is my, or should I say our, denmother.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   Gwen had the same pale blue eyes in human form as in wolf, along with shoulder length white hair. It was white, but carried none of the age that greying, colorless hair usually would. It was a vital white, the color of fresh snow in the winter, or a bright star seen through a telescope.
 
   She wore winter outer gear, just as he did. Her jacket and snow pants were a set, white and pink, with a fur lining around the edge of her hood. It clung tightly to what, even under the thick protective clothing, was an absolutely bodacious body.
 
   Breasts pushed out against the chest of her jacket, looking confined and shapeless underneath what must have been several layers. Her butt was round, and it jutted out at an eye catching angle. Felix almost assumed it was an exaggeration from the snow pants until Gwen shifted, putting a hand on her hip and flexing as she took a step toward him.
 
   “Are you going to eyefuck me all day, or are you going to introduce yourself?” Gwen smiled at him, vibrant pink lips standing out against her pale face. Her cheek bones were sharp and angular, feminine, yet also seeming to belong on a predator.
 
   “You…” Felix took a step back. He remembered what Stella had told him about trusting the white wolves. He also remembered Trent’s stupid questions, and his own stupid answers.
 
   “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost,” said Gwen. “Or maybe… a monster?”
 
   She purred the last sentence, making it sound more like verbal foreplay than substantive communication. Felix shook his head, glaring at her.
 
   “Get away from me,” he said. Gwen flinched back, looking hurt.
 
   “What?” She raised an eyebrow, and Felix noticed a small mole just to the side of it go up, too.
 
   “Fuck off.” Felix met her eyes, speaking clearly. “I want nothing to do with you.”
 
   He stepped forward, taking heavy, deliberate steps through the snow, and shouldered her aside. She was sturdier than she looked, and didn’t immediately step out of his way, grabbing him by the wrist instead and pulling him to face her.
 
   “Do you understand the situation that you’re in?” she snapped.
 
   Felix gritted his teeth and scowled.
 
   “I’m in this situation because of you!” he shouted. “Because of you, and your fucking denmother, and whatever you did to turn everyone against me!”
 
   He pulled his wrist free and kept walking. Gwen let out a mocking laugh and followed after him.
 
   “This is Alaska,” she called. “It’s too cold for one such as you to make it through a night on your own.”
 
   “I’ll manage just fine,” said Felix. “I don’t want your help and I don’t want you around.”
 
   Gwen skipped through the snow, falling in step beside him.
 
   “It’s not all about you, Felix,” she said. “You should stop being so selfish and open yourself up to… new possibilities.”
 
   Felix stopped walking. He met her eyes and shook his head slowly.
 
   “Why’d you even bother asking for my name if you knew it already?” he asked.
 
   Gwen closed the distance between him, letting her chest push against his. Even through their snow clothes, she felt warm, and enticing.
 
   “I wanted to hear it from your lips,” she whispered. “What would you like to hear, or feel, from mine?”
 
   Felix breathed out slowly and forced himself to turn away from her. He started walking faster, feeling the cold beginning to gain ground as the sun set in the distance.
 
   “You aren’t even heading the right way!” shouted Gwen.
 
   “I’ll manage,” he said. He spent a few seconds searching for the last rays of the setting sun, and using it to reorient himself. He needed to head southwest, into the light.
 
   Felix felt determination take hold of him and traveled faster than he had before. Gwen followed silently for the first few minutes, but a stealthy check over his shoulder confirmed that she’d gone her own way by the half hour mark.
 
   The cold was his enemy, and in the war against it, Felix was losing. He couldn’t feel his feet, and the better half of his legs. He stomped forward with uncoordinated steps, the reality of the situation becoming more undeniable with each one.
 
   He wasn’t going to make it. Felix took a few sharp breaths of cold air and let out a frustrated growl. He wasn’t going to make it. He hadn’t survived Trent’s attempted murder, he’d only put it off for a few hours. If he fell asleep in the now, he wouldn’t wake up again. And if he kept walking, he would eventually fall.
 
   “No…” he whispered. “No! I’m still alive!”
 
   Felix broke into a shallow jog, moving forward as fast as he could through the knee deep snow. Tree branches whipped across his face, cutting small, painful scratches into his cheeks. The air itself sapped at his energy, stealing heat from the inside of his lungs and refusing to give it back.
 
   He came to a small natural refuge, a place where a massive tree had recently fallen at an angle, pulling its stump and roots out of the ground, and creating a lean-to shaped shelter underneath them. Felix fell to his knees, tunneling out what little snow and ice had managed to get inside, and then hurriedly pulling out the parachute to wrap around himself.
 
   “I’ll sleep,” he whispered. “Just for a couple of hours. And wake up in the morning.”
 
   He closed his eyes. A voice in the back of his head screamed that he wouldn’t open them again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Footsteps roused Felix from a cold, desperate sleep. His heart felt like it was beating too slow, and he couldn’t feel his limbs. He looked up and saw a white wolf, a white flash, and then Gwen, crouched over his pathetic shelter.
 
   “Oh, no…” she said, softly. “Nice try, but it won’t do. It won’t do at all, Felix.”
 
   He couldn’t see her face in the shadows of her trees, but he could see her take a small pack off her back that he hadn’t noticed before. She rummaged around, pulling something from inside of it and sliding in next to him.
 
   “What… are you…?” His teeth chattered uncontrollably, making the words too hard to form on his numb lips.
 
   “I’m saving your life,” said Gwen. “You’re already half dead, in case you didn’t notice.”
 
   She laughed and dusted snow off her hands. Felix blinked, unable to recognize what she was doing in the moment. It looked like she was taking her jacket off, and more than just that.
 
   “Take off your clothes,” said Gwen. “Now.”
 
   “…What?” Felix stared at her dumbly, his entire body shaking from the cold.
 
   “I have a sleeping bag,” said Gwen. “A good one. Normally, I would just stay in my wolf form and rely on my fur, but of course, I have to think of what’s best for you, tonight.”
 
   “My… clothes?” Felix blinked. Small, puffy snowflakes were falling behind Gwen, in the space beyond his little shelter.
 
   Gwen sighed and shook her head, annoyed. She pulled another piece of clothing up and over her head and Felix saw the shape of two shadowed breasts bounce into view.
 
   “I’ll strip you naked myself, if that’s what it takes,” said Gwen, giggling. “It could be fun.”
 
   Felix still felt a kernel of his anger from before, but it was eclipsed by his desire, his need, to survive. He needed to get back to the tower, to get that maniac away from Stella and Dani and the rest of the townspeople. He brushed numb fingers against his jacket’s zipper, fumbling uselessly. Gwen pulled the parachute aside and began stripping him, making the task look easy and Felix look feeble.
 
   She hesitated when she’d made it down to his boxers, taking one hand and cupping his cock through the outside.
 
   “I hope you can still feel this,” she said. “It would be such a shame if you couldn’t.”
 
   Felix glared at her, but true enough, he could feel it. And it felt good. And his body responded accordingly.
 
   Gwen put the sleeping bag down on top of the folded parachute, and then helped him inside. It was sized for one person, but there was just enough space for her to squeeze in next to him. It was only then that Felix felt as though he was lucid enough to have a handle on what was going on.
 
   They would share their body heat with each other, or more accurately, she would share her body heat with him. Their nakedness was the tried and true method, skin to skin contact ensuring that the heat transfer was fast and effective. It only took a couple of seconds for Felix’s extremities to start to tingle, and for him to feel Gwen’s gorgeous, naked body against him.
 
   She was built like gymnast turned supermodel, with lean muscle layered over with big, soft breasts and bottomed out with a perfectly squeezable butt. Felix was rock hard in less then a second. Gwen was facing him, watching him, slowly exhaling hot tickles of breath against his cheek.
 
   “You know,” she whispered. “There are ways to make this even more effective. If we move together, for example…”
 
   She pressed her lips against his neck and Felix let out a horny moan. Her hand slowly slid down his chest and stomach, coming to a rest against his erection, and gripping it gently in her palm.
 
   “No…” he whispered. “No! Absolutely not!”
 
   He tried to turn around in the sleeping bag, but there was hardly room for it. Gwen let out an aggressive, but still oddly feminine giggle. She ran her hands over her body excitedly, as though exploring the curves and shape of a new toy.
 
   “Oh, we’re going to have so much fun!” she said, laughing.
 
   “No, we are not,” said Felix, through teeth forced into a clench. “I’m not interested.”
 
   He thought back to what Stella told him about magic and its applications when it came to the bodies vital fluids, blood, sweat, sperm and the like. Felix had no idea what Gwen would be capable of if she got her hands on some of his seed, but he was sure that it wouldn’t be pleasant for him.
 
   “I am interested,” said Gwen. “I’m very interested.”
 
   Felix felt her body move against him, twisting him back toward her. She was far stronger than she looked, but it seemed as though all she wanted to use that strength for was to pull him into her.
 
   “Stop it!” said Felix. “You’re insane. You’re-“
 
   His words turned to a gasp in midsentence as Gwen’s hand returned to his cock and began to stroke. She kissed his neck, chin, and cheek, her soft hand running eagerly up and down his shaft. It felt incredible, even moreso when contrasted against the slow, arduous slog through the freezing snow of the past few hours.
 
   “Just let it happen,” said Gwen. “Or better yet… try to stop me.”
 
   Felix snarled, feeling anger rising up in his chest. He twisted, trying to pull Gwen’s hand away and twist her into submission. She let out a howl of a laugh and pushed her breasts into his face, opening her legs. Felix got her by the shoulder and flipped her underneath him, and…
 
   His cock struck home.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   “Ooh…” whispered Gwen. “What’s this?”
 
   Felix glared at her, a useless thing in the dark of night. The tip of his cock was pressed against the lips of her pussy. He could feel her excitement, her heat, and her wetness.
 
   “Shut your mouth,” he snarled. 
 
   “Or what?” Gwen arched her hips up, rubbing her hot, wet mound into him. “What will you do to me, Felix? Will you teach me my lesson?”
 
   “Shut up!” Felix pushed her down, inadvertently sliding the head of his erection into her. Gwen shivered with pleasure, and so did he. She felt supernaturally good, though Felix supposed that it was to be expected.
 
   “Maybe I’ll decide to fight,” whispered Gwen. “Maybe I’ll try to kill you, right here and now.”
 
   She twisted one of her arms out of Felix’s grasp and took hold of his shoulder, digging in with her fingers. Felix pressed his weight down on his chest, sliding deeper inside as a result. He let out a guilty moan and tried to keep a clear head.
 
   “You’re evil…” he whispered.
 
   “Then fuck me until I’m good,” said Gwen.
 
   Felix scowled and thrust forward, hard. Gwen let out a pleasured gasp as his cock filled her up. She ran a hand through his hair and pulled his face downward. Their mouths met, tongues snaking together in angry ecstasy.
 
   Felix kept thrusting, all the while continuing to wrestle her, forcing her to submit underneath him. It was like a game to Gwen, who enjoyed every second of it. It made him angry to hear her squealing in delight, writhing as he fucked her, and so he fucked her even harder.
 
   “Oh yes!” cried Gwen. “That’s it, Felix.”
 
   “Don’t talk,” he said. “Just.. don’t.”
 
   He thrust into her faster, trying to punish her with his cock and realizing the futility of it. Her breasts bounced against his chest, soft and seductive. He took hold of them with his fingers, squeezing, pinching at her nipples. Gwen continued to squeal, kissing and biting his neck.
 
   “You’re my new denbrother,” she whispered. 
 
   “I am not!” A weirdly shameful, almost embarrassed sensation took hold in Felix’s chest. She was insane, and he was fucking her.
 
   “Yes!” moaned Gwen. “Yes, that’s it!”
 
   Felix growled and slammed into her harder. Gwen’s legs wrapped around him. They were wrestling again, and this time, it was her who was vying for the top spot. He tried to hold her down, but she was too strong. Her fingernails raked across his back as she twisted her hips, spinning him underneath her.
 
   “No!” shouted Felix.
 
   “Oh, yes…” whispered Gwen. She bounced herself on his cock, grinding her pussy and pure pleasure into him. She gave him a deep, passionate kiss, digging her fingernails into his chest slightly, like an overenthusiatic cat.
 
   She knew what she was doing, and Felix almost couldn’t handle how good it felt. She could break him like this, through offering warmth, refuge, and sex. His cock pulsed with deep instinctive, primal need. 
 
   He could feel himself approaching the point of no return, and knew that he couldn’t let it happen. She could not get ahold of his seed. Even discarding the potential of magical mischief, she was a young, fertile woman. The idea of a werewolf carrying Felix’s child, even just the potential for it, made his heart skip a beat.
 
   “I won’t!” he shouted. Felix jammed his elbow up into Gwen’s solar plexus, feeling a bit bad about it. She took the blow easily and let out a laugh. Her hand moved faster than Felix could understand, slapping him hard across the face in exactly the same place Stella had that morning.
 
   “You play rough, denbrother,” whispered Gwen. “That’s fine with me.”
 
   She rubbed her breasts against his chest, continuing to ride in sensual, ecstatic glory. Felix felt her lips against his, and was surprised to find himself kissing her back. He wanted her, though he denied the truth of it. He wanted to blow his seed inside of her, now and many times over, pushing it in until the last stroke.
 
   They moved with each other, two enemies come to a truce in the name of a greater goal. The goal was pure, unadulterated sexual pleasure, and nothing had ever seemed so worthy before in Felix’s eyes. He twisted again, and Gwen let him slide her back underneath him. She let out a sexy growl and wrapped her arms around his neck. Felix slammed into her, his body slapping against hers and creating a rhythm in the silent winter night.
 
   His cock pulsed, and he knew it was time. Felix leaned forward, kissing Gwen deeply while he fumbled with the sleeping bag’s inner zipper. He pulled it down just in time, turning to the side and blasting his load out into the shockingly cold snow.
 
   “Whoa!” he said, feeling both the pleasure and the biting cold against his loins sharing the moment. 
 
   “You stupid jerk!” cried Gwen. “Why would you do that?”
 
   She pulled him back into the sleeping bag, zipping it up, but it was already too late. Felix was expended. She crossed her arms, pouting for a moment before curling her head against his chest.
 
   “I wasn’t done…” she whispered. “That’s really inconsiderate!”
 
   Felix chuckled. A hundred different thoughts fought for supremacy inside his head, but he pushed them aside and closed his eyes. He’d deal with it all in the morning. He could keep a truce with her until then.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Felix was alone in the sleeping bag when he awoke. The sky overhead was overcast, and he could hear soft, crackling ambient noise from nearby. He slipped out of the tiny root shelter, rushing to pull his clothes on as the freezing cold air hit the exposed skin of his body.
 
   Once he was fully dressed, including boots and snow gear, he made his way out into the open. Gwen had built a fire, somehow, and sat holding a small branch skewered animal over it, facing away from him. Felix felt his opinion of her soften a bit more.
 
   “Morning,” he said. “Is that breakfast?”
 
   Gwen looked over her shoulder at him, her vibrant white hair moving like thin strands of silk. She had fresh blood on her lips and around her mouth, along with a wild look in her eyes.
 
   “Yes,” she said. “I figured you’d want to have your portion cooked.”
 
   She laughed and pulled the animal out of the fire. It was a small rabbit with a decent layer of char on the outside. Still, it smelled good, and when she passed it to Felix, he didn’t object to accepting it. 
 
