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CHAPTER 1
 
The eggs were runny and too loose to be properly scrambled. Felix ran his fork through them another time, to no avail. The air smelled of burned toast, and as he flipped the three pieces he had going in the other pan, he burned his finger.
“You’re doing it wrong,” said Dani.
“I’m well aware of that!” snapped Felix. “Cooking has never been one of my strengths.”
“It’s almost six in the evening, and you’re cooking us breakfast.” 
“That’s all I know how to cook,” said Felix. “And given that nobody else in this apartment seems interested in stepping up to the task…”
“You do know that there is a restaurant that does takeout in the tower, right?”
He shot a look at Dani, after scanning the kitchen counter and spotting her amongst the ingredients he’d pulled from the fridge. Through a magical accident of her own making, Danica had shrunk her own body down to the size of an action figure, learning a valuable lesson about the dangers of drinking unlabeled alchemical potions in the process.
“It’s as done as it’s ever going to be,” she said. “Just take everything off the stove.”
Dani wore a dress that she’d made herself, crafted from a white and blue embroidered handkerchief and fitting her more like the dresses of the Victorian era than anything reasonably modern. She was pretty, with shoulder length brown hair, piercing blue eyes, and tiny curves that even her makeshift dress couldn’t hide.
Felix turned off burners and started scooping eggs, toast, and the bacon he’d burned earlier onto three plates. One for him, one the size of mason jar lid with bite sized portions for Dani, and one for Stella.
He carried the food in his hands and let Dani ride on his shoulder, slowing as he approached the kitchen table. Stella was awake, which was a small miracle. She’d taken up a reversed sleep cycle over the past few days, staying up all night and then sleeping through the day, waking in the evening and saying little to either Felix or Dani.
She was a pretty woman, with reddish blonde hair that reminded Felix of the early stages of the setting sun. Tonight, she wore her favorite black and gold sorceress robe, with, as far as he could tell, nothing underneath. Her body was full of interesting curves, and even now, with bleary eyes and bedhead, her face had an attractive, but stern quality to it.
“Stella.” Felix sat her plate down in front of her and took the seat on the other side. Dani hopped down from his shoulder and onto the kitchen table, taking her spot where they’d set up an empty box of pasta and an upside down teacup to serve as a table and chair for her.
“Felix,” said Stella. “…Morning.”
“Mom, it’s almost six!” said Dani. “At night!”
Felix smiled a little and nodded to the food he’d cooked. He did, in fact, know how to cook other meals, but this was the one he was best at, and he hoped that giving Stella at least a bit of normalcy back might help her fight her way through her depression.
Their last encounter with a threat from the supernatural world had left Stella drained of her magical abilities. Felix didn’t know enough about how her powers work to say anything for certain, but it seemed to him as though Stella was getting worse, rather than better, spending more time locked in her room during the day, and doing less during her periods of alertness at night.
“Stella,” said Felix. “There’s… something I need to talk to you about.”
Stella didn’t say anything. She just kind of nodded and tried to smile. It hurt Felix’s heart to see her so off her game. He’d come to North Spire by accident, and she’d been there to take him in as a host, and then done so much to help him navigate the magical dangers of the area and his new life.
She, and to a similar extent, Dani, were the only reasons he was still there. He had a life waiting for him back in the states. He was a photographer by trade, and his time in North Spire had turned him into more of a freeloading bum. Well, a freeloading bum with the power to shift into the body of a roided up wolf, but that wasn’t exactly something he could put on a job application.
“Stella, there’s going to be a town meeting tonight,” he said. “They’re rumors going around about the tower potentially holding an election to pick a new mayor.”
“I still can’t believe it,” said Dani. “It just feels so strange. I can’t even guess when that monster replaced him. How long was Jesamar the Mayor for, without any of us ever guessing?”
Felix shrugged, finding it a little odd that she’d focus on the mayor’s death while still trapped in her tiny body. A stab of guilt went through him as he thought about it more. It wasn’t his fault that she was stuck like that. And, it wasn’t his fault that Stella had lost her magical mojo. But here he was, making breakfast for dinner, trying to do what nobody else under the apartment’s roof could do, currently.
“Stella, you need to put your name forward,” said Felix. “This town isn’t going to be safe in just anyone’s hands. The things I’ve seen… There are serious threats waiting out in the cold. The people here need someone who has a sense of how to handle the supernatural.”
It wasn’t just idle speculation or paranoia. Since Felix and Dani had arrived back at the tower a couple of days earlier, the townsfolk had been making reports of a massive wolf pack somewhere to the north of the tower.
All of the wolves were either wolfborn or wolfbound, just like he was. He didn’t know much beyond that, but his densister, Gwen, had been very insistent that he go with her to meet the group. Felix had come back to the tower, knowing that Stella and Dani and the people of North Spire needed him more than the wolves. But what the town really needed wasn’t him. It was Stella.
“I can’t,” said Stella. “I… I’m just a shell of who I used to be, Felix.”
“You’re still you!” said Felix. “You just… need to get your groove back.”
Stella poked at her rubbery pile of eggs with her fork, shaking her head.
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
“What about the meeting?” asked Felix. “At least make an appearance. It will help everyone’s spirits.”
Stella smiled, and the expression looked sad on her face.
“You go in my place,” she said. “Tell them I’m sick.”
She stood up from the table slowly, not even bothering to pull her robe tight against her as it billowed open, flashing cleavage and a hint of nipple. If the circumstances had been different, Felix would have rejoiced in the chance to sneak a quick peak. But now, he just felt sad and stressed out.



 
CHAPTER 2
 
Felix spent another minute nibbling at the food on his plate before getting up and clearing the table. The meeting was scheduled for six thirty, down in the tower’s lobby. He’d been active in the town over the past few days, and knew that if he didn’t go and Stella didn’t go, people would start asking questions.
“I’m coming with you,” said Dani.
“No. That’s an absolutely terrible idea.”
“Felix, I’m going with you!” 
He gritted his teeth.
“Fine,” he said. “But you’re in my pocket the entire time. Don’t say anything, and don’t try to look around.”
Despite his reluctance, Dani’s reaction made him smile. She clapped her hands together and grinned at him, hopping an inch or so into the air on the kitchen table. It also reminded him of how hard her life had become, with boredom and isolation a constant fact of her existence.
“Do you think my mom is going to be okay?” asked Dani.
Felix hesitated before answering, offering a shrug at first, in place of words.
“Of course she will be,” he said. “Eventually. She just needs time to recuperate and remember her reasons for being who she is, and doing what she does.”
Dani seemed to think about that for a second. Felix did one last scan over the table, moving the box and the teacup onto the counter, and then carefully scooped Dani up into his hand.
He was wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and it was a little too warm inside for him to throw on another layer. Felix slid Dani into his front pants pocket with careful movements, noticing the frown on her face as her head sank out of sight.
She’d given him her thoughts on riding in his jeans pockets several times over the past few days. Felix had taken to washing them with fabric softener and only wearing them once per cycle, which placated her somewhat.
“You remember the rules, right?” said Dani’s muffled voice.
“I remember,” he said, smiling.
Certain relatively normal and mostly benign bodily functions were, in the context of having a tiny person in his pocket, totally off limits to him. Luckily, Felix had already handled everything he needed to handle earlier in the afternoon, and felt no need to make Dani’s life any harder than it already was.
He walked out into the hallway and then down three flights of stairs, nodding to a couple of other people headed in the same direction. Dani shifted in his pocket, leaning against his thigh to get more comfortable. In her position, all of her movements were easy for Felix to feel, and the same was true for anything of his that moved down there, as well, a somewhat awkward reality of him smuggling her around.
North Spire’s main lobby had been through a lot over the past few weeks, but it looked no worse for wear. Several rows of chairs were set up in front of a small stage, the same stage that he remembered being used for the winter festival.
Felix found a spot and sat down, shifting his jeans slightly to make the situation a little less uncomfortable for both him and Dani. He felt her slide against his thigh, brushing up against his crotch for an illicit second. It excited him far more than it should have, but he did his best not to notice.
“Good timing.” Shane, one of the few friends other than Dani around Felix’s same age in North Spire, sat down in the seat next to him. “Where are Stella and Dani?”
Felix hesitated, suddenly wishing that he’d had the foresight to think of a decent excuse for the two of them. Dani had been “sick” and sequestered away in Stella’s apartment for more than a week now. He’d spoken to Stella about coming up with a cover story involving her traveling to visit family, but recent events had complicated things.
“Uh… they couldn’t make it,” said Felix. “Dani was really tired, and Stella didn’t want to leave her on her own.”
Shane frowned at Felix. He looked a bit like his father, Sheriff Burke, but with brooding good looks in the place of the older man’s sternness. Still, his eyes had that same, piercing quality to them, as though he could see through lies.
“That’s odd,” said Shane. He shrugged and, thankfully, let it drop.
A balding man of middle age with a bit of a gut on him stood on the stage, watching as the last few townspeople filed in. His name was Ted, and he worked under the Mayor as an administrative assistant. Felix knew both him and his wife, Deborah, but tried to keep his mind from hashing up the details of how, knowing it would prove uncomfortable for Dani in his pocket.
Sheriff Burke, the town’s only law enforcement agent and a thoroughly abrasive character, climbed up on the stage and stood next to Ted. Sister Catherine also made her way up, presumably to offer a religious opinion on the events of the past few days, if needed. The crowd went silent as Ted raised his hand.
“Um…” He shifted nervously on the stage. “A lot has happened here in North Spire over the past week. I, uh, I know a lot of you are scared, and that’s okay. But… there are, well, there are some things that I think we, uh…”
“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Ted.” Sheriff Burke pushed him slightly, moving him to the left of center stage and taking over. “We still don’t know where Mayor Senhaji is. He was our friend, and he did a lot for the community, but at this point, we have to assume the worst.”