   “Thanks,” he said, frowning a bit. Gwen was watching him with her pale blue eyes, her body language tense, and her bloody face making her look feral.
 
   “We’ll travel the rest of the way today, brother,” said Gwen. “And I will bring you to our denmother.”
 
   Felix took a bite out of the rabbit, singeing his tongue on the hot, cooked flesh inside.
 
   “Gwen…” he said, shaking his head. “I’m going back to the tower. I’m not joining up with you and your… family, or whatever it is.”
 
   “You don’t have a choice, brother,” said Gwen. “You’re already a part of it.”
 
   She stood up and turned to face him. Gwen had a somewhat smug look on her face, and managed to press her breasts, covered as they were by her winter coat, out in an alluring manner.
 
   “I do have a choice, Gwen,” said Felix, keeping his eyes on hers.
 
   “You made your choice last night,” whispered Gwen, stepping closer. “Was it a hard one?”
 
   Felix frowned. He wanted to look away from her, but something kept him from being able to do it. It wasn’t out of fear, or pride, or anything like that. She was a wild woman, and with that came an aura of raw, angry sexuality that simultaneously made him want to fight and fuck her.
 
   “You could make the choice again,” whispered Gwen. “And again. Harder, and faster. Any way you want it, if you can manage to take it.”
 
   She leaned forward, pressing her bloody lips against his. Felix tasted copper, and rather than being disgusted, felt a rush of pleasure and primal excitement. He pushed his tongue into her mouth and pulled her against him with his free hand, his cock hardening as her body undulated against his.
 
   “No…” he said, clearing his head. “No.”
 
   He took a step back from Gwen and focused on the rabbit, eating what was left of the flesh. Gwen seemed disappointed, maybe even a little hurt. She walked back over to the fire and sat down hard next to it, like a dog staking out a spot next to the door.
 
   “You can’t turn away from your family so easily, brother,” said Gwen. “You shall understand soon enough.”
 
   The two of them spent a couple of rather awkward moments of warming themselves by the fire. Felix was having a hard time understanding Gwen, though given that she was a woman and a werewolf, he was not surprised.
 
   She would act like a lovey, horny teenager one minute, teasing Felix and hitting on him with openly sexual remarks. He’d respond, usually try to put some distance between the two of them, and then Gwen would swing full circle around, as though he’d announced himself as prey for her to chase down and take, a warrior woman with no reservations about her position as top dog.
 
   “We should get moving,” said Gwen, as the fire burned down to chars. Felix nodded.
 
   “I appreciate what you’re doing,” he said. “I just want you to know. Even if I can’t agree with your reasons, and give you what you want.”
 
   “What I want?” Gwen let out a wild laugh. “Right now, brother, what I want…”
 
   She moved toward him, fast enough to make Felix a little nervous. She pulled his hood back and kissed him on the neck, her now clean lips hot against the sensitive skin there, shooting sensual tickles through his body.
 
   “…Is to suck your cock,” she whispered. “And make you beg for release, until you see the benefit in coming home to your family.”
 
   Felix stepped away from her, shaking his head. He was grinning stupidly, and so turned on that part of him considered pulling her back into the root shelter and spending the rest of the day there.
 
   “Wow,” he said. “That’s more tempting than I can even put into words.”
 
   Gwen smiled an oddly girlish smile. She didn’t press on with her advances, which disappointed Felix a little, even though he knew that it would be a bad idea to give into them.
 
   The two of them started walking. Felix let Gwen lead, and she was good at it, picking a path through the forest that led through shallow snow, and kept them out of the thicker sections of obstructing branches.
 
   A few hours went by, mostly in silence. Gwen asked Felix questions about his past and personal life. Felix made jokes and dodged as best as he could, only revealing the bare facts. He told her that he was an orphan, and that he was a wanderer, and not much more.
 
   They pushed their way out of the forest and into a small clearing. The mountains were visible ahead, and Felix felt a stab of despair hit him as he saw how large and imposing they were. They’d looked small, manageable, even, from the helicopter.
 
   “How the fuck are we going to get past these?” he asked. 
 
   Gwen smiled mischievously at him.
 
   “I know a way,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Gwen led Felix along the edge of the mountains, to the north. It was opposite the direction Felix would have chosen for them from his gut feeling. They were heading away from the tower, and into colder territory.
 
   He didn’t question her judgement, and after ten minutes of walking, he saw exactly what she had in mind. Gwen slowed to a stop a few hundred yards away from an old train tunnel, the center of it pitch black and foreboding.
 
   “It leads through,” she said. “But we must be careful.”
 
   Felix frowned at her.
 
   “And, uh, why would that be?” he asked.
 
   Gwen’s eyes were active, slowly scanning the area ahead of them. 
 
   “This is owned territory,” she said. “The being that owns it is a supernatural spirit of nightmares. The tunnel is her home.”
 
   Felix smiled slightly at that. 
 
   “A supernatural spirit?” he asked, shaking his head. It sounded outlandish, but then again, so did the idea of werewolves.
 
   “We call her the Hooded Bitch,” said Gwen. She looked deadly serious.
 
   “And you want us to head through it?” he asked. “That seems rather brash.”
 
   “She has not been present for at least a moon or more,” said Gwen. “The risk is acceptable.”
 
   Felix shrugged.
 
   “Alright,” he said. “If you say so.”
 
   Felix walked next to Gwen as they approached the tunnel’s entrance. A musky smell came from the inside of it, like wet concrete on a humid day. The tunnel was pitch black, and long enough to make it impossible for him to see to the other side.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” he asked.
 
   “I can make out the details,” said Gwen. “If you’d accept your beast nature, you’d be able to, as well.”
 
   Felix started to respond to that, but stopped himself, instead considering her words carefully. He’d brushed off all of the comments related to his status as a wolfbound, from Stella, Trent, and now Gwen. Now, standing next to Gwen and being closer to the truth of it, he felt oddly curious.
 
   As far as he could remember, he’d never been bitten by a werewolf, or any wolf, for that matter. Felix hadn’t felt unusual or different growing up, and couldn’t remember episodes of random aggression, or cravings for raw meat. How then, he wondered, did he become an object of fixation for Gwen and her pack?
 
   “Stay close,” whispered Gwen.
 
   “I thought you said…” Felix hesitated, caught a little off guard by how his voice echoed through the tunnel. “You said that this Hooded Bitch chick wasn’t around.”
 
   “She isn’t,” said Gwen. “Something else is.”
 
   Felix stayed silent. He strained to see in the dark of tunnel, making out little more than vague shadows and black static. Gwen reached down and took his hand into hers, gently leading him forward.
 
   He couldn’t see, but he could hear, and there was something ahead of them. Scraping sounds came from deeper within the tunnel, along with the heavy breathing of a large animal. Gwen led him a few hundred feet further, and the two of them curled around a gentle corner. 
 
   The white of the other tunnel’s far exit came into view, along with a shape blocking the center of it. Gwen came to an abrupt stop and squeezed Felix’s hand.
 
   “It’s a grizzly bear,” she whispered. 
 
   Felix blinked. He looked over at her, and even though he couldn’t see her face clearly, he could sense her fear.
 
   “A grizzly bear?” he whispered. “Nothing supernatural?”
 
   Gwen took a deep breath.
 
   “We don’t fuck with grizzly bears,” she said. “Not even as a pack.”
 
   Felix let out an exasperated sigh. They were so close, and the tunnel would save them so much time. He took a step forward, all but dragging Gwen along with him.
 
   “We’ll just go around it,” he whispered.
 
   “This is a bad idea!” hissed Gwen. “Felix!”
 
   She dug her feet in against one of the rails of the train tracks and tried to hold him back. She was stronger than he was, and for a moment, Felix felt content to let her have her way.
 
   “No…” he said, coming to a decision. “I have to get back to the tower as soon as possible. Gwen, we have to go past it.”
 
   She swore under her breath, but didn’t hesitate as Felix led her forward. Her hand was shaking, to the degree that it made him wonder about what sort of experiences she had to justify so strong of a response. 
 
   They came with fifty feet of the grizzly bear before it paid them any notice. Felix still couldn’t see more than the outline of its body at the edge of the tunnel, but he could hear it, and he could smell it. The tunnel was wide enough that they could, theoretically, make it around it without any direct contact, but that was assuming that it was a mild mannered beast.
 
   The grizzly bear sniffed the air, and took a single step toward them. Felix felt Gwen’s hand slip from his as a bright flash of light came from her body. He reached for it again and found fur, rather than skin. Gwen, now in wolf form, let out a low snarl and charged forward. 
 
   “Gwen!” he shouted. The sound echoed through the tunnel, and from above them, he heard the sound of a half dozen bats flapping their wings and screeching in high pitched voices.
 
   Gwen approached the grizzly brazenly, intent on fighting despite her earlier reaction. It was like she was a different person, her emotions swapped for those of another. Felix thought about it for a moment and decided that it was an assessment dangerously close to the truth.
 
   The grizzly bear made hardly any noise as it squared off against its opponent. Even though Gwen was larger than a regular wolf in her transformed state, comparing the shadowed outlines of the two creatures was like looking at a diagram of the extremes of martial arts weight classes. She didn’t have a hope in hell, and it had been Felix’s idea to bring her into contact with her opponent.
 
   Gwen snarled and snapped her jaws at the grizzly. The massive beast swatted her back with an open pawed strike. Gwen tried to hop out of the way, but the brunt of the blow struck her upside the head, stunning her and giving the grizzly room to advance.
 
   The fight would be over in seconds. Felix knew it at an instinctual level, thousands of years of evolved instincts allowing him to predict the outcome of the two predators with near certainty. He charged, feeling a surge of protectiveness. Gwen had saved his life. He had to save hers.
 
   “Back off!” He screamed at the top of his lungs, acting on the only idea that came to mind. The sound of Felix’s voice echoed in the tunnel, and more bats began to stir from their roost above.
 
   He screamed again, this time wordlessly, working his vocal cords hard enough to make them scratchy and painful. He took deep breath after deep breath, screaming for Gwen’s life and likely his own. The sound of the bats grew louder, loud enough to cover the sound of his shouting, as a massive amount of them surged toward the tunnel’s exit.
 
   Felix fell to the ground next to Gwen, still in wolf form and still dazed from the grizzly’s blow. He held her tight against the train tracks and watched as a tsunami of waxy black wings and long eared bodies smashed into the grizzly. The bear roared and swatted at the cloud of bats, but it did little good, and after half a second, it charged out of the tunnel’s exit and into the wilderness.
 
   Gwen flashed white, and in place of fur, Felix now held a jacket covered breast. He chuckled under his breath, relief over taking him.
 
   “See?” he said, smiling. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”
 
   Gwen didn’t say anything. Felix ran his hand up her back, stopping when touched her hair and felt wet, sticky blood.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   “Gwen?” Felix cradled her head underneath his hand, shaking her gently. “Gwen!”
 
   She stirred, but only barely. In the dark it was impossible for him to tell whether or not her eyes were open and aware. Felix carefully looped his arms underneath her and lifted her up, carrying her out of the tunnel.
 
   Gwen was lighter than she looked, even after taking the small backpack she wore into account. Felix stopped outside the tunnel to examine her. She was unconscious, and the wound on the back of her head still bled freely.
 
   “Damn it, Gwen,” he muttered. “This is so unfair.”
 
   He searched through her bag. She didn’t have a medical kit, but he found a spare t-shirt and ripped a bandage sized strip from it, binding it against her head and hoping that it would hold for long enough for the wound to close up on its own.
 
   North Spire was visible in the distance, down a snowy hill and across a long stretch of frozen flatland. Felix lifted Gwen in her hands and started walking. Every step took an effort, the knee high snow doing everything in its power to trip him up and sap his strength.
 
   He walked at a slow pace, stopping frequently to let his arms rest. Felix was surprised at just how much concern he felt for Gwen. She’d gone up against the grizzly for his sake, even if it had been stupid and misguided. It was his responsibility to make sure she got the care she needed.
 
   “Don’t bleed to death, Gwen,” he whispered. “Please.”
 
   The traveling became slightly easier once he’d made it to the bottom of the hill. He hesitated before starting toward the tower, remembering his own attempted murder. Trent’s helicopter was in the same spot he’d landed it in initially, and that could only mean one thing.
 
   Felix was still about a few hundred feet out from the tower when he saw two figures emerge from the entrance, headed straight toward him. He sat down in the snow, carefully cradling Gwen’s head underneath his legs, and waved a hand at them.
 
   Stella approached, followed shortly behind by Trent. Felix stiffened his jaw when he saw the man, but controlled himself as they drew within speaking range.
 
   “How did you know I was down here?” he asked. “Were you watching from the window?”
 
   “I set up some alarm wards,” said Stella. “They only go off if a supernatural threat passes through them.”
 
   “What?” Felix looked at her, uncomprehending.
 
   “Felix…” Stella’s voice was neutral, with a hint of tension in it. “Get away from her.”
 
   Felix stared at her, unable to comprehend what she meant. He looked down at Gwen, and then back up at Stella.
 
   “Are you serious?” He shook his head. “Stella, she saved my life. He, Trent, tried to fucking kill me!”
 
   Trent took a step forward, his hand reaching under his jacket, toward a gun shaped bulge on the side of his abdomen.
 
   “Stella, he can’t be allowed back into the tower!” said Trent. “There’s two of them, and we won’t get a better chance. We need to end this, here and now!”
 
   “We don’t know that they had anything to do with it!” snapped Stella.
 
   Felix still held Gwen’s head protectively. He wanted to stand up, to get in Trent’s face, even knowing what a terrible idea it would be, all things considered. 
 
   “Stella, what the fuck?” he snapped. “Did you know? Did you know he was going to try to kill me?”
 
   Stella flinched back, a hurt expression on her face. She shook her head, holding one hand out toward him and one toward Trent, as though trying to keep them both from each other.
 
   “I didn’t know!” she said. “He told me he was going to evaluate your condition.”
 
   She shot Trent a frosty glare.
 
   “I did,” said Trent. “And I acted on said evaluation!”
 
   “You pushed him out of your helicopter, Trent,” said Stella, coldly. “If it turns out that they aren’t involved, you’ve still all but declared war on them.”
 
   “Involved in what?” asked Felix. “Stella, what is going on?”
 
   Stella took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. She ran a hand through her hair, letting autumn strands fall over her coat.
 
   “Mayor Senhaji has gone missing,” she said. “We suspect that… it may be due to a new supernatural threat.”
 
   Trent made to step toward Felix and Stella turned angrily in his direction. The tips of her fingers glowed with red energy, and he stopped in his tracks. Felix remembered what Trent had told him about Stella being dangerous, and found himself suddenly appreciative of her presence there.
 
   “Look, Stella, I have nothing to do with that,” said Felix. “And neither does Gwen. She’s wounded, it could be a concussion, or something worse. We have to get her inside the tower.”
 
   “Over my dead body,” snarled Trent. He spoke the words in a way that left no doubt as whether he truly meant them.
 
   “Felix…” said Stella. “I’m sorry. I trust you, I really do. But her…”
 
   She looked down at Gwen, the crude bandage tied across her head, her white hair streaked with red blood, and frowned. 
 
   “You want me to leave her?” asked Felix. “To abandon her out here, in the snow.”
 
   He stood up, not waiting for an answer, gently taking Gwen in his arms, and turned away from them.
 
   “Felix!” said Stella. “Think about what you’re doing! It’s suicide to stay out in the cold, a storm will hit within the next few days.”
 
   Felix walked away without looking back, his arms tired, and his legs weary.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Felix walked in the direction of the Crystal Caves, less out of deliberate intention and more due to the fact that it was the only other place he could think of to go. Gwen needed help, and he’d encountered the other wolves in her pack their before.
 
   It took him the better part of an hour to make it within sight of the entrance. He was almost at the point of exhaustion, and knew that he’d only be able to keep carrying Gwen for a limited amount of time before his arms gave out.
 
   He took a rest before heading in, sitting down in the cold snow and keeping Gwen’s head supported. He wanted to shake her again, to try to wake her up. It would solve so much, and save him from the lump of guilt that had formed in his stomach.
 
   “Gwen…” he whispered. “Come on, Gwen.”
 
   He didn’t actually shake her. She looked so fragile, so vulnerable, that it would have been like shaking a broken toy. Instead, Felix pulled her in closer to his chest, trying not to think too much about the harsh reality of the situation.
 
   Footsteps crunched on the snow behind him. Felix looked over his shoulder, expecting to see Stella come to reconsider, or maybe Trent baring down on him with a knife. Instead, he saw two white wolves, both on the small side, nearly identical to each other, loping toward him.
 
   “Help…” he said. “I have Gwen! Are you… her sisters?”
 
   The wolves burst into blinding white light, and standing in their places were two young girls, identical twins, from the look of it. They had the same color hair as Gwen, but otherwise looked completely different.
 
   Their features were petite, almost childlike, but something about the expression in their violet colored eyes betrayed their age. Felix was sure that they were at least eighteen or nineteen, but if he’d only seen them from the back or side, he would of thought them a half dozen years younger.
 
   “Please,” he said. “Can you help her?”
 
   The two girls didn’t say anything. They didn’t even make eye contact with him, and both of them fidgeted shyly. They had on matching purple and pink snowsuits. If Felix hadn’t seen them in their wolf forms, he would have thought them to be harmless.
 
   The girls turned away from him and started walking at a pace slow enough to allow for him to follow with Gwen in his arms. They led him past the caves, further out into the distance. A small, jagged cliff stood on the horizon, and it became clear after a couple of minutes that it was where they were headed.
 
   “Is this your home?” asked Felix. Neither girl said anything to him, or even looked over their shoulder back at him. Felix bit back a joke about both of them being the strong, silent type and kept following. 
 
   More details came into view as they approached. The snow was cleared out from a section in front of the cave. A massive metal door, the kind that would be appropriate for a bomb shelter or military facility, was inset to the rock of the cliff wall at ground level. A metal snow shovel stood behind it, and seemed oddly out of place.
 
   The girls walked up to the door. Felix came in closer behind him and realized that neither one rose up more than a hand’s length beyond his waist. He waited patiently, Gwen’s weight feeling suddenly heavy in his arms, as they turned a massive spinning door handle into a complicated pattern. It seemed more like they were opening a combination lock than a door, and Felix heard a faint click as the tumblers fell into place.
 
   It took both girls working together to pull the door open. They brushed snow off their clothes as they stepped inside, making no indication as to whether or not Felix should follow. He hesitated for a moment, and then quickly carried Gwen after them.
 
   The place was totally different from what Felix had been expecting. The first room, other than the concrete walls and corrugated metal floor, could have easily been mistake for a homely living room, only larger.
 
   A massive carpet sat in the center of the room, with a couch and a very old looking TV and VCR combo sitting across from it. There were other electric appliances and outlets, too, though how in the world a place so far removed from, well, the world, got electricity, Felix had no idea.
 
   An L shaped couch filled one of the room’s corners, and doors and hallways jutted off in several directions. Both of the young twin girls took off their snow gear and placed it all into a closet next to the door, which they’d circled around to shut behind Felix and Gwen.
 
   “Breeze? Windy?” A voice came from the door in the back of the living room. “Did you manage to…?”
 
   A woman walked into the living dressed in a pink apron over sweatpants, a t-shirt, and an apron. She had long vibrant white hair, almost down to her waist, intricately woven into a single braid. Her eyes were the same pale blue as Gwen’s, but her face looked older and wiser.
 
   It wasn’t that she looked old. Felix couldn’t have guessed at the woman’s age for any amount of money. She could have been anywhere from 25 to 50 in physical appearance, but judging from just her eyes made him want to expand his estimate out by about a hundred years.
 
   Her body, much like that of Gwen, was a fantastic mix of curves, bust, and butt. She wasn’t quite as alluring in any of those departments, but the way she held herself, the confidence and ease in her body language, more than made up for it.
 
   “Here, follow me,” said the woman, Nalya, the denmother of the white wolves. “Breeze, Windy, bring me the bandages and some ice from outside.”
 
   The young girls immediately went to work. Felix followed Nalya as she led him down a hallway and around a corner.
 
   “How did it happen?” asked Nalya. 
 
   “She... was trying to help me,” said Felix. “There was a grizzly bear, and she tried to fight it.”
 
   “Yes, that sounds like my daughter,” said Nalya, in a soft voice. “And you saving her from there, and bringing her back… sounds like my son.”
 
   Felix blinked at her, too tired to object to her mischaracterization. Nalya led him into a bedroom. The wallpaper was pink, with small cats and ponies drawn into the pattern. The bed was similarly girly, which made sense in context.
 
   What didn’t was the wooden stand holding half a dozen Japanese swords of various length, and the locked cabinet next to it that had piles of boxes of bullets stacked on top of it. Felix gently set Gwen down on the bed, accepting Nalya’s help as she cradled the girl’s head.
 
   “Felix,” whispered Nalya. “You should rest on one of the couches in the living room. I will set out blankets and a pillow for you once I’ve taken care of Gwen’s condition.”
 
   “Nalya,” said Felix, preparing to protest. He couldn’t stay with them, not with Trent back in the tower and whatever other chaos was taking place.
 
   Nalya smiled softly at him, her eyes containing a kind of love that Felix had never seen before. She reached out her hand and cupped his cheek. She was almost as tall as he was, and it seemed totally natural for her to lean his head forward and plant a kiss on his forehead.
 
   “We are your denfamily,” she whispered. “Welcome home, Felix.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   The two twin girls, Breeze and Windy, passed Felix by on his way back out into the living room. Now that he was no longer carrying Gwen, his exhaustion seemed to have taken the liberty of hitting him all at once. He sat down on the couch, feeling hungry, thirsty, and incredibly weary.
 
   He thought about the way Stella had treated him, turning him away from the tower as though he was a dangerous monster. He thought of Dani, who he hadn’t seen or talked to in what felt like an eternity. He wondered about how she was holding up.
 
   The one thing that still gnawed at Felix was what Gwen and Nalya kept insisting. It didn’t make sense that he could be a part of their denfamily, or wolfbound, as Stella had called it. He was Felix Honlan, a rather mediocre photographer with a van and a camera and not much else. He didn’t have any memories of being raised by wolves, or even bit by one, if that was how the condition spread.
 
   Felix had almost drifted off to sleep by the time Nalya reemerged from Gwen’s room. She walked over to where he was on the couch and ran a hand through his hair. The gesture should have been off putting, having a woman he’d known for all of an hour violating his personal space, but it wasn’t. He felt comforted by it, and a little disappointed when she stopped.
 
   “I’ll get you some food,” said Nalya. “I was actually baking a cake when you arrived. Dinner is already finished.”
 
   She disappeared into the kitchen for a moment, coming back with a bowl of steaming soup and a massive hunk of homemade bread. She passed both to Felix and he felt his mouth immediately begin to water.
 
   “Rabbit and vegetable stew,” said Nalya. “Gwen is a little picky when it comes to eating cooked meat, but Breeze and Windy prefer it that way.”
 
   Felix smiled at that.
 
   “I noticed,” he said. “Though she does seem to be found of rabbit.”
 
   He ate a spoonful of the soup and almost shuddered with pleasure from the taste. Nalya went back into the kitchen, coming back with a small dinner tray, which she set in front of him on the couch, a cup of water, and an unlabeled bottle of beer.
 
   “Here,” she said. “Eat over the tray. No need for you to get crumbs everywhere.”
 
   “Right,” said Felix. “My bad.”
 
   He ate bread and soup and drank the entire cup of water in a few rushed gulps. Nalya smiled and dutifully left to refill it for him. He also tried the beer, which was strong, tasty, and clearly the result of a successful homebrew.
 
   “Now,” said Nalya. “I’m sure you have questions for me. I don’t mind answering them, Felix.”
 
   Felix drained the rest of his soup and sat back on the couch, satisfied and better able to focus with a full stomach. He nodded.
 
   “I do,” he said. “Nalya… None of this makes any sense to me. How can I be a part of your denfamily? I’m not, I mean, we aren’t… related, as far as I know, right?”
 
   Nalya smiled. She walked over to the spot next to him on the couch and sat down, pushing up until she sat with her shoulder and breast pushed against him. She watched Felix carefully, as though she could read every mannerism and expression.
 
   “We are not related by blood,” said Nalya. “None of us are, except for Breeze and Windy. We’re related by something much deeper than that, much more meaningful.”
 
   Felix shook his head slowly, more out of confusion than objection.
 
   “There are very few of our kind left,” said Nalya. “You were not born to be wolfbound, Felix. Very few are.”
 
   “Then how…?” Felix frowned. “You picked me, didn’t you?”
 
   “We picked you as much as you picked us,” whispered Nalya. “You chose to join our denfamily in those first few moments in the crystal caves, whether you knew it then or not.”
 
   “But… what does that mean?” he asked.
 
   “It depends on the choices you make from here forward,” said Nalya. “But regardless of what you pick, I will continue to be your denmother, as Gwen and the twins will be your densisters.”
 
   Felix cringed internally. He scratched his head and managed half a shrug.
 
   “About that,” he said, in an embarrassed voice. “Gwen and I, well, we sort of…”
 
   Nalya let out a small laugh, the sound of it light, charming, and vaguely condescending.
 
   “We do not have hangups over our sexuality as regular humans do,” she said. “We’re far more flexible about that type of thing.”
 
   The couch felt a little smaller to Felix after hearing her words. Her hand had drifted onto his chest, and Nalya watched him almost expectantly, not saying anything, reading his reaction. Felix nodded slowly.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “That’s, uh, good to know.”
 
   “Yes,” said Nalya. “It is.”
 
   She stood up from her spot and walked back into the kitchen, taking all of Felix’s dishes, except for the beer, with her. Felix picked up the bottle and slowly sipped at it, feeling all of his muscles crying out for sleep. He finished the beer and buried his head into the pillow, closing his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   “Wake up, Felix.”
 
   Nalya’s voice was soft and hot in his ear. She slowly shook him by the shoulder and Felix opened his eyes, taking a moment to adjust to the darkness of the den.
 
   “Nalya?” he whispered.
 
   “Gwen’s condition is getting worse,” whispered Nalya. “The wound… it is not healing as it should be.”
 
   Felix sat up sharply at that. He blinked, his eyes making out Nalya’s form in front of him. She was wearing a loose night robe, and kept one hand resting on his thigh.
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” he asked
 
   Nalya nodded slowly.
 
   “There is a draught I can make for her,” she whispered. “It would go a long way toward restoring her strength. It requires… some of your essence.”
 
   Felix nodded.
 
   “Whatever it is, I’ll do it,” he said. “Gwen saved my life. The least I can do is return the favor.”
 
   “The essence I speak of…” Nalya’s hand ran up Felix’s thigh, coming to a rest on top of his erection. “Comes from here. Can you do that for me, denchild?”
 
   Felix felt his cock hardening under her touch. He was a little ashamed of himself, and confused by the way Nalya and Gwen spoke of his place within their family, and their relationships.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “It’s no problem.”
 
   Nalya’s hand stayed where it was. Felix had slept in his boxers, and the thin fabric wasn’t enough to block out the soft touch of her fingers, and the warmth of her hand.
 
   “Do you need help?” whispered Nalya. “From your denmother?”
 
   Felix started to say no, but her hand was already moving, sliding his boxers down, running across his hard cock. He groaned as Nalya’s fingers wrapped around his erection and began to stroke.
 
   “Oh,” he whispered. “Jesus. Nalya, I can… do it.”
 
   “Are you sure?” There was a hint of amusement in Nalya’s voice, as though she enjoyed teasing him. She stroked her hand up and down several times in the silence that followed.
 
   “Uh…” Felix tried to reiterate his objection, but the words had been replaced by the soft pleasure of Nalya’s movements.
 
   “Just let your denmother take care of you,” whispered Nalya.
 
   “Quit saying that,” he snapped.
 
   Nalya brought her mouth in close to his cock, still stroking with small, gentle movements. Felix felt something soft, wet, and hot slide it’s way from the base of his shaft to the tip of his cock. He shivered with ecstasy, the sensation incredible and intense.
 
   “Do you like your denmother’s tongue?” whispered Nalya. “Does it feel good against your hardness?”
 
   Felix moaned. He grabbed onto the side of the couch as Nalya returned to slowly stroking, keeping her face close enough to his erection for him to feel her hot breath against it.
 
   “This is what it means to be part of a denfamily,” whispered Nalya. “Pleasure and love are not hard to come by, here. You could have all of us at your beck and call, provided you were enough of an animal to take what you wanted.”
 
   She gave his cock a light, teasing squeeze, and continued stroking. Her words were soft and seductive, dirty talk of a different kind. She kept calling herself his denmother, and as ashamed as it made Felix feel, something about it made him want to throw her down on the couch and wrestle with her as he’d wrestled with Gwen.
 
   “Even Breeze and Windy,” whispered Nalya. “They are both of… what do you humans call it? The age of majority?”
 
   “Why are you saying all of this?” whispered Felix.
 
   Nalya stroked faster. Felix couldn’t see her face, but her body language seemed bemused, even shadowed as it was.
 
   “Because you are my denchild,” whispered Nalya. “And you have many lessons to learn, as of yet.”
 
   She leaned forward, pursing her lips at the tip of his cock. She watched his reaction, and after a second that seemed to stretch on for an eternity, she pushed her lips against the end of his member and began to suck. Felix shuddered with pleasure as Nalya, his “denmother”, sucked on the head of his cock like a horny cougar.
 
   Nalya still seemed to have control herself, unlike him. She only sucked on the tip, on just enough of Felix’s cock to tease and torture him and flood his mind with what it would feel like to take things further. She ran a hand across his chest and stomach, gently massaging him as she pleasured his tool.
 
   Felix reached a hand out, setting it on the back of her head. It rested there for only a second before Nalya slapped it away. She wanted control, but also seemed to suggest that she wanted him to take it from him, if he could. Felix got the feeling that if he tried to, she would dominate him, at least for the moment, and in his current state.
 
   He leaned his head back, feeling her tongue work itself across his sensitive cock head in complicated patterns, One of her hands continued to stroke his shaft, her saliva dripping down and serving as hot, wet lubricant. She would squeeze each finger individually, running down his shaft like fingers tapping in sequence against a desk.
 
   Felix reached out for her breasts, and managed to get a single soft grope in before Nalya pushed his hand away. She sucked harder, and his hips pushed upward in response, blunting the tip of his cock against the top of her mouth. She set a hand onto his thigh and pushed him back down, holding him in place while she sucked with gentle ferocity.
 