The crowd broke out in whispers and murmurs. Felix, along with Dani in his pocket, were the only people who knew the truth. Mayor Senhaji was dead, and had probably been dead for at least a month. He’d been replaced by Jesamar, who also was now dead, leaving the town without a figurehead to lead the way forward.
“The, uh, town’s charter says that we need to announce elections now,” said Ted. “I know it’s… scary… really scary, to think that Mayor Senhaji might not ever come back to us. But we need a mayor. We need someone to address what’s happening outside.”
This time, there was no whispering. Everyone in North Spire had seen the wolf pack. The size of it was astounding, easily outnumbering the people in the tower two, maybe even three to one. The pack hadn’t drawn closer than a mile or so to the town, but the threat was still real. Travel between North Spire and the south had essentially halted with the wolf pack’s arrival, and everyone was expecting something to happen, something bad.
“I’d like to announce my candidacy for the position of mayor, right here and now,” said Sheriff Burke. “You all know me. You know what kind of man I am. I’m the type of person North Spire needs to take these fucking wolves down.”
There were several children amongst the gathered townsfolk, and Felix noticed a couple of frowns on the faces of their parents. He looked around at the assembly, waiting to see if anyone would ask the obvious question. When nobody did, he took it upon himself, standing up and clearing his throat. 
“You’re the sheriff,” he said, speaking as much to the room as to Burke. “Isn’t it a conflict of interest for you to hold both positions at once?”
The lobby went totally silent. Sheriff Burke shot an icy glare at Felix and let out a slow breath. Shane took hold of Felix’s shirt sleeve and gave it a tug, frowning at him in disapproval.
“I will, of course, step down from my position as Sheriff,” said Sheriff Burke. “Ted, would that be alright by the rules of the town charter?”
Ted flinched, as though he’d forgotten that he was on stage, directing the meeting.
“Uh, I believe so,” he said. “Yes…”
“It seems like it would be easier if we just had someone else run for the position of Mayor,” said Felix. “I mean, you have experience as the Sheriff. It’s a different role, a different service to the community then what you’re accustomed to.”
In truth, all Felix could think about ever since hearing that the town would be electing a new Mayor was how perfect the position would be for someone else. Someone who understood the true nature of the area around North Spire. Someone who was in touch with the threats the town faced, and the foes waiting in the darkness to take advantage of its people. Someone like Stella…
“Remind me again how long you’ve been in our town for?” said Sheriff Burke.
Felix started to answer, but the older man cut him off before he could get out more than a sentence.
“You know, I had a bad feeling about you from the first day you got here,” said Sheriff Burke. “We don’t get outsiders in North Spire often. And we’re not interested in hearing what your agenda for a town that you aren’t truly a member of is. So shut your fucking mouth.”
Felix looked around the room, meeting a few people’s eyes and seeing that just about everyone in attendance wasn’t interested in stepping into the argument. Even Sister Catherine, who’d showed him more kindness than most in the town, kept her gaze downcast and demure, refusing to validate either side.
“I don’t have an agenda, and I know that I’m not really a part of this community,” said Felix. “I just think that it’s bad to make a snap decision out of fear.”
“Uh, Felix.” Ted fidgeted on the stage and held his hands out in a placating gesture. “It is true that people are afraid. We’ve all seen the wolves, and we know what it means if the roads leading to North Spire end up getting cut off because of the danger.”
“Exactly,” said Sheriff Burke. “As Mayor, I will make it my mission to systematically reduce the wolf population in the area to a reasonable level.”
“That’s not going to work,” said Felix. “You don’t-”
“This isn’t an open discussion,” said Sheriff Burke. “Ted, finish up with the announcements.”
Felix started to object, but Shane gave his sleeve a tug and shook his head. His friend’s face was conflicted, as were many of the faces Felix saw in the crowd. Sheriff Burke, he had to admit, was a damn good sheriff, overall. But would he make a good, or even a decent mayor?
“There’s nothing you can do about it,” whispered Shane.
“So I should just sit here and say nothing?”
Shane shook his head and smiled a little.
“Just do what you can,” he said. “And let the chips fall as they may.”



 
CHAPTER 3
 
The rest of the town meeting was a much more mundane affair, focusing on a couple of community projects, fundraising for the tower’s library. Felix listened until the end and then made his way back upstairs, making small talk with Sister Catherine on his way by.
Dani had wiggled most of the way out of his pocket before he’d even reached the door to Stella’s apartment. She had a scowl on her face, though Felix could tell from her tiny eyes that it wasn’t directed at him.
“That lunatic is going to get us killed,” said Dani. “He has no idea how to handle the wolves.”
“I know,” said Felix. “Which is why I’m heading out tonight to see what they want.”