   She’d spoken of Breeze and Windy, the two twins. Of how he could have them if he wanted, as well. The thoughts sent odd thoughts through Felix’s head, each one jumping to the next, building a view of what it would be like to live with the wolves.
 
   Nalya moved her hand and lips faster. The pleasure made it hard for him to focus. It was all from her, his denmother. She’d gone from making him dinner and setting up a place for him to sleep to pleasuring his cock and sucking him off, as smoothly as though it was part of the natural order. And it felt incredible.
 
   “Oh, Nalya…” whispered Felix. Nalya squeezed his thigh, and then pulled back, her lips sliding off his cock with a small popping noise. Felix felt instantly disappointed, but she gave it another sensual lick, from the bottom to the tip.
 
   “You must always be mindful of where you stand, denchild,” whispered Nalya. “There is more to your situation than you know.”
 
   She punctuated each sentence with another lick of his cock. Felix was practically shaking with sexual need. The idea of forcing her down on the couch underneath him and taking her as a woman seemed more appealing, and more within his reach. She was his denmother, he reminded himself. It seemed to mean something more than it had a few hours earlier.
 
   “The power you hold, denchild…” whispered Nalya. She gave his cock another long, gentle suck. Felix let out a moan as the pleasure hit him in a wave. “You must learn how to control it.”
 
   She began blowing him again in earnest, still only allowing the head of his cock into her mouth, but licking and pleasuring it with gentle determination. She wanted his cum, she needed it. Not for herself, but for Gwen, his densister, and her denchild.
 
   “Nalya…” Felix tapped her on the back of the head. She didn’t stop sucking. Her hand moved faster against his shaft, all of it now wet and slick with saliva.
 
   She was kissing it as she sucked, using her lips and mouth in a manner that suggested decades, maybe centuries, of expertise. Felix bucked his hips faster and faster, each time disappointed by the way Nalya pulled back to keep his cock from getting any deeper into her mouth.
 
   “Nalya!” Felix gripped her shoulder with his fingers as he felt himself pass over the line. With practiced movements, Nalya pulled back, moving a small wooden cup into the place her mouth had just been. Felix’s cock exploded, blasting out his seed into the cup as pleasure washed over him.
 
   The orgasm took complete hold over his body, but there was something vaguely disappointing about it. His cock was in the open, in the cold. It was a metaphor to the situation he found himself in with the wolves, caught between the spoils of committing to his new denfamily, and remaining a part of the human world.
 
   “Thank you, Felix,” whispered Nalya. “This will help Gwen.”
 
   He tried not to think about the many other uses his masculine essence could serve, if Nalya was being less than sincere in her intentions. Stella had warned him about the things an experienced magic user could do with it.
 
   “I trust you, Nalya,” whispered Felix. “Please… Help Gwen.”
 
   Nalya nodded slowly.
 
   “I will,” she said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Felix slept well and woke early, feeling an almost immediate stab of concern for Gwen in his stomach. He pulled himself up and found that Nalya was already in the kitchen, working on breakfast. The situation felt strangely familiar, and he warded off feelings of déjà vu as he made his way over to the wolves’ rustic kitchen counter and took a seat.
 
   “Is she doing better?” he asked. Nalya smiled sadly and shook her head.
 
   “She is not doing worse,” she said. “Which is what the potion was intended to prevent. She drank all of it, last night.”
 
   Felix frowned. He tried not to picture Gwen slurping down a potion made of his seed and god knows what else, tried not to see a small dribble of it running down her cute chin.
 
   “What else can I do?” asked Felix. “There must be something else.”
 
   “There is nothing else, denchild,” said Nalya. “It is in nature’s hands now.”
 
   Felix scowled and ran a hand through his hair. Gwen most likely had an infection. He’d seen the wound and didn’t think it was deep enough to do anything worse, at least not given that she was still alive.
 
   “Medicine,” said Felix. “Antibiotics. Do you have any?”
 
   Nalya looked at him blankly.
 
   “Your manmade drugs are not something we keep on hand,” said Nalya. “Though, we have used them in the past.”
 
   “I’ll go to the tower,” said Felix. “And see if I can get some.”
 
   Nalya’s expression darkened slightly, but she didn’t object. Felix could tell that she wasn’t anymore fond of the idea of him trouncing out to North Spire than Stella had been of him shacking up with the wolves. But it wasn’t about him, it was about Gwen, about her life, and the circumstances at hand.
 
   “What time is it?” he asked. Nalya told him, and an idea began to form in his head.
 
   It was still dark outside. Felix walked through the snow, clad in all of his snow gear, away from the wolves’ den. He made several mental notes about where it was in relation to the Modrin Crystal Caves and the tower in the distance. It wasn’t all that easy to spot on his own, and antibiotics would do Gwen no good if he couldn’t get them to her.
 
   He slowed down significantly as he drew closer to the tower, circling around the edge of it rather than heading in through the door. Trent’s helicopter was still out front, and Felix felt a momentary flash of possessiveness over his friends back at the tower. He tried not to think about how well the man had been getting along with everyone, and kept his thoughts on what he needed to do.
 
   Stella’s alarm wards had warned her of his approach last time. Felix had a feeling that if he tried to knock on the front door, he’d just be turned away again. It was depressing to think about how much damage had been done to Stella’s trust of him, just by the fact that he’d had Gwen with him when he’d come back, and been concerned about her. There was little doubt in his mind that she would effuse his request, if she was the one he asked.
 
   North Spire’s school was an external building, one of only two, and slightly outside the radius of what Felix guessed Stella’s wards would cover. He approached the school from the side furthest from the tower, moving slowly and carefully. 
 
   There were a couple of classrooms that he could see into through the row of windows along the back wall, but only one of them seemed to have been used recently. Felix tried the window, and after knocking loose some snow and ice, it gave way.
 
   He let out a sigh of relief and carefully climbed through, knocking snow off his boots as he lifted them over. There was still a small amount of snow on the floor, but he scooped it up in his hands and dusted it back out the window. It had taken him longer than he’d thought to make the trip, and he only had a few minutes left to prepare the rest of his plan.
 
   Felix pulled off one of Dani’s pink gloves, and after a quick scan of the room, found a piece of paper and pencil to write with. He scribbled a quick note, asking her to make up an excuse to stay after class, telling her he was sorry. He wished he could write more, but he could already hear noises coming from elsewhere within the building.
 
   He left the pink glove, with his note in it, by the classroom’s entrance and then disappeared into the back of the room, hiding behind an empty bookshelf. The classroom was warm. He hadn’t noticed at first, but the more he thought about it, the more unusual it seemed.
 
   It meant that the heat had either been left on overnight, or someone had come out in the early hours of morning to turn the heat on in time for it to warm the building. Both said a lot about North Spire’s priorities, as did the fact that the school was one of the essential, separate buildings from the main tower. The people of the tower cared about their future, about their children and education.
 
   “Take your snow gear off and put it into your cubbies!” said a shrill, female voice. “I don’t want to see anything left on the floor. Danica, please help the younger children with it.”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Alexia,” said Dani.
 
   Felix smiled, almost feeling tempted to poke his head out and watch the scene stealthily. He heard voices of children of all ages, some of them only barely past being toddlers, with a few at the other end of the spectrum nearer to Dani’s age. 
 
   “Who’s pink glove is this?” demanded Ms. Alexia, as the children settled in.
 
   “That’s… mine?” Dani’s voice sounded confused. Felix could practically hear the gears turning in her head. He couldn’t resist taking a look.
 
   There were about twenty kids in total in the class, most of them in the grade school range. They all sat in neat rows of desk, looking up at a stern looking woman in her thirties, presumably Ms. Alexia. Ms. Alexia watched Dani in turn, who was staring at the glove, and had apparently felt the note within.
 
   “Well, Dani?” asked Ms. Alexia. “Set a proper example for the young ones.”
 
   “I, oh, right,” said Dani. She smiled and stepped back into the coatroom. She was wearing jeans along with a jade green sweater that managed to be tight around the chest while still fitting her perfectly. Felix was at just the right angle to see her pull the note out and scan it over. She looked up, almost spotting him.
 
   He saw something on Dani’s face that he hadn’t expected to see. She was a little scared, a little nervous, a little unsure of the situation she now found herself in. No, Felix realized that she wasn’t just scared for herself. She was scared for the kids, and it only took him a moment of stark self-awareness to see why. It was because of him.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   The morning’s lesson went by arduously slow. Felix had to stay in position the entire time, a task that had seemed easier when forming the plan in his head than it was in practice. Ms. Alexia was a slightly irritable, albeit effective teacher.
 
   Dani served as both a teaching assistant and student, with Ms. Alexia giving her self-guided work throughout the class. She sounded very young when she spoke to her teacher, her voice high pitched and obedient in a way all pupils have in common.
 
   She helped explain the ABCs, helped with adding, subtracting, and multiplying numbers. Dani was the true star of the class. The kids seemed to love her, and even crabby Ms. Alexia sounded as though she had a soft spot for the girl.
 
   They took a break for lunch around noon, which Felix, having skipped breakfast to get to the school in time, found particularly painful to overhear. Then, they returned to their lessons for another hour or so, the day’s lesson coming to an end with a group reading session that Ms. Alexia had Dani lead.
 
   “That will be all, for today,” said Ms. Alexia. “Get your snow gear on. Mr. Daniels will be supervising your outside playtime behind the tower.”
 
   “Uh, Ms. Alexia?” asked Dani, hesitantly. “Is it okay if stay after for a bit? I have some… reading, I’d like to catch up on.”
 
   Ms. Alexia didn’t answer right away, and Felix felt his heart skip a beat. It all came down to this. He’d have wasted most of the day, otherwise, and that wasn’t a length of time that Gwen could afford.
 
   “I don’t see why not,” said Ms. Alexia. “You can do the last sweep of the room while you’re at it. Make sure no garbage is left on the floor.”
 
   “Yes, Ms. Alexia,” said Dani.
 
   The teacher and the rest of the students filed out of the classroom. Felix risked another glance out from behind the bookshelf. Dani was standing by the door, fidgeting a little nervously as she listened to the rest of her class exiting out of the building. Finally, after several silent seconds had passed by, she turned back to face the not so empty room.
 
   “Felix?” she said, softly.
 
   “Yeah,” he said, stepping out from behind the bookshelf. “It’s me.”
 
   Dani stared at him with wide eyes. A smile slowly crept onto her face, though he could tell she was trying to contain it. Her dimples flared into existence, bringing even more girlish attractiveness onto her already pretty face.
 
   “Felix!” She lunged forward, wrapping her arms around him and hugging him tight. Felix grinned and hugged her back, feeling as though her reaction made up for Stella’s coldness the day before.
 
   But then, he’d been there to help save Dani. She’d been a victim of the Ice Dancer, turned into a double agent, a thrall, by the supernatural queen of winter. Felix had played the role of her knight in shining armor, but that was then, and so much had happened in the time intervening.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” said Dani. “Better, now with you here.”
 
   “Did Stella…?” He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. “Did she tell you about what’s going on?”
 
   Dani took a step back and looked at him, putting an effort into keeping her face neutral.
 
   “She told me that you and Trent got into some sort of fight,” said Dani. “Everything has been happening so fast, between that, and then the Mayor’s disappearance…”
 
   “That’s… it was a little different from that, at least from my perspective,” said Felix. 
 
    “Felix…” said Dani. “Trent says… He says that you can’t come back into the tower. He says that we can’t trust you.”
 
   “Trent tried to kill me, Dani,” Felix said, in a quiet voice. “He’s out of his mind.”
 
   Dani frowned, her eyes as much a part of the expression as her mouth.
 
   “He’s a monster hunter, Felix,” said Dani. “The surveying, the guided tours, it’s all just a cover story. He came to North Spire to hunt down some of the supernatural threats in the area.”
 
   Felix gritted his teeth, feeling a flush of anger on his face.
 
   “I’m not a threat, Dani!” he shouted. Dani flinched back. For a split second, fear flashed across her face.
 
   “Felix…” she said, her voice soft and serious. “People are really scared. The children are scared. The mayor’s disappearance has shaken everyone to the core.”
 
   “And you think I have something to do with it?” snapped Felix.
 
   Dani folded her arms. She looked almost on the verge of tears, but there was still strength within her, and she met his gaze without looking away.
 
   “Why are you here, Felix?” she asked. 
 
   Felix frowned. He could already sense how the rest of the conversation was going to go, but had no other choice but to push forward.
 
   “I need antibiotics,” he said.
 
   “For yourself?” asked Dani.
 
   Felix shook his head.
 
   “After Trent pushed me out of the helicopter, and yes, that is what happened… One of the wolves found me. She got injured.”
 
   Dani shook her head, taking a deep, shaky breath. She held out a hand when Felix took a step forward to comfort her, keeping him at bay.
 
   “So it’s true?” Her voice was scratchy and sharp, threatening to break.
 
   “Look, they aren’t bad people,” said Felix.
 
   “They aren’t people!” shouted Dani. “I… I didn’t believe my mom when she told me. I can’t believe it…”
 
   Felix took a step forward and took Dani by the shoulders, pulling her into a hug. She didn’t resist, though as she pushed her face against his neck, he could feel hot wetness on his skin.
 
   “Dani,” he whispered. “You have to trust me. They weren’t involved in the Mayor’s disappearance. And one of them, the one who saved my life, is going to die if I don’t get her some medicine.”
 
   Dani turned her head up to his. Her lips glistened in the light of the classroom, red and perfectly kissable.
 
   “And you want me… to get it for you?” she asked.
 
   Felix nodded.
 
   “Only if you believe me,” he said. “Only if you trust me. If you’re scared of me… Then I’ll go. And I won’t bother you again.”
 
   Saying the words out loud made a lump form in the back of his throat. It didn’t make sense to him. He’d only known Dani for such a short time. Everything was happening so fast. Why was it that it hurt him to think about hurting her?
 
   Dani leaned her head forward and pressed her lips against his. The kiss was soft, tentative, and supremely sad. She pulled back after only a second and brushed more tears away.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”
 
   She cleared her throat, wiped her face again, and then disappeared through the classroom’s door. Felix walked over to one of the small, child sized desks and sat down on it. He felt so very tired.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   Felix waited. Half an hour passed by, each minute drawn out into sixty anxious seconds. Finally, just as he neared the point where he couldn’t wait a moment longer, he heard one of the school’s entrance doors scrape open. He stood up and walked into the main hallway, the walls on either side plastered with children’s art projects and calming murals.
 
   Stella stood at the other end of it, her face set into a cold expression. She pulled the door closed behind her and took a few steps forward, not bridging the distance between them by any meaningful amount.
 
   “Dani…” said Felix. “She’s not the type of person to tell lies.”
 
   Stella stared at him, her face giving nothing away.
 
   “I questioned her when she came back to the apartment and started searching through the medicine cabinet,” said Stella. “She didn’t say anything, but it was easy enough to put the pieces together.”
 
   Felix sighed and rubbed his temples.
 
   “Look, Stella, just listen to me,” he said. “The girl you saw me with is going to die if-“
 
   “The girl I saw you with is the enemy, Felix!” 
 
   Stella’s voice echoed down the hallway toward him. It was only then that Felix noticed the staff in her hand, and the determination in her body language. Her black and gold cloak hung loosely on her shoulders, untied enough in front to expose the tight white blouse she had on underneath it.
 
   “Am I the enemy, too?” he asked, the words coming out quieter than intended. “Is that why you brought your staff, Stella?”
 
   Emotional pain stabbed into Felix’s stomach. He found it hard to understand where it was coming from. Stella was a friend, sure. A trusted friend. But just like with Dani, he hadn’t known her for long enough to warrant such a reaction.
 
   It was more than that. Felix didn’t dabble much in the concept of destiny or purpose, but the idea of him and Stella going to battle against each other had a wrongness to it that screamed from the back of his head. She took another step forward, looking just as conflicted as Felix felt.
 
   “You’re not my enemy,” said Stella. “But if you’re allied with the white wolves, I can’t take the risk of letting you be my friend.”
 
   Felix started walking toward the door and toward her. He knew that she wouldn’t budge on her principles, and that meant it was time to leave.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “Be that way.”
 
   Stella turned her staff sideways as he tried to pass by her in the hallway. Her frown deepened, and she looked so similar to how Dani had before, but with more control behind it.
 
   “I can’t let you go,” whispered Stella. “Felix… You can’t join them. Don’t you see? Don’t you see what’s happening?”
 
   “Stella…” he said, gritting his teeth. “I owe them my life. And I’m not joining them!”
 
   A silent moment passed, the tension on the air thick enough to cut with a butter knife. Stella closed her eyes and whispered something, and the tip of her staff began to glow pink. 
 
   She turned to aim it toward him. Felix knew the spell, one that would use lust to render him incapable of fighting. He slammed himself against Stella before she could bring it to bare, pushing her against the wall of the hallway. His body was against hers, and his face was only inches away. Stella struggled, and normally should have been able to at least break through. But now, the gap between their level of strength seemed wider than it once had been, by a huge margin.
 
   “It’s already happening,” whispered Stella.
 
   “Stella, I haven’t chosen any of this!” Felix snapped.
 
   “How am I supposed to believe you?” asked Stella. “I believed him… when he told me that. I believed Yarko, and things ended up so much messier because of it.”
 
   “What would it take?” asked Felix. “What do I have to do to earn your trust back?”
 
   Stella lowered her staff. Felix was still against her, her back to the wall, and illicit thoughts flooded through his mind. It was just the two of them in the school. There were other ways they could settle things and do away with the tension between them. Stella’s eyes twinkles, and Felix could only wonder if she was thinking similar things.
 
   “Find the mayor,” she said.
 
   “What?” Felix shook his head.
 
   “Trent thinks the wolves are behind his disappearance,” said Stella. “Now, I don’t know if you’ve heard of Occam’s Razor before, but it is the simplest explanation, by far.”
 
   “It wasn’t them,” said Felix. “They have no reason to do something like that.”
 
   “Then prove it.” Stella leaned toward him, letting her lips draw close to the ear. “Find out what happened to the mayor, and I’ll hear you out.”
 
   Felix stared at her blankly for a moment. Stella took advantage of the pause, whirling out of his grasp and flicking her staff back up at him. He let her go, knowing that she wouldn’t attack him with it. Despite Stella’s emotions toward him, he still trusted her, even if the reverse was no longer true.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it.”
 
   Stella nodded, and then disappeared through the school’s entrance. Felix waited for a minute, and then headed outside, scratching his head over how the hell he was going to do what he’d just promised.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   Felix had taken no more than five or six steps out of the school when a heavy, solid form slammed into him. He hit the snow and managed to get a single glimpse of Trent’s face before a fist slammed into the side of his head.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere, wolfbound,” said Trent. 
 
   He reeled back, preparing to strike again. Felix was dazed by the first blow, but oddly, found that he could still focus through the pain. Trent’s fist moved in a motion that his eyes tracked, and it seemed to take longer than it should have.
 
   Felix pulled his head to the side as Trent attacked again, letting the other man’s fist strike the snow underneath him. He lashed out with a vicious elbow, catching the the other man in the chin with a satisfying crack of bone against bone. Trent fell back slightly and Felix rolled out of his hold.
 
   “You’re a lunatic!” shouted Felix. “And you already failed at killing me once.”
 
   He fell into what he hoped would be a serviceable fighting stance. Felix lacked any martial arts training of any kind, and had only the experience of his scuffles in the foster homes of his youth to go on.
 
   “If you’d been smart, you would have chosen death then,” said Trent, as he advanced forward.
 
   “That… doesn’t even make sense, really.” Felix let out a mocking laugh, and was caught totally off guard when Trent feinted, pulling his block to the side and slamming a fist into his stomach.
 
   Felix started to fall to the ground, his face meeting Trent’s knee on the way down. Blood gushed from his lip and stars flashed across his vision. He had just enough presence of mind to cover his head and roll, dodging Trent’s stomping heel by less than an inch.
 
   “You’ve no idea of what you’ve involved yourself in,” said Trent.
 
   “I know enough.” Felix mumbled the words, spitting blood and phlegm to the side while keeping his eyes on his opponent.
 
   “I don’t mean that as an insult,” said Trent. “I’ve been doing this for a long time. It’s unfortunate that we had to meet under these circumstances.”
 
   He feinted again. Felix didn’t fall for it, but it didn’t matter. Trent lashed out with a kick that had all his weight behind it, and Felix took the man’s shin against his chest, gasping as his guard was knocked down and the wind knocked out of him.
 
   “I’ll make it quick,” said Trent. “I blame myself for not having the foresight to do so in the first place.”
 
   Trent reached into his bomber jacket. Time seemed to move in slow motion as he pulled out his gun, an old fashioned revolver with a terrifyingly thick barrel. Felix charged up and at him as the tip of it leveled in his direction, but knew that he’d never close the distance in time.
 
   A shape appeared next to him in a flash of kicked up snow. Nalya was dressed in a white t-shirt and black sweatpants, and gripped Trent’s arm as casually as if it were a thin tree branch. She twisted her hands at the wrist, breaking his forearm with zero strain on her part.
 
   Trent screamed, but to his credit, he held onto the gun and remained on his feet. Nalya glanced over at Felix, and then grabbed Trent’s shoulder, levering his arm a second time and breaking it at a point just past his armpit. Trent howled in pain, and this time, he went down.
 
   “Enough!” yelled Felix. “Nalya, that’s enough!”
 
   She looked at him for a moment, and then bent down to scoop up Trent’s gun. She pushed the revolving chamber to the side and emptied the bullets, smiling as she examined them.
 
   “Silver bullets,” she said, to Trent. “Well, at least you know what you’re doing.”
 
   She dropped the revolver to the side and then hurled the bullets into the snow in the distance. Nalya then folded her arms, ignoring Trent’s screams and focusing instead on Felix. Behind her, he could see Stella making her way back out of the tower toward them.
 
   “You have no place here anymore, denchild,” said Nalya. “These people do not accept you.”
 
   Felix met her eyes. They were full of concern, and more than just that. He shook his head slowly, stiffening his resolve.
 
   “I’ve never had a place anywhere, Nalya,” he said. “I’m going to help Gwen, but I’m going to help these people, too. If that means that I have to be on my own, then so be it.”
 
   Nalya smiled a sad smile, and then burst into bright white light. She took off at a run in her wolf form and Felix watched her go. Stella had her staff in hand, but seemed a little more hesitant to raise it up against him than she had before.
 
   “Fucking… bitch!” muttered Trent.
 
   “You’re lucky to be alive, man,” said Felix.
 
   “Trent!” Stella put her hands on her hips, and surprisingly, shot a glare at the fallen man. “I told you to stay out of this!”
 
   Trent said something that Felix couldn’t make out, the man’s words drowned out by the pain in his voice. He shook his head and slowly fixed his eyes on Stella.
 
   “I’m going to find the mayor, Stella,” he said. “If I was really on the side of the wolves, Trent would be dead right now.”
 
   Stella didn’t reply, but her eyes said more than enough in the silence that followed. She gave a quick nod and then bent down to help Trent up. The man’s arm was a mess, and dangled from his shoulder like a rope ladder.
 
   Felix stood in the snow and watched them go. He didn’t like what he was going to have to do next.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Felix marched through the snow at a brisk pace, coming back to the thick metal door outside of the wolves’ den. He had no way of opening it himself, and resorted to knocking on the freezing metal with his fist. A minute went by, and then it opened. One of the twin girls, he wasn’t sure which, stood silently on the other side.
 
   “Uh, hi…” said Felix. “Is Nalya around? I need to talk to her about Gwen.”
 
   The girl met his eye for a split second and then looked down at the ground, blushing furiously. Felix scratched his head, unsure of what to do or say.
 
   “Is it okay if I come in?” he asked. As though in answer, the girl turned around and quickly walked away from him, leaving the door open in her wake. Felix stepped through it, pulling it closed behind him.
 
   Nalya was sitting by Gwen’s bedside. Felix walked into the room quietly after removing his boots and snow gear. Gwen’s face looked flushed and sweaty, and Nalya was in the middle of rubbing her cheek with a wet wash cloth.
 
   “Denchild,” said Nalya. “I was unsure of whether or not you’d be returning.”
 
   Felix frowned slightly.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I haven’t got the medicine yet.”
 
   Nalya didn’t say anything.
 
   “I need to do something for them first,” he said. “Once I do, I’ll be able to get supplies for you, maybe even the help of an actual doctor.”
 
   Nalya turned to look at him. She was smiling slightly, but her eyes were resigned. It was the expression of someone who had trusted and been hurt many times over before, but also someone without any options left.
 
   “What is it you need?” she asked.
 
   “I need to find the mayor,” said Felix. “Whether he’s alive or dead, it doesn’t matter. I just need to find him, somehow.”
 
   Nalya let out a small, almost inaudible chuckle.
 
   “You’re very perceptive,” she said. “I’m assuming you’ve guessed by now that we have the means to do that.”
 
   “Gwen found me in the middle of the wilderness as though it was second nature,” said Felix.
 
   “Gwen is a true white wolf,” said Nalya. “She could do that by smell and sight, alone.”
 
   Felix waiting, sensing that there was more to it than just that.
 
   “There is a way,” continued Nalya. “But it will be dangerous. And there is a chance that it may accelerate the awakening of your abilities, and further ostracize you from the humans you value so dearly.”
 
   Nalya’s words were blunt, straightforward, and honest. Felix found himself trusting her for those qualities above all else. He nodded, knowing that he’d do whatever it took to repay his favor to Gwen, at this point.
 
   “A bloodtrance,” said Nalya.
 
   “A bloodtrance?” repeated Felix. “That sounds a little… messy.”
 
   Nalya caressed Gwen’s cheek one final time and then stood up. She walked past Felix and he followed her back into the den’s living room. Breeze and Windy were sitting on the couch, watching TV, and immediately stood up and left the room when they saw him.
 
   “Don’t mind them,” said Nalya. “They’re just shy.”
 
   “Uh, yeah,” said Felix. “I get it.”
 
   “There is a potion that you must drink to enter the bloodtrance,” said Nalya. “It must contain a portion of your blood.”
 
   Felix hesitated before nodding slowly. She disappeared into her room and then came back out into the living room carrying a small cauldron that gave Felix flashbacks of Stella. Into it, Nalya dumped a few varieties of crumpled flowers, spices, and unidentifiable liquid.
 
   “There,” she said. “Now, add your blood.”
 
   “Alright.” Felix walked over to the cauldron and held out his hand, accepting a small, crooked knife from Nalya. He ran it across his palm, a little surprised by how smoothly it cut through flesh. Blood welled up in the center of his hand, rolling over wrinkle lines and falling freely into the pot.
 
   Nalya stirred several times with an old stick, and then carried it over to the fireplace, which was raging with flames. She hung it over the edge and waited for several minutes, stirring occasionally. When steam began to rise up from it, she pulled it back and signaled to Felix.
 
   “You will want to lie down once the bloodtrance begins,” said Nalya. “It can be… very intense.”
 
   “Duly noted,” he said. Nalya dipped a wooded cup into the concoction and passed it to him. Felix expected the stuff to be foul smelling, but instead he was greeted by the scent of warm cinnamon and nutmeg. 
 
   “Here goes nothing,” he muttered. He tipped the cup back and drank, tasting grit and copper as it went down. He emptied it and handed it back to Nalya.
 
   Seconds passed. Felix shifted a bit, not feeling much. Nalya smiled at him and took him by the hand, leading him over to the couch. 
 
   “Remember to breathe,” she said. “And remember to envision what it is that you seek.”
 
   Felix nodded, though his skepticism began to nag at him. Would this really work, or was he only trying it out of desperation?
 
   The question wasn’t answered right away, but he did begin to feel… something.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   The walls of the wolves’ living room began to oscillate, back in forth in tiny motions, as though a light, persistent earthquake had taken up residence in the area.
 
   “Whoa,” muttered Felix. He took a look at his hand, the one without a wound. It looked the same as it always had, and positively bizarre at the same time, like a deep sea creature gone down a grotesque evolutionary path.
 
   “I must leave you now,” said Nalya. “Remember to breathe. Accept that it’s happening and, how do you say, go with the flow?”
 
   Felix nodded dumbly and watched as she walked across the room and into the hallway. Her movements seemed accelerated, like a video clip set to fast forward. Light flickered prismatically off the walls of room, with geometrical rainbows twirling across surfaces.
 
   “Jesus…” said Felix. He tried to sit up, his body feeling very sluggish and weird at his commands. He’d played around with drugs before, well, mainly just weed, but he was familiar enough with the idea of hallucinations to use that term for what he was seeing.
 
   The room began to shift. The walls pushed outward toward him, syncing in time with his breaths. His body felt amazing, with tingles and pulses running through it like an electric current of pleasure. The couch creaked underneath him and the sounds reminded him of the croaking of frogs.
 
   “Mayor Senhaji,” he whispered. “I need to focus on… Mayor Senhaji.”
 
   He thought about the man and tried to exclude everything else from his mind. He remembered the sternness, and the kindness. He remembered the way the mayor seemed to put the rest of the community first, never demanding special treatment for himself based solely on his rank within the town.
 
   Large rainbow colored stalactites and stalagmites began to drop downward and extend upward from the ceiling and floor. Hands popped out of the couch and ran across Felix’s body, slowly caressing him. The roof split open, revealing a strange, multicolored sky above him. Felix was flying, and then floating.
 
   He was no longer in Nalya’s living room. He blinked and looked around, seeing only blackness and shadow. A thin cloud of smoke rolled through the space, smelling like the fake fog produced by smoke machines rather than the product of an actual burn.
 
   “Mayor Senhaji!” shouted Felix. He whirled, as though expecting to see the man pop out of the darkness, emerge from nowhere. 
 
   Something did emerge, but it wasn’t the mayor. A feminine figure took slow steps out of the black fog, moving toward him deliberately. Felix blinked and slowly began to make out detail in her form.
 
   She was covered from head to toe in ice, frozen as thin, crystalline layer over her skin. It didn’t crack as she moved, instead adjusting to follow the curves of her body. And she had incredible curves, large, well-formed breasts, and a butt that belonged on a supermodel.
 
   She was the Ice Dancer, and Felix had encountered her before. He hesitated, watching her as she watched him. She ran a hand across her face and hair, and the ice there shattered away, revealing perfect red lips, icy blue eyes, and pale blonde hair.
 
   “Why?” Felix asked. “Why are you here?”
 