Felix shut the door of the apartment behind them. Stella was still in her room, doing who knows what. Dani began climbing up his arm, not stopping until she stood at her shoulder, her favorite spot for arguments.
“Felix, are you out of your mind?” asked Dani. “They’ll kill you before you get a chance to say anything.”
He shook his head slowly.
“I don’t think they will,” he said. “But even so, it’s just a risk I have to take. I can’t leave the tower in such a vulnerable position.” 
“It’s suicide! The fact that you’re wolfbound and not already a part of their pack will be more than enough reason for them to, to…”
“I’m well aware of how it’s going to look to them,” said Felix. “But there’s no other way. I can’t just wait here and see what happens.”
Felix gently lifted Dani from his shoulder and set her down on the couch. He walked into Stella’s bathroom and ran the water in the sink, splashing it onto his face and taking a few deep breaths. His heart was pounding, resonating at everything Dani had said. He was taking a really stupid risk, but he was the only one who could take it.
Dani was nowhere in sight, but the TV was on, and Felix assumed that she was probably huddled close to the remote. He walked over to where he’d left his heavy snow clothes and began pulling them on, hesitating before sliding on the pink gloves that he’d been borrowing indefinitely. He literally couldn’t do without them, but imagining the reaction of the lycanthropes to him wearing pink was a little embarrassing.
He headed out through the door as silently as he could, and then down the hall and down the stairs. The lobby had emptied out quickly after the meeting, and the only one left was Ted, who was in the process of folding up the last few chairs and carrying them into a storage closet.
Felix resisted the urge to walk right by the man and be obvious about his little adventure outside. Instead, he waited behind the stage, watching Ted as he meandered around the lobby, giving it one last look over.
From the man’s expression, it didn’t look as though he had a care in the world. Most of the people of North Spire were isolated from the real dangers waiting outside, which up until recently, had been held mostly at bay by Stella’s influence.
Even now, with the wolves in plain sight and Sheriff Burke spouting survival rhetoric, Ted’s face held none of the fear that Felix would have expected. He looked a little tired and a little annoyed, like a man who’d had a long day at work and maybe sensed that his wife had been a little distance as of late.
Felix slipped out into the lobby as Ted made his way up the first flight of stairs. He crossed to the metal entrance doors, set his shoulder against one of them to work it open, and then headed outside.
The moon and stars were a brilliant sight, putting out enough light onto the reflective white snow cover to make it feel almost like parking lot under street lamps. The moon was three quarters full, which, from what Stella had told him, meant that Felix’s wolfbound abilities would be at about three quarters of their maximum strength.
He shivered and pulled his hood up as he hurried off to the north. There wasn’t quite enough light for him to see the wolf pack at a distance, if it was out and about, and nobody in North Spire had found where they made camp yet. He sensed that they were nearby from something deep within his intuition, however.
He’d made it about a mile and a half north of the tower when a shape moved in the darkness ahead of him. Felix stiffened, moving his face a bit to ensure that his lips would be ready to parlay when it came time.
Whatever was nearby moved again, and Felix saw the silhouette of a tall, muscular man appear in the darkness in front of him. He raised a hand in greeting.
“Hello,” he said. “Uh, I’ve come on behalf of North Spire. I’m just here to talk.”
The man sniffed the air several times in quick succession.
“Wolfbound,” he said, his voice slow and low.
Felix nodded.
“Yes, I am wolfbound,” he said. “But I’ve come to speak on behalf of the humans.”
The man was either considering Felix’s words, or preparing for something. Felix didn’t have to wait very long to discover which.
The flash of the man’s transformation came at the same time he lunged forward, throwing himself into the air and turning from a human into a massive wolf. Felix only barely had time to duck and roll to the side.
“Hold on!” he shouted. “I’m-”
A paw the size of his face slammed into, well, his face. Felix flipped head over heels, his cheek immediately beginning to swell, the subzero snow crystals stabbing into the cut the strike had opened up.
He stumbled to his feet, drawing upon his own wolfbound abilities. He wanted to transform and face off against the man, wolf to wolf. He hesitated, knowing that he’d be taking a huge risk if he did so. Losing control so close to the wolf pack, fighting against a member of the wolf pack, would ensure his death.
“Stop!” shouted Felix. “I’m only here to-”
The wolf charged at him, head on. Felix kicked outward, his foot aimed at the beast’s snout. As though out of second nature, the wolf flashed with light, spinning and becoming human in time to avoid Felix’s attack and offer up a counter.
A fist slammed into his stomach, and then another hit him in the jaw. Felix had just enough time to see stars before the final blow bludgeoned into his temple, disconnecting him from consciousness.



 
CHAPTER 4
 
Felix let out a groan and twitched upward. He was lying on some type of mat, low to the ground like a futon, or sleeping mat. His winter clothing had been stripped off him, but he still had his jeans and t-shirt on, and was covered by several thick, blankets.