   She didn’t answer him. She’d never spoken a word to him over the course of their encounters, and Felix wasn’t sure if she was capable of speech. Instead, she began moving toward him, deliberately cracking more ice off her body as she approached, and revealing herself to him.
 
   Felix could only gape, unable to take his eyes off the female form in front of him. She was the queen of ice, and he could only assume that she claimed her title in a time where physical beauty was the criteria for ruling.
 
   Her nipples were pink and hard, pointed toward Felix in a way that seemed to pull the rest of her big breasts with them. A small strip of blonde hair, tawny and silky, ran a short way up her crotch. Her tongue ran across her lips in an unintentionally seductive manner. Felix needed her.
 
   She pressed herself into him, her body freezing cold and burning hot at the same time. Felix had a pulsating erection, and she rubbed her thighs into it. He was kissing her, unable to stop himself from doing it and more. He grabbed at her breasts and rubbed his hardness into her, desperate to take her as a woman, to give her what he had as a man.
 
   “Oh, fuck…” moaned Felix. 
 
   He was more excited than he’d ever been before in his life. He was going to fuck her, the frosty queen of ice, in all of her voluptuous glory. He kissed her, feeling something being sucked out of him as their lips pressed together. She fell backward, and he followed, landing on top of her and preparing to spear her with his cock, to make her his.
 
   “Easy, now….” Nalya’s voice cut through Felix’s world like a hot knife through butter. He blinked, realizing that he was back on the couch, back in Nalya’s trippy, pulsating living room.
 
   He was lying on his back with his pants down, his rigid cock fully exposed. A wave of embarrassment flooded over him, more intense than normal. It took him a moment to notice that Nalya had one hand wrapped around his erection.
 
   “It’s easy to get lost in the midst of a bloodtrance,” she whispered. “Running into the Ice Dancer so quickly is… bad luck.”
 
   She gave his cock a couple of encouraging strokes and Felix let out a moan of pleasure. It still felt amazing, just as good as it had with the Ice Dancer. Nalya frowned at him.
 
   “I’m going to let go,” she said. “And you need to find your missing mayor.”
 
   “No!” said Felix, feeling desperate to keep the sensation going. “Hold on, maybe just… keep going.”
 
   Nalya chuckled and licked her lips. She gave his cock another stroke and shook her head.
 
   “Another time, perhaps, denchild,” she said. “You only have so long under the spell of the trance. You must hurry.”
 
   She smiled at him and then released her hold on his erection. Felix had a single fleeting thought about what would happen if Breeze and Windy walked back into the living room, and then felt himself explode back into the psychedelic world of the bloodtrance.
 
   This time, he managed to keep his focus. He took all of his memories of the Mayor and juggled them in his mind, switching one out for another as each ran its course. It wasn’t nearly as exciting as the Ice Dancer or Nalya, but it seemed to work.
 
   He found himself inside North Spire, floating around. There was a trail of luminous color stretching through doors and down hallways, and he followed it outside. He could move as fast as he wanted, walking or floating, all at a single thought.
 
   Felix followed the trail at the speed of a bullet. It led through the snow, across miles of it, in a singular direction. He recognized the area, and realized where it was leading him by the end.
 
   The old train tunnel was just as dark and foreboding as it’d been in the real world. The figure inside of it, this time, was humanoid. Felix remembered what Gwen had said of the Hooded Bitch, the tunnel’s supernatural resident, and moved forward more cautiously.
 
   The figure didn’t seem to notice him as he approached. Felix noticed more familiar details in its clothing and build, and by the time he was within a few feet, he was sure of it. The person was the mayor. Felix walked around to the other side, seeing the mayor’s face and confirming his suspicions. Mayor Senhaji stared blankly past him, unable to see Felix and apparently in some kind of trance on top of that.
 
   Felix blinked, and as though none of it had ever happened, he was back in Nalya’s living room. The walls still flickered with odd colors, and he continued to suffer from an untimely erection, but he felt mostly back to normal.
 
   “Well?” Nalya stood across the room, watching him with a smile on her face. “What did you see?”
 
   Felix took a deep breath.
 
   “I have to move,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Felix pulled his pants back on, feeling a little embarrassed over how much of himself he’d exposed to Nalya. He immediately moved to his snow gear by the den’s massive metal door and began pulling it on, intent on getting to the mayor before there was any chance of losing the trail.
 
   “Denchild,” said Nalya. “Breeze and Windy shall accompany you. It is not wise for you to go alone.”
 
   Felix opened his mouth to thank her, and then hesitated.
 
   “No,” he said. “I’ll go alone.”
 
   Gwen had already been injured for his sake, a wound that threatened her life. Felix wasn’t interested in putting more people at risk, especially not Breeze and Windy, two shy little girls barely mature enough to understand what they’d be getting into.
 
   “You will not have an easy time of it,” said Nalya. “The bloodtrance rarely shows the exact truth of a situation. You may encounter resistance.”
 
   “Then I’ll find a way to fight through it,” said Felix. 
 
   He pulled on one of his boots forcefully, feeling an odd rush of expanded strength. He remembered how the fight with Trent had gone. Even though he’d been outmatched in martial skill, his strength had been far beyond anything he could account for naturally. Nalya was watching him, her perceptive eyes reading his emotions off his face.
 
   “If you need more strength than what you have,” she said, slowly. “Just make a promise to the moon.”
 
   Felix nodded, though he wasn’t sure if she was being literal or not. He stood up, pulling Dani’s pink gloves on over his hands and focusing on what he needed to do.
 
   “How is Gwen doing?” he asked. Nalya frowned and shook her head slowly.
 
   “It’s in the hands of nature now,” she said. “And your hands as well, if the medicine you seek is truly what she needs.”
 
   “I think it is,” said Felix. “And it’s all I can do, really.”
 
   He turned to the metal door and began pulling it open. It was heavier than it looked, and it looked like it weighed a ton.
 
   “Felix,” said Nalya. “You will always have a place amongst us, as my denchild, and as their denbrother.”
 
   Nalya walked up behind him and pulled him into a soft reverse hug. Her breasts pushed against his back. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and Felix could feel the points of her nipples along with supple, bountiful flesh.
 
   “Thank you, Nalya,” he said. “For everything.”
 
   He stepped out into the freezing cold. Nalya shut the door behind him. The sun was setting over the horizon, inviting the chill in the air to fill the temperature void left by it.
 
   Felix remembered what he’d seen in the bloodtrance and headed off in the direction of the tunnel. He was well rested, and though hunger nagged at his stomach, he felt better than he had in several days.
 
   His boots crunched against the frozen upper layer of snow as he stomped forward. The tower’s lights were visible in the distance, each row of illuminated window stacked on the one below it, making it look like a strange constellation of early rising stars.
 
   It took him about an hour to arrive outside the tunnel. He could only make it out as a pitch black circle outlined by white snow. Felix slowed to a walk, knowing better than to charge in at whatever awaited him.
 
   He approached the entrance with due caution. The air coming from inside the tunnel felt warm, and smelled of recent death. Felix squinted, trying to make out the details of the figure standing at the midway point within, exactly where the mayor had been in his vision.
 
   “Mayor Senhaji?” he called. 
 
   It was risky, and the way his words echoed endlessly of the tunnel’s walls seemed to emphasize that fact. It would be so much easier if the mayor would come to him, walk out of the tunnel, the apparent domain of the Hooded Bitch that Gwen had spoken of.
 
   The figure turned to face Felix. He was expecting something to go wrong, or for an enemy to attack him from behind at the last second. Nothing of the sort happened. The figure began walking toward him with slow steps, the body language of its outline relaxed.
 
   “Mayor… Is that you?” He frowned. It felt too easy, too straightforward.
 
   “No,” said a feminine voice. The figure stepped out of the tunnel, standing only a few feet away from him, and pulled back a dark hood, her face visible in the last remnants of twilight.
 
   It was a woman with jet black hair, purple lips and eyes, and pale skin. She was attractive, though in a way that made her features seem understated and forgettable. The cloak she wore hid any curves she might have had.
 
   “You…” said Felix. “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m a friend,” said the woman. “Of you and the mayor. I can take you to him, if you’d like.”
 
   The woman took a step back into the tunnel. Felix snapped his hand out, grabbing her wrist before she could disappear back into the shadow.
 
   “No,” he said. “You’re not!”
 
   The women let out a hissing noise and pulled her arm, knocking him off balance. He fell against her, only managing to get his guard up in time to keep her from landing a harsh slap across his face.
 
   “You don’t know what I am, boy!” The woman twisted, flipping him down onto his back and knocking the wind out of him. Felix coughed and took in a quick breath.
 
   “The Hooded Bitch,” he said, more of a whisper than a definitive statement.
 
   “I hate that nickname,” she said. 
 
   She stabbed a hand down toward him. Felix rolled out of the way in time to save his life, but the Hooded Bitch had a followup ready, sweeping her leg around in a hard kick. It slammed into his ribs and knocked him down, throwing him a few feet clear of the tunnel’s entrance.
 
   “What did you do with the mayor?” shouted Felix. “I saw him, I know he’s here.”
 
   “Do you, now?” asked the Hooded Bitch. “You speak as though you’re sure of the things-”
 
   Felix cut her off midsentence in the most childish way possible. He had a clump of his snow in his glove as he picked himself up from where he landed, and it flung it at her head. It struck inside the Hooded Bitch’s hood, and she let out an annoyed squeal.
 
   “You… heathen!” she shouted, rushing forward toward him. Felix fell into a fighting crouch similar to one that he’d seen Trent use and feinted a jab. The Hooded Bitch spun around it, but Felix tackled her to the ground.
 
   He hesitated before throwing a punch at her face, a bit of chivalry and the lessons he’d been taught about hitting girls as a child keeping him from unleashing. The Hooded Bitch took full advantage of the moment, slamming an elbow into his neck and pushing him off. 
 
   “You’ve made your last mistake,” she said. The cloak surrounding her expanded outward, spinning into a dark, shadowy sphere around her. It fluttered down to the ground, and what stood behind it was no longer the woman Felix had seen originally.
 
   A caricature of an Amazonian woman stood in her place, easily seven feet tall, naked and built like an Olympic weight lifter. There was nothing feminine about her figure other than her breasts and crotch, which seemed to fade into the background in much the same way as earrings or jewelry would have.
 
   “Holy… fuck.” Felix could only stare. The ground shook slightly as the Hooded Bitch stomped toward him, letting out an ogreish growl that stabbed fear into his heart.
 
   He scrambled to his feet on the snow. The Hooded Bitch stood between him in the tunnel, ruling out any chance he had of using it for cover or advantage.
 
   “You fool!” she shouted, her voice low and loud. 
 
   Felix scrambled backward as she lunged at him, moving too slowly to escape. She took him by one leg and lifted him into the air, cracking the knuckles of her free hand as she prepared to deal the finishing blow.
 
   In the distance, still low on the horizon, Felix saw the moon. It was nearly full, and shone with a bright, silvery light. He felt something rise inside of him, raw power tickling against his ribcage and heart. Felix gritted his teeth, staring at the moon. It drew something out of him. He had the choice to look away, to fight what was happening.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Felix changed. He felt it all at once, a confusing mixture of physical transformation and mental distortion. His teeth lengthened, his muscles strengthened, and thick, grey hair sprouted from chest and back. He gave off the same white, silvery glow that the other wolves had during their transformation, but it was much less distracting seen from the central angle.
 
   “What?” cried the Hooded Bitch. Felix twisted, somersaulting out of her grasp and landing on two feet. He wasn’t fully transformed, as Gwen and Nalya had been. He was in between, a hybrid of a human and canine, taller than a regular man and far, far stronger.
 
   He opened his mouth to shout at the Hooded Bitch, and let loose a bestial snarl. He wasn’t sure if he could still form words or not. His vision had a strange quality to it, like the feeling a person gets when the see the color red.
 
   Felix advanced toward the Hooded Bitch. She stood, her violet eyes wide in surprise. He threw himself toward her, swinging claws that he hadn’t realized he had at her neck.
 
   The Hooded Bitch dodged and shifted, trying to counter with an attack of her own. It hit Felix against the side of his face, stunning him and knocking him to the side.
 
   “Nice trick,” said the Hooded Bitch. “But it won’t be enough!” 
 
   Felix saw her out of the corner of his eye. She swung both hands down toward his head, laced together into a single fist. Felix moved with supernatural speed, dodging the blow and countering with a double kick to her chest from where he lay on the ground.
 
   The strike caught the Hooded Bitch off guard and launched her into the air. She struck against the upper lip of the tunnel’s entrance, falling to the ground flat on her stomach. Felix surged up. He felt hot and hungry. He wanted to taste her flesh, feel her body slick with blood against his teeth. He let out a roar and charged. 
 
   The Hooded Bitch was still a capable opponent. She spun around, throwing blow after blow at him in a tornado of movement. Felix was stronger and faster, but it was harder to keep himself controlled. He would seize every opening, fall for every feint, and get in his own way about as often as land a true strike.
 
   The fight dragged on for long minutes with neither of them managing to land more than superficial attacks. Felix started to tire, his transformed body using energy up at a far faster pace than he would normally.
 
   It was hard to think clearly, but he could see, or sense, a similar change in the Hooded Bitch’s movements. She was fighting more defensively, drawing out his strikes and dodging rather than engaging. He felt fury rush through his chest, along with a sudden desire, a need, to kill her and see her corpse on the ground in front of him.
 
   The thought scared Felix a little, and he hesitated instead of following his primal instincts and charging forward. The conflict inside him ran deep, a struggle between giving into something dark and hungry, and holding onto the man, the person.
 
   “No…” he mumbled, the word feeling awkward in his snarling mouth.
 
   “What’s that?” cried the Hooded Bitch. There was an undertone of fear in her voice, though it was clear she was trying to hide it.
 
   “No!” Felix rushed forward, while at the same time, forcing himself to hold back. Instead of slashing with his claws or snapping with his teeth, he pulled the Hooded Bitch into a tight hug against him.
 
   She let out a cry of defeat. Felix could feel her body transforming underneath him, and he allowed his to do the same. She rolled, pulling him into the tunnel. It was warmer than the freezing cold of the outside air, heated by some magic unbeknownst to him.
 
   His own body was glowing, and he realized that he was transforming back into human form, as well. And, oddly, he was no longer wearing his clothes. He could see where they’d fallen, just outside the tunnel, still in one piece, but no longer on his body. He made a mental note to ask Gwen about how she managed to keep hers on during the transformation.
 
   “You fool!” The Hooded Bitch was grappling him, every bit as naked as he was and back to her normal form, with purple eyes and purple hair.
 
   “Whoa…” Felix blinked, his eyes focusing in the darkness. The Hooded Bitch had a nice body, slender, with breasts that were almost too large for her frame.
 
   “You think that turning into a beast will save you from me?” she asked. Her voice had a sensual quality to it, almost as though she was purring the words out, rather than speaking them.
 
   She slid her crotch, her naked crotch, against Felix. He had an erection, but whether it was from the beast form or his opponent, he couldn’t guess. She found it and lowered herself down, sheathing her cunt onto it without giving him a chance to object.
 
   “Whoa!” said Felix. “Hold on! Hey, you, you…”
 
   “Jesamar…” purred the woman. “You may call me Jesamar, wolfbound. You shall serve my cause well.”
 