As far as he could tell, he was in a small tent, large enough for the bed and for someone to stand upright in, but not much else. An orange crystal the size of a basketball sat in the center of the room, humming and emanating more heat than a space heater. Felix rubbed his head, which ached in several different places, and forced himself up into a sitting position.
The tent’s entrance flap opened, revealing to him a star strewn sky that suggested it was still the same night. A girl walked into the tent. Her eyes were blue, like the ocean on a bright day, and her hair was shoulder length and of such a pale blonde that it appeared almost white.
“Gwen…” said Felix, recognizing her instantly. “What’s going on?”
Gwen wore the same white and pink jacket and snow pants he’d seen on her last time. They fit her well, and he did his best to ignore her ample curves as she stalked over to where he sat on the bed.
“This situation is complicated,” said Gwen. “But know that you are exactly where you need to be, denbrother. You should have come with me when I first gave you the chance.”
Felix fought the urge to scowl at her. She was of Nalya’s brood, the denmother that had chosen Felix and given him his wolfbound abilities. She’d done it on the assumption of Felix joining her family, taking on the role of the patriarch over the four local lycanthropes, Nalya, Gwen, and her two densisters, Breeze and Windy.
“I have other responsibilities, Gwen,” he said. “And I am my own man, now as much as ever.”
“Of course, Felix.” Gwen grinned wickedly at him, slipping off her snow boots and taking a place on the bed beside him. “You’re full of such spirit, denbrother. It’s what I love about you.”
Before he could say anything else or get a real explanation out of her, Gwen had slipped under the blankets. He muttered a curse at her, but his head ached, and he didn’t have the strength to stop whatever she was doing.
He felt her hands running across his jeans, lowering the zipper and sliding them down. Felix tried to keep himself from getting excited, not wanting to give her an avenue to take advantage of him through. It was impossible, however, and his cock was already in a semi-rigid state by the time Gwen had slid his boxers down.
“Gwen, enough,” he said. “I’m not interested in-”
Gwen’s mouth closed over his cock, and Felix almost shouted in ecstasy. It felt unbelievably good, his exhaustion amplifying his pleasure to a level that was almost transcendent. Gwen stopped almost as soon as she started, however, giving his now rock hard erection a tender, teasing squeeze.
“Do you still want me to stop, denbrother?” she whispered.
“Enough with that stupid talk,” said Felix. “We’re not related.”
“Maybe not by blood,” she whispered. “And I’m glad you see it that way, actually. Now relax, and let your densister finish taking care of you.”
Her tongue ran up the length of his shaft, taking its sweet, slow time. Felix leaned back on the bed, savoring the sensation of her lips kissing their way up and down his hard shaft.
And then, the tent flap opened. Felix stiffened, his eyes flicking from the bed to the new arrival. An older woman, her hair the same white as Gwen’s, but longer, slipped inside. She was attractive, much as all of the female lycanthropes Felix had met had been, and her face held the same timeless, ageless beauty. She was Nalya, and technically, she was Felix’s denmother.
Panic surged through him as he felt Gwen’s lips continuing to kiss and tease. She was hidden under the blankets, which where padded thickly enough to make the outline of her body into a vague, inconspicuous lump. Nalya had no idea of what was going on, and the smile she flashed in Felix’s direction was sincere and oblivious.
“Denchild,” she said, in a soft voice. “May we speak?”
“Uh…” Felix tried to focus on her words and ignore the sensation of Gwen’s hot mouth as she formed a tight seal over the tip of his erection. “I need to rest, for a bit, I think.”
“Any rest you require must come quickly,” said Nalya, sitting down on the padded carpet of the tent next to Felix’s bed. “Felix… I apologize for the circumstances you currently find yourself in.”
Gwen was bobbing her head up and down, her tongue and lips moving with slutty grace over his rod. Felix felt as though everything about his facial expression and voice tone was giving him away. It was so hard to think, the pleasure happening under the blankets demanding his full attention. He tried not cringe as he met Nalya’s gaze, full of concern and soft emotions.
“It’s alright,” he managed to say. “I’m just… trying to handle things as they happen.”
Gwen pulled back slightly, taking her mouth off Felix’s cock. He let out a sigh of relief, but her lips were still close enough for him to feel her hot breath on the sensitive skin of his shaft.
“The Alpha Pack, the wolves that you’ve seen outside your home, has come because of you, denchild,” said Nalya. “It is my fault. I tried to convince the Wolf Lord to allow you more time, given the unusual conditions of your bonding.”
“Okay,” said Felix. “More time would be good.”
Gwen licked the tip of his cock again, her tongue managing to feel cruel and wonderful at the same time. He was going blow his load, if he couldn’t stay focused on his breathing. Blow it right there with Nalya in the tent, all over Gwen’s pretty little face and the blankets.
“Sadly, there is little I can do now that the situation had progressed,” said Nalya. “Marakan, the Wolf Lord, demands that you undergo your Determination.”
“My… Determination?” Felix was almost ready to give up on trying to keep up with the conversation. Gwen had started sucking again, bobbing her head up and down in such an obvious manner that Felix was sure that Nalya would notice. It felt so good and so wrong. He wanted to die of shame, both from the pleasure and from the thoughts going through his head, the way his eyes seemed drawn to the curves of Nalya’s breasts, his denmother’s breasts.
“He will test you to see if you are fit to have your own pack,” said Nalya, frowning. “It is a test that will have consequences that extend beyond just you.”
“Oh… okay,” gasped Felix. “Okay!”
Nalya smiled at him and extended her hand, cupping his cheek. Gwen was sucking faster and faster under the blanket. The pleasure was too much for him, too compelling for Felix to do anything but lean into.
“He will come for you soon,” said Nalya. “You must go through this without hesitation, denchild.”
“I will,” he said. “Oh, I will!”
“I will do what I can to help make it easier for you.” Nalya smiled that oblivious smile again, and Gwen rubbed her wet tongue and hot mouth down the length of his shaft. “But there is much that you will have to do on your own, to find your release.”
Felix opened his mouth to answer her, but forgot what he was going to say. Gwen was doing something with her mouth, something that he wished he could have gotten a look at. She sucked him in deep, and he felt her lips and tongue massaging with wet, insistent movements. He couldn’t hold out any longer, and closed his eyes as a shameful, full body orgasm swept over him.
“It is a lot, I know.” Nalya ran her hand through his hair, which made Felix feel ten times guiltier about what he’d just done. “Just do your best, and I will do whatever I can for you.”
She stood up and left the room, and Felix leaned his head back on the pillow, putting his hands over his face. Gwen started giggling once the tent flap was closed, sliding up to poke her head out next to Felix on the bed.
“That was fun!” she said.
“You’re evil.”



 
CHAPTER 5
 
Gwen left the tent shortly after, and Felix leaned his head back on the bed, grateful to have a moment to himself. He had no idea how to proceed or what to do now that he’d made contact with the wolves. What Nalya had told him about the “Alpha Pack”, and how they had come in order to test him, chilled him to the bone. What would happen if he failed the test?
“Hey! Please don’t tell me that what I think happened under those blankets actually just happened.”
Dani’s tiny voice came from the pile of Felix’s snow clothes to the side of the tent. Felix felt his mouth drop open as he looked over and saw her, the lower half of her body still hidden inside one of the pockets on the leg of his snow pants.
“Are you insane?” he hissed. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”
“You just got head from one of those, those…” Dani was glaring at him, her shoulders shaking slightly in anger.
“If they find you here, what do you think they’ll do, Dani?” asked Felix, through gritted teeth. “I don’t even know what they’re going to do to me. You’re the size of a mouse, and I think you can guess what these wolves do to mice.”
“Quit changing the subject!” Dani rolled across his snow clothes and landed on the ground, walking over to the edge of the futon and pulling herself onto it. “I saw her go under the covers, Felix? You didn’t… did you?”
“That’s not the issue right now, Dani!”
“Oh my god, you sicko!” Dani began pummeling his shoulder with tiny fists. “That’s… disgusting! You big, jerk! With me in the tent with you?”
“I didn’t know you were there,” said Felix. “And besides…”
He trailed off, hearing footsteps crunching on the snow from outside. Dani’s eyes flashed with fear, and Felix unceremoniously grabbed her and stuffed her into his jeans pocket, just as the tent flap slid open.
A man and a woman, both wearing winter clothing that looked to be about a century out of fashion, slipped into the tent. One of them pulled down a wool scarf and nodded to Felix.
“Outsider,” he said. “The Wolf Lord Marakan demands your presence.”
Felix felt his fear go up against his natural urge to rebel, and come up just short of having a hold on him.
“I’m a little tired,” he said. “Maybe we could reschedule for tomorrow morning? Or better yet, why don’t you tell him that he can come and see me?”
The man that had spoken stepped forward and roughly ripped the covers off the bed. Felix groaned and reluctantly stood to his feet. They gave him time to pull on his winter clothing, and then he followed them out into the cold. 
The Alpha Pack’s camp reminded Felix of a festival ground, with tents scattered across a large area of the snow. They were a couple of miles north of the tower, in an area that he’d passed through on one of his previous adventures.
He was led through the camp by the two guards, drawing the eyes of almost everyone he passed. Felix frowned as he examined the faces of the members of the so called Alpha Pack, surprised to find that the gender ratio was massively skewed in favor of women. In fact, other than the man Felix followed behind and one other, who stood just outside of the largest tent, he appeared to be the only other man in sight. 
“Jeakal,” said the man, nodding to the tent guard. “This is the one.”
The guard outside the tent flashed a smile full of crooked teeth.