   Felix opened his mouth to tell her to get bent, but all that came out was a low moan of pleasure. She felt amazing against him. Her body seemed to shift under his touch. He grabbed her butt and felt it expand outward. Her breasts, in the same way, jiggles with a mystical, unreal quality.
 
   “Stop this!” shouted Felix. “This is… insane.”
 
   “Do you really want me to stop?” Jesamar gyrated her hips, grinding herself into his cock and sending pulses of pleasure and lust through him. Felix gave in instantly, taking her by the waist and thrusting with desperate urgency.
 
   Her cunt, like the rest of her, was a malleable thing. It gripped his cock almost like a mouth, sucking and contracting to squeeze and please. Felix rolled her underneath him and began to slam into her with the remnants of his beast energy. Jesmar let out a wicked laugh, and shame coursed through him.
 
   “Yes…” she whispered. “Whatever your thinking is indeed the case. I have won. You have lost.”
 
   “No!” Felix wanted to attack her, to take her by the neck and take the encounter back into territory he could understand. Instead, he groped at her breasts and thrust into her fast, caught under whatever strange spell she’d cast upon him.
 
   “I can do more with magic then you could ever understand,” said Jesamar. “You will serve me well, indeed. Your essence is powerful, wolfbound, and you would make a halfway decent lover, with enough training.”
 
   Felix pounded into her faster. Jesamar laughed and ran her hand across his cheek. She pulled his face toward hers and kissed him. Felix felt energy being sucked out of him as their lips touched, Jesamar somehow managing to steal his very vitality.
 
   “Mmmm…” she whispered. “That’s quite good. But I know what would be even better.”
 
   She pushed him off her and pinned his thighs to the ground. Felix’s body burned with hot, erotic energy. He watched as she slowly brought her lips down to his tool and began to suck.
 
   She had him. Her victory was complete and definitive, and even Felix wanted it to happen. He watched the witch, the sorceress, the shapeshifter, whatever she was, suck on the tip of his erection, slowly taking his entire length into her mouth and throat without any trouble.
 
   He moaned and ran a hand through her hair. It was soft, too soft. He sensed the magic at work and hated himself for being a victim to it. He thought of Stella, and of Dani and Gwen, and of what would happen if he gave up.
 
   “No!” he roared. Felix pulled away from her, his cock slipping free of her mouth and into the supernaturally warmed air of the tunnel. Jesamar flinched back, clearly surprised, and didn’t react in time as he lunged forward.
 
   What Felix intended to do was to pin her to the ground, to keep her held there while hoping for a miracle. Jesamar let out an annoyed gasp, and then flinched away as his cock probed into her cunt’s entrance.
 
   “Give… give into me,” she said, a little weakly. “Do not fight my control. Just… give in to it.”
 
   She sounded more as though she was pleading with him then giving a demand or an order. Something clicked in Felix’s head, and he took the thread and ran with it.
 
   “No,” he said. “It’s your turn to give in to me!” 
 
   He slid his cock into her, keeping her held tightly against the ground. Jesamar let out a whimper. The flow of energy shifted. Before, she’d been using her magic to sap away at his energy. Now, the flow had been reversed.
 
   “Oh yeah,” whispered Felix. “That’s good.”
 
   He began slamming his cock into her, building into a deliberate rhythm. Jesamar cried out in pleasure, the sound of sex echoing off the walls of the tunnel.
 
   “You… how?” cried Jesamar. “This can’t be!”
 
   “Mmmm…” moaned Felix. “I think it can be.”
 
   He fucked her faster, feeling a laugh form on his lips. Jesamar’s breasts began to shrink. She was still feminine in her innate appearance, but the energy of her sexuality began to fade, like a siren without a song.
 
   Felix felt the orgasm building in his loins and reached for it, pushing into her faster and adjusting the angle for his pleasure. Jesamar was quivering underneath him, clearly enjoying what he was giving her whether she wanted to or not.
 
   “Please…” she whispered. “Don’t… Not inside me!”
 
   Felix laughed, part of him wondering just what would happen if he did. Would she lose all of her magic? Would she turn into a puff of smoke?
 
   He didn’t get a chance to find out. Just as he began to cum, Jesamar flung herself away from him in a last, desperate surge of energy. He tried to follow after her, but ecstasy blasted through him like an explosion, pleasurable shrapnel sapping at his will to fight. 
 
   She made it to the tunnel’s entrance and disappeared in a puff of purple mist. Felix swore under his breath. He knew, at last, where the mayor had gone, and why the bloodtrance had led him to the train tunnel.
 
   Two white wolves stood in the snow just beyond the lip of the tunnel. Felix looked at them for a moment, feeling a little confused, and then realized that he was standing in front of the young twins, Breeze and Windy. He blushed and hurried to pull his clothes on.
 
   “Were the two of you, uh, watching all of that?” he asked.
 
   Both wolves nodded. They both looked a little embarrassed, or at least the canine equivalent of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   Felix moved as fast as he could, not back to the den, but to the tower. Windy and Breeze followed behind him at a short distance. It was dark enough for the stars and a strip of Northern Lights to be visible, the colors and light tendrils of the latter giving the night a distinctly alien feel.
 
   It took him a little over an hour at his quick pace to make it to the outside of the tower. Trent’s helicopter was gone, and Felix flashed back to their last encounter. He didn’t feel bad for the man, but a part of him shamefully acknowledged that he’d been at least partially right in his assessment. Felix was one of the wolves now, even if he hadn’t joined up with their group.
 
   He pulled the metal door at the bottom of the tower open and took a tentative step inside. Windy and Breeze waited outside of range of Stella’s wards, though Felix assumed that they were probably still down from the last activation that morning.
 
   Surprisingly, there was a small crowd of people gathered in the lobby, Stella among them. Felix frowned, taking a few confused steps forward. When Stella saw him, her face flickered across several different emotions, settling into an easy smile. She walked over to him.
 
   “You did it,” she said. “Felix… I can’t explain what this means to our community. You’ve done something that I won’t forget.”
 
   Felix stared at her, dumbfounded. He looked back toward the crowd, a few familiar faces parting enough to reveal Mayor Senhaji at the center of it. The old man was shaking hands and laughing, a grin on his face so wide that it threatened to split in two.
 
   “Stella…” Felix shook his head and ran a hand through his hair, slowly. “You don’t understand. I didn’t find the Mayor, I found a-“
 
   “Felix.” Mayor Senhaji turned, looking through the rest of the crowd and focusing his attention onto him. “It’s good to see you back, son.”
 
   Felix flinched back. His stomach twisted, and he could only stare at the Mayor. Accusing him openly would do nothing more than make the townspeople think he’d gone insane, most of them too ignorant of the supernatural world to be able to comprehend the truth.
 
   “Ah, yeah,” said Felix. “It’s really good to be back. I think the town is going to be needing me.”
 
   “Oh, of course,” said Mayor Senhaji. “But then again, a photographer like you probably needs to get on the road eventually.”
 
   “Not yet,” said Felix. His throat felt dry. “Certainly not yet.”
 
   The Mayor smiled at him, a cold smile that chilled him to the bone. Felix had zero doubt in his mind. He had no proof, either, but the pieces fit too well together for his analysis to be anything other than the truth.
 
   “Felix?” whispered Stella. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Felix grabbed her shoulder and gently pulled her over to the corner of the room. He kept a disarming smile on his face, worried that if Mayor Senhaji, if Jesamar was watching, it might set her off.
 
   “That’s not the Mayor,” he whispered. “That’s a shapeshifter.”
 
   Stella blinked and shook her head in surprise.
 
   “That… can’t be,” she said. “I don’t sense anything from her. That would mean…”
 
   She froze, running through the scenario in her head.
 
   “Oh my god,” she said. “That’s why the mayor disappeared when he did.”
 
   “What?” Felix raised an eyebrow at her. Most of the crowd was beginning to dissipate, and the mayor had already left.
 
   “He claims that he took one of the snowmobiles out on an impromptu trip to the city far south of here,” said Stella. “And that he just happened to have mechanical trouble when he got there and no means of getting in touch with us.”
 
   “It’s all a lie,” said Felix. “I’m sure of it.”
 
   “It also matches up with the time period that Trent was here for,” said Stella. “Mayor Senhaji said hello, and that was the last anyone saw of him.”
 
   “Of course,” said Felix, with a nod. “She probably thought that she could fool you, but fooling Trent as well would have been near impossible.”
 
   “She?” asked Stella.
 
   “Jesamar, the shapeshifter,” he said. “I fought her.”
 
   He hesitated, deciding against mentioning his bloodtrance, or any specifics of the fight. Stella’s face went pale.
 
   “Did you say… Jesamar?” she asked.
 
   Felix nodded, and she swore under her breath.
 
   “We’re going to have to play this carefully,” she said. “I know of this witch. She’d kill the entire town if it looked like it would give her a tactical advantage.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know what she’s doing here,” said Stella. “But it’s safe to assume that she views everyone in the tower as her hostage.”
 
   Felix gritted his teeth. He swore under his breath and turned in a slow circle, considering his options. When he faced Stella again, she was holding something out toward him. A small bottle, full of something he’d nearly forgotten about.
 
   “Antibiotics,” she said. “I loathe helping the enemy, but if you hadn’t told me what you did, the situation here would be dire.”
 
   Felix took it from her, immediately thinking of Gwen in her condition. He nodded a bow of thanks to Stella and rushed back outside.
 
   Windy and Breeze were still waiting where he’d left them. Felix waved to one of them, trying to signal her to turn back to human form. It took a couple of seconds, but a shy, tiny female form finally appeared in place of one of the wolves.
 
   “Here,” he said. “These are for Gwen. Tell the denmother, er, Nalya, to follow the directions on the bottle.”
 
   Windy, or possibly Breeze, nodded to him.
 
   “I can’t go back with you yet,” said Felix. “I need to help my friends here, in the tower.”
 
   The tiny girl nodded and then did something unexpected. She took a step forward and gave Felix a hug. The other wolf transformed into human form, and suddenly both Breeze and Windy were hugging him, their soft, girlish bodies wrapped around his, heads barely reaching above waist level.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said. “I promise. It might take a while, but I’ll be back.”
 
   The girls pulled away from him and took off into the distance. Felix watched them go.
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FREE EXCERPT FROM FORBIDDEN MAGIC
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   The bus lurched over a large pothole as it took the last turn into the station. Victor jerked out of sleep, kicking the seat in front of him as his body snapped into wakefulness. The man sitting next to him gave him an odd look, but Victor’s eyes didn’t waver from the scene outside his window.
 
   Undercliff City. It’s been so long, I barely even remember it.
 
   It was a particularly dark night, with enough cloud cover to block out the nearly full moon. In downtown Undercliff, amidst the corridor of skyscrapers, bars, and clubs, the city always felt alive. The bus was dropping Victor off on the outskirts, near the eponymous cliffs, where most of the houses and buildings were either condemned or well on their way.
 
   Victor ran a hand through his dark, curly hair as the station came into view. He was tall and lanky, to the extent that the bus’s undersized seat was a bit uncomfortable for his legs. A sharp chin and dark eyes made his features look brooding and a bit mysterious, or at least, he liked to think.
 
   The bus doors opened with a vacuum sealed whoosh. Victor's fellow passengers began standing up and politely queuing for their turn to get off. Most of them were shabby, people that looked like they were coming home, rather than just visiting.
 
   Am I just visiting? I don’t have a home anymore.
 
   He stood up when it was his turn to join the line running down the aisle and felt a hot flash hit him like a stiff slap in the face. Victor coughed into the crook of his arm and managed a few unsteady steps forward as his stomach twisted, and cold sweat pooled on his forehead.
 
   It was why he was there, and what it all came back to. Victor was sick in a way that no doctor could help with, in a way that no nineteen-year-old should be dealing with on their own. The one person who held the clue to his treatment lived here, in Undercliff City, the diamond that never fully escaped the rough.
 
   “You okay, kid?”
 
   The bus stop was a small roundabout with a single building in the center and a large parking lot next to it. Victor was leaning up against the rectangular sign that detailed all of the connecting routes. A man smoking a cigarette stood next to him.
 
   “…Fine,” he murmured. “Never been better.”
 
   The man laughed. Victor’s skin felt hot, as though all of the tiny hairs had burned to the root.
 
   Do I look as bad as I feel?
 
   The man standing next to him pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one. Victor accepted it, puffing it to life on the man’s lighter. He hated the taste of nicotine and smoking in general, but his nerves were desperate for a distraction. After a few long drags, he felt himself relax a little.
 
   “You’re not from around town, are you?” asked the man.
 
   Victor shook his head.
 
   “So why’d you come here?” The man coughed and tapped his cigarette, knocking a bit of ash from the tip. “Undercliff City sucks.”
 
   “Bird watching,” said Victor. “Figure I’d see if I could spot myself a blue tailed bobby.”
 
   The man broke out into raspy chuckles. Victor thanked him for the cigarette and watched as he wandered off into the dark, dreary parking lot.
 
   Why did I come here?
 
   He reached down to his tan messenger bag, the only physical baggage he’d brought with him. Technically, it was his father’s, though the distinction didn’t matter much to him anymore.
 
   He unzipped the front pocket and fumbled through it with one hand until his fingers closed on paper. It was a picture, a picture of a woman. And she was the real reason why he’d come to Undercliff City.
 
   Lucy Wilson. Dad’s old assistant.
 
   The picture was old, from the early days of digital cameras, and printed on plain white paper. The woman in it was young, maybe four or five years older than Victor was now. She was also strikingly attractive, with dark blonde hair, crystalline blue eyes, and a body that looked like it belonged on a pinup model.
 
   Towering over her at the side was Victor’s father, John. He had one arm around the petite woman’s shoulders and was almost smiling. Victor had rarely seen his father smile in all the time that he’d known him, and it seemed fitting.
 
   Thunder rumbled in the distance. Tendrils of fog swept through the bus station from the southern cliffs, and rain began to fall in slowly accelerating droplets. Victor scowled and leaned over to put the photo away. 
 
   A few raindrops managed to beat him to the punch, scoring wet strikes on the picture that marred the low-quality ink. Victor gritted his teeth together and slid it into his pocket. The effect of the nicotine was wearing off, and he could feel another heat flash coming on, brewing in the tips of his fingers and toes.
 
   He started walking. The last time he’d been in Undercliff City, he’d been nine years old. None of it looked familiar, and even if it had, he had no idea where to start looking.
 
   Victor shifted his bag on his shoulder and turned so that he was heading toward the skyscrapers in the distance, into the heart of the city. A homeless woman sat half on the sidewalk and half in an alleyway and jingled a cup as he walked by.
 
   “Please,” she said in a wispy voice. “I’m sleeping out here.”
 
   Victor stopped, pulled a few quarters that he hadn’t ended up needing for bus fare out of his pocket, and dropped them into her cup. He turned to continue and heard the woman speak again, louder this time.
 
   “It’s red. Burning red.”
 
   A flash of red flickered across Victor’s vision, accompanied by a sharp stab of searing pain in his temples. He looked back at the woman.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “You haven’t realized yet, have you?” The woman broke out into cackles as the rain intensified, splashing water into her change cup. “You’ll have to choose, you know. You could be a hero, or you could be a villain. But you must hurry. It will kill you if you don’t.”
 
   There was something about her words that made a shiver run down Victor’s spine. She sounded coherently crazy, the type of madness that was unsettling to parse out as a bystander.
 
   I’m just paranoid. Mentally ill homeless women are a dime a dozen.
 