“Well…” The guard laughed. “I don’t think we’ll have much to worry about, then. I’ll take him from here, Yarko.”
The guard, Jeakal, grabbed Felix by the front of his jacket and threw him through the tent’s flap with superhuman strength. Felix twisted as he fell, landing in a way that cushioned Dani’s tiny, vulnerable body from the impact. He slowly pulled himself to his feet, smelling a strange incense and noticing a heating crystal at the center of the tent at least three or four times the size of the one he’d been provided with. 
A tall, muscular, and overall quite foreboding looking man stood in the back of the tent. He wore bear skin clothing, and had jet black hair that fell past his shoulders. He took a step forward and Felix got a look at his face, noticing that he probably wasn’t much older than he was.
“What is your name?” asked the man. “And who do you swear allegiance to?”
Felix glanced over his shoulder and saw Jeakal enter the tent behind him. He hesitated, deciding against trying anything that might get him killed.
“Felix Honlan,” he said. “And, uh, I don’t swear allegiance to anyone.”
“Do you know who I am?”
Felix hesitated again.
“The Wolf Lord,” he finally said. “Marakan.”
The man nodded and flashed a suitably wolfish grin.
“Good,” he said. “This will go easier if the two of us reach a proper understanding.”
Felix waited for the man to continue, watching as he slowly walked across the tent, drawing up within a couple of paces of him. Marakan’s hands suddenly lashed out, grabbing either side of his face and holding firm.
“Look into my eyes!” shouted Marakan. “You belong to me now.”
Felix looked. The man’s eyes were like two pits of charcoal, empty of color and emotion.
“I serve no one.” Felix had to force the words out through the tight grip Marakan had on either side of his face.
Marakan moved with blinding speed, slamming a fist into his stomach, and then an elbow down on the space in between Felix’s shoulders. He dropped to his knees and had to fight to keep from retching.
“Kill him, Wolf Lord,” said Jeakal. “He is not one of us.”
Marakan didn’t react to the suggestion. He glared down at Felix, his expression full of malice, but also something strange. It was as though he was sizing Felix up, trying to come to a decision about something.
“You are wolfbound,” said Marakan. “With Nalya, as your denmother.”
“Uh…” Felix wasn’t sure if Marakan had meant it as a question or not. “I am.”
“Most of the Alpha Pack, my brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, are wolfborn, lycanthropes from their first breath.” Marakan leaned his face in a little closer. “I was also chosen by one of the denmothers. I am a wolfbound, the same as you.”
They weren’t the same, but Felix knew better than to say anything this time. 
“You will be given your Determination,” said Marakan. “And if you make it through, you will serve me well. But if you do not, your territory and your pack will be given to another of my brothers.”
“I would gladly take on this territory,” said Jeakal, his voice smug. “Nalya is a fine denmother. And her denchildren, as well, would make excellent breeding stock.”
“You bastard!” Felix stumbled to his feet and swung at Jeakal. The other man’s fist hit him before his own blow had landed, and pain lanced through Felix’s chest.
“Oh, that’s right,” said Jeakal. “I’ll take all of them, one by one. I’ll make them scream, first in fear, and then in pleasure.”
Marakan let it happen, and it almost seemed to Felix as though he’d planned the encounter this way. 
“The tower town, as well, would fall to another of my brothers,” said Marakan. “Those are the stakes of your situation, Felix Honlan.”
The tent flap opened behind Felix, and another figure entered. He looked up, watching as a woman dressed in a tight fitting winter jacket and black snow pants walked across the space to stand next to Marakan.
She had massive breasts, almost too large for her petite figure, along with a trim waist and solid butt. Her hair was dark brown and she smiled as she noticed Felix paying attention to her.
“Husband, there’s no reason for you to be overly cruel,” she said. “Letting Jeakal sit in on this discussion seems like overkill.”
“Xeltraya…” Marakan smiled at her, clearly enjoying her presence. “Perhaps you have a point…”
“He is a handsome and young, just as you were back when we first wed, husband,” said Xeltraya. “You should be gentle.”
“He is an outsider, with no right!” screamed Jeakal. “He does not-”
“Silence,” said Marakan. “We are done here. Take him back to his tent.”
Marakan motioned with his hand. Jeakal took Felix by the jacket and pushed him out of the tent. Felix stumbled and fell to the snow on his side, hoping that Dani had made it through the encounter with fewer injuries than he had.
The other man who’d led him through the camp originally walked over and helped Felix to his feet. He led him back the way they’d came, stopping before letting Felix back into his tent.
“You will not have it easy in your Determination,” said the man. “But if you fail, know that you would fail eventually in life, regardless.”
Felix shook his head.
“Is that supposed to be reassuring?”
The man laughed.
“That’s up to you.” He extended his hand in formal greeting. “Yarko.”
The name sounded familiar, but Felix couldn’t place from where. He scanned the man’s face, expecting to have a moment of sudden recognition and finding nothing.