   Victor took a step back from her and started making his way back toward the city center. Another burst of fire shot through his stomach, and he almost doubled over in shock.
 
   “Hurry! Please hurry!” The woman’s shouts were lost to the rain as Victor forced himself forward. There was no turning back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   The rain didn’t let up, and neither did Victor’s pain. Every step forward was a struggle against his sensitive nerves. He felt his body more intimately than he ever had before, and every ounce of that awareness screamed with the gentle caress of fire pokers and cattle prods.
 
   This is too much.
 
   Victor remembered an article he’d read about people with chronic pain and the struggle that it turned every day into for them. It made him feel anxiety on top of the fire, to the point of rattling each of the already aching breaths he took.
 
   He slowed to a stop as he neared the edge of the city’s center. There was a tavern on the corner of the block with a sign out front that read “Sammy’s Place.” Victor stumbled as much as walked down the stairs and inside, his legs carrying him with wobbly steps as though he’d already had too much to drink.
 
   Victor was tall, and looked a good bit older than most men his age. A few dim lights lit the tavern, and it was still early enough in the night that there weren’t too many patrons milling about. A pool table took up space in the back, and a single flat screen hung from the wall behind the bar.
 
   He collapsed down into one of the stools. The bartender was a stoic looking woman with short cut dark brown hair and a bored expression on her face. She lifted her head slightly in acknowledgment of him but said nothing.
 
   “I’ll have a beer,” Victor muttered. The bartender moved to grab it for him without asking for ID, thankfully. Victor busied himself by pulling out the photo and taking another look at it. Long lines of smudging from the rain ran vertically across the woman’s face, making it nearly impossible to make out her features.
 
   Maybe if I just keep drinking, the pain will go away, and I won’t need to find her.
 
   He grimaced to himself as the bartender slid a beer in front of him. Victor took a small sip of it and noticed that a woman was watching him to his right, a few bar stools down.
 
   “I think this fella is going to need more than one, Sammy,” she said. The bartender responded with a monosyllabic grunt and returned to polishing a glass from the counter behind her.
 
   The woman slipped off her bar stool and moved to the one next to Victor. She stared at him intently for a second. Victor tried to stay focused on the beer, and the picture, and anything but his pain.
 
   “Is that your girlfriend?” asked the woman. Victor blinked, keeping his attention focused on the bar.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. Ex-girlfriend?”
 
   Victor finally looked over at her, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare. She wore a striped sleeveless top and a short black skirt, and she wore the outfit well.
 
   “She’s actually the woman I’ve been sent back in time to protect,” he said. “Have you seen her around? The fate of the world depends on it.”
 
   The sarcasm in his voice came off a bit flatter than he’d intended. The woman rolled her eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. Victor was about to push the line a bit further when something strange happened.
 
   He caught the woman’s eye for a second and saw red. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t frustrated, but he saw the actual color red, shading his vision and everything else he could see like a photo filter. And even more strangely, his pain vanished, as though transfigured into something else in an instant.
 
   A sharp noise buzzed in his ears as his vision returned to normal. The woman was still staring at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise, along with a hint of something new in her eyes.
 
   Why is she looking at me like that?
 
   The woman slipped forward, letting one of her legs slide in between Victor’s thighs. She pushed in closer, close enough for Victor to be acutely aware of her breasts and cleavage, and then pushed her lips against his.
 
   Holy shit.
 
   The kiss was hungry and primal. Victor felt her sliding her tongue into his mouth and moving her lips eagerly. She put her hands around him and arched her back slightly, opening her legs and trying to get even more contact going between the two of them. It felt good, and with the pain absent, it was an almost celebratory moment for Victor.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   Victor pulled back as he heard an angry voice shouting over the soft ambient noise of the TV and tavern talk. A tall, muscular, and very angry looking man was heading his way, shifting his gaze back and forth between Victor and the woman, who was still holding his hand.
 
   “Uh…” Victor tried not to smile as he looked up at the man. “Any chance that this is just your sister, or cousin, maybe?”
 
   “That’s my fucking girlfriend that you’re kissing, punk.”
 
   Fuuuuuuuuuuck.
 
   Victor stuffed the photo back into his pocket and slowly stood up from the stool, holding both hands up and open in a harmless gesture.
 
   “Take it outside.” The bartender, Sammy, spoke for the first time. “Not in my bar.”
 
   “I’m comfortable inside, though,” said Victor. “Really. I, uh, was just getting settled.”
 
   The man snarled and grabbed Victor by the shirt. Victor shot a sidelong glance at the bartender, who shook her head and smiled faintly.
 
   “Sorry kid,” she said. “You’re lucky I even let you have a drink.”
 
   Victor stood to his feet, and the man immediately started pushing him backward. He carried his bag with him and hurried up the stairs in a futile attempt to get far enough down the street to avoid getting his ass kicked.
 
   He didn’t move quickly enough. The man grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.
 
   “Hold on, let’s-“
 
   A fist collided with Victor’s jaw and exploded stars into his field of view. The force of the blow knocked him back, and his arms flailed uselessly in an attempt to break his fall as he dropped to the ground.
 
   “You’re lucky I don’t go to the police on your pervert ass.”
 
   “Hey man, she kissed me.” Victor spoke into the concrete for the first few words, sputtering to spit blood and dirt out of his mouth. 
 
   That’s right. She kissed me. How the hell did that happen?
 
   “Bullshit!” The man pulled back his leg. 
 
   This time, Victor saw the blow coming. He moved his hands to block his face as his attacker’s foot flew toward his head. Another painful hot flash passed over him, and his vision became tinted red, just as it had before.
 
   The kick slammed through Victor’s hands and landed a glancing blow on his forehead. Victor let out a pained gasp and then almost did a double take as he refocused his eyes.
 
   The man’s pant leg was on fire, and so was Victor’s hand. He pushed it down against the ground and saw, rather than felt, the flames extinguish. The man was staring at him, and after a moment, he followed Victor’s gaze down to his leg.
 
   “What the fuck?” 
 
   The man jumped backward, patting at the flames and howling. Victor blinked and took a closer look at his palm.
 
   I’m not burned. But my hand… It was definitely just on fire.
 
   A woman screamed from a few hundred feet down the street. The flames were spreading up the man’s leg, despite his best efforts to extinguish them. Victor hesitated for only a second before jumping up and lending his aid.
 
   “What did you do to me?” The man took a step back from him as he approached, and then immediately dropped to the ground and began rolling from side to side.
 
   “Nothing,” said Victor. “I mean, I don’t think.”
 
   “Someone call 911!” The woman screamed from down the street. The man had managed to get the flames out and was still inching backward from Victor.
 
   “You fucking psycho!”
 
   “Hey, hey, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Victor held up his hands. “See, I’m just as harmless as I look. I swear."
 
   He tried to take another step forward toward the man and got the same reaction.
 
   “He tried to kill me! He tried to light me on fire!”
 
   Victor cringed as a small crowd of tavern patrons and pedestrians began to coalesce around them. A cop car, lights flashing and siren on, pulled up to the scene. Victor sighed and held his hands up.
 
   What the hell just happened?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be used against you in the court of law.”
 
   Victor stared at the shiny hood of the police car as the cuffs went on. He blinked, and tried to focus on what was happening.
 
   “I thought that was just something out of the movies,” he said, still dumbfounded. “I didn’t realize you said that in real life.”
 
   The police officer, a short woman, was actually somewhat attractive. She was on the plumper side of voluptuous, and had listened to Victor and the other man’s stories before coming to a decision on what to do.
 
   I told her the truth. I don’t know what the hell happened.
 
   Unfortunately, she was now searching Victor for weapons with rough, unforgiving movements. A couple of people were still watching, including the supposed victim.
 
   “He tried to kill me, and before that, he was sexually harassing my girlfriend!”
 
   “That’s… well, it’s an exaggeration, at the least,” replied Victor.
 
   “Where is it?” asked the female officer. “This would go a lot easier if you just cooperated.”
 
   “Where is what?”
 
   She pulled on his cuffs so that Victor was fully upright and then turned him around to face her.
 
   “The lighter.” She locked eyes with him, and Victor tried to take the situation as seriously as everyone else was. “None of the witnesses saw you drop anything, or try to ditch it.”
 
   Victor started to answer when a blindingly hot headache exploded into his temples. He gritted his teeth and cursed in pain.
 
   “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said the cop. Victor chuckled through his pain and forced out a response.
 
   “Okay, now that’s definitely something you ganked from a movie.”
 
   The cop looked as though she was about to hit him. Victor regretted his words for only the briefest of instants before red light filled his vision again, and the heat moved out of him.
 
   The same ringing filled his ears, as though he’d been standing next a powerful speaker crackling with feedback. The cop’s expression looked totally different, and yet still focused on him. She was blushing slightly and waved a dismissive hand at the people watching.
 
   “Nothing to see here, folks. Head on back to whatever you were doing. I’m taking this one down to the station.”
 
   She led Victor into the back of the squad car, the lighter apparently forgotten, and closed him in. With a strange urgency, she took her place behind the wheel, started the car up, and began driving down the street.
 
   “Uh…” Victor felt a strange tension in the car and spoke mainly just to break through it. “What exactly am I being charged with?”
 
   “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” said the officer. Her voice had a suspicious, flirtatious tone to it.
 
   The cop pulled the car down a one-way street, and then into an alleyway. Victor raised an eyebrow as she killed the engine and the lights and then climbed out. He watched as she walked around to the other back seat door, opened it, and then climbed inside.
 
   “You’re an interesting fellow,” said the officer. “Clearly, you’re guilty, but it seems a shame that we can’t find some way to work all of this out.”
 
   Victor stared at the woman blankly.
 
   I’m reading this situation wrong. I have to be.
 
   Victor still saw a red glow in his peripheral vision. He opened his mouth to speak, and it spread to the rest of his field of view, flashing as though he’d just put on a pair of colored lens glasses.
 
   The female police officer inhaled sharply and then licked her lips.
 
   “You’ve been bad tonight,” she said, her voice soft and filled with lust. “I think you need to be punished.”
 
   She leaned into him, letting her lips rub across Victor’s cheek. An electric thrill of excitement ran through his body, along with the growing suspicion that he was in a dream.
 
   “I don’t even know your name,” he said.
 
   “You can call me Officer Matthews.” The woman ran a hand over his crotch. Victor was instantly hard.
 
   “Okay, uh, Officer Matthews. I think we might be moving a little fast.”
 
   Victor didn’t exactly have sexual experience in spades. His escapades stretched a single summer of romance he’d had with Ella, the girl next door. Even just thinking about how it had ended brought back painful memories and emotions.
 
   His vision flashed brighter red, and the cop let out a sharp gasp, as though Victor had just turned on a vibrator inside of her. She pressed herself against him, rubbing his hardness slowly as she pulled open the buttons of her uniform.
 
   “Stop resisting,” she whispered.
 
   I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that when a cop say those words.
 
   Victor opened his mouth to object one final time when Officer Matthews managed to pull her breasts free from the confines of her shirt. She was wearing a sports bra that looked fit for an Olympic athlete, but discarded it almost immediately, letting two large, shapely breasts fall into view. Despite himself, Victor began to stare.
 
   “Do you like what you see?” Officer Mathew cupped one arm under her bosom, framing them as though posing for an erotic picture.
 
   Victor nodded slowly, feeling his cock staging a coup.
 
   It’s not really like I can stop her anyway. I’m handcuffed. Better to have fun now and sort it all out later.
 
   “Can you uncuff me so that we can do this properly?” he asked.
 
   Officer Matthews laughed and pushed her breasts in his face.
 
   “Oh, now you know I can’t do that.” Her perfume smelled rugged, with a hint of cinnamon mixed in.
 
   She let her hands run down Victor’s chest and stomach, pausing for a second before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans. Victor’s cock strained against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too. His cock was painfully hard. Officer Matthews looked at him with playful seduction in her eyes as she wrapped a firm hand around it.
 
   “Oh.” Victor felt a smile creeping onto his face. “That feels nice.”
 
   For a moment, he became paranoid that someone might walk down the alleyway and peer into the car through one of the windows.
 
   She’s a cop, and we’re in her squad car. I think that gives us impunity.
 
   “Mmmm,” moaned Officer Matthews. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”
 
   She stroked Victor off slowly, kneading his stiff cock with her soft fingers. Victor felt more aroused than he ever remembered being, to the point where it was impossible to think about anything other than cumming. His issues and his pain were forgotten, outside of the issue of his erection, and the pain of its hardness.
 
   “Oh yeah,” he whispered.
 
   Officer Matthews ran a hand across her hair, still pulled back into a ponytail, and then leaned forward. She paused to flash him a temptress’s smile before pressing her soft, luscious lips against the head of his cock and giving it a kiss.
 
   “Oh wow!” Victor’s hips bucked up of their own accord, pushing the tip of his erection into the warm, wet confines of her mouth. Officer Matthews pushed him back into a flattened sitting position and shot him an authoritative look.
 
   “Easy there. Don’t forget who is in control, here.”
 
   Victor opened his mouth to respond and saw his vision flash red. Officer Matthews responded as though she was an actor who’d just received encouragement from her director. She dropped her lips down onto Victor’s cock and began sucking him off with gentle intensity and focus.
 
   Victor shook his head slowly, unable to think straight through the pleasure, but at the same time sure that he needed to try.
 
   I’m doing something to her, without meaning to. The pain, the hot flashes, they fade out whenever I see red.
 
   He felt Officer Matthews swirling her tongue against the bottom side of his hard, sensitive shaft and let out a moan. She pulled her mouth off his cock, making a small popping noise as her lips broke the seal, and then began pleasuring it with long, sensual licks, from the base to the tip.
 
   “Mmmmm.” She paused for a second and smiled at him before pulling her breasts into position on either side of Victor’s erection.
 
   They were big, soft, and gratuitously satisfying. Victor felt a different kind of pleasure wave through his cock as Officer Matthews squeezed and stroked him off with her cleavage. She brought her lips down so that she was suckling on the head of it and began to bounce against him, her boobs pleasuring him and offering visual eye candy at the same time.
 
   “Whoa…” Victor shook his head. It was too much. “Hold on, I’m about to-“
 
   Three things happened at once. Officer Matthews sucked hard and gave the tip of his cock a soft lick. Somebody knocked on the car’s backseat window, from outside. And Victor lost control.
 
   The door pulled open as he began to cum. Officer Matthews turned her head to look at the interruption, and Victor’s hot, sticky load blasted against her cheeks and chest. Semen spurted onto her lips, dribbled down her chin, and defiled her breasts. More of it splashed out than Victor had ever been able to produce before, double or triple as much, at least, but his attention was elsewhere.
 
   “Get out of the car.” A new voice, female, even toned, and professional, spilled into the car. Victor could only see the silhouette of the woman in the darkness of the alleyway. He looked from her to Officer Matthews.
 
   “What?” She shook her head. “This man is under arrest!”
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” said the woman. “You should go home, take a shower, and forget about this.”
 
   Officer Matthews scrambled to wipe herself clean and cover her breasts. Victor inched his way out of the car and then waited as a familiar looking woman reached inside and took the keys to his handcuffs from the cop.
 
   Wait a second. It’s her.
 
   Lucy Wilson, his father’s former assistant and the woman in the photo, turned to face him with a smile on her face.
 
   “Looks like I arrived just in time.”
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