“Felix,” he said, taking the man’s hand, grateful to have found at least one non-psychopath among the bunch.



 
CHAPTER 6
 
Nalya was sitting on the edge of his bed when Felix walked back into the tent. She looked tired, and didn’t say anything at first as he stripped off his heavy winter clothing.
“Why did you choose to make me wolfbound?” asked Felix. The question had been burning on his tongue for a long time, almost since the first day he’d met Nalya in wolf form, back in the crystal caves.
“I didn’t choose you, Felix,” said Nalya. “Not in a direct manner, at least, any more than you chose me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You have a good heart.” Nalya smiled at him. “A good soul. My denfamily was in need of a patriarch, and you were in need of purpose, and belonging. You became wolfbound in much the same way that a loose spark begets a forest fire.”
Felix shook his head and sat down on the bed next to her. His body ached all over, and more than anything, he wanted to be back in Stella’s apartment, sleeping on her couch.
“When will the Determination take place?” he asked.
“Days from now,” said Nalya. “Perhaps weeks. It is customary for a wolfbound outside of the Alpha Pack to be given a regiment of training in the ways of the wolf before undergoing the test.”
Felix sighed and leaned back on the bed. He felt Nalya’s hand run across his chest, and despite himself, he felt a little excited.
“We will help you along, Felix,” whispered Nalya. “Though you did not choose this path for yourself, you also do not have to walk it alone.”
“Thank you,” he said, forcing a smile onto his face. Nalya stood up and left the tent.
In truth, what Jeakal had said inside Marakan’s tent was also on his mind. Nalya and the rest of her denfamily, though he’d only known them a short time, were people that he cared about. The idea of his inaction leading to them suffering under the will of a vile creature like Jeakal made him sick to his stomach.
Felix felt something wiggling in his jeans and shifted on the bed to give Dani the room she needed to slide the rest of the way out of his pocket. She tried to look dignified as she fixed her dress, standing on his thigh and peering up at him with a frown on her face.
“So when are we leaving?” she asked.
“After my Determination,” said Felix.
Dani glowered at him.
“You can’t join up with them, Felix,” she said. “And do you really think they’ll just turn tail and head home, once you’ve gone through this test?”
He shrugged.
“What choice do I have? If I run away from this, they’ll claim the area around North Spire. I’m not sure what that means exactly, but I don’t think it will work out well for the people of the tower.”
“Felix, in case you’ve forgotten, I’m here too!” Dani stomped her tiny foot against his leg. “My mom isn’t doing so well right now. I need to get back to the tower and make sure she’s okay, and you need to come with me.”
“I’ll bring you back tonight, if that’s what you want,” he said. “But I have to come back here and face this, Dani. It’s about more than just me, or your mom, or even the tower.”
Dani made a frustrated noise and crossed her arms.
“You stubborn nitwit! Fine, I’ll stay here with you.”
“You don’t have to,” said Felix. “I’m not even sure that it’s going to be safe here for you, Dani.”
“I can’t just leave you to your own devices,” said Dani. “Or to that… slutty wolf girl.”
“Ah, jealousy,” said Felix. “The highest of all emotions.”
“Shutup!”
Felix laughed. The two of them talked for a while longer, mostly about nothing, and then turned in for the night. Dani slept next to him on his pillow, cursing at him in a tiny, mumbling voice every time he tossed and turned throughout the night.
It was a little too warm in the tent when he woke up. The orange crystal next to his bed continued pulsating and giving off heat, but Felix had no sense of how to adjust it. He’d been awake for a minute or two when Nalya poked her head through the flap and smiled at him.
“You must get up,” she said. “Today, you will begin your training.”



 
CHAPTER 7
 
Felix quickly dressed and then exited the tent. Nalya was waiting for him outside, and the camp of the Alpha Pack was alive with activity. In the morning light, it was a completely different place from what he’d seen the night before.
All of the tents, including his, were made from carefully stitched animal furs worked over a frame of flexible tree branches. The denizens of the camp, as he’d noted the night before, were mostly women, and Felix had trouble remembering ever seeing such a glorious sight.
Each one of them was naturally attractive in the same way that female athletes, gymnasts and volleyball players tend to be. The abilities of a wolfbound included a cessation of most of the regular aging process, so most of the women looked to be no older than Felix was himself.
Even with all of them wearing heavy winter clothes, there was an enormous amount of temptation on display, women bending over to clear snow out of walkways, or setting up a new tent and wiggling to pull down the fur covering from the top branch. 
He’d been staring for several seconds when Dani, tucked away in his front jacket pocket, kicked him hard in the chest.
“Hey!” she said, in a voice that only reached him. “Quit ogling!”
“I’m not ogling,” he whispered. “It’s just… a lot to take in.”
Despite the appearance of the tents, the Alpha Pack didn’t appear to have any qualms over using modern technology. A small group of women streamed into the camp on snowmobiles, each of them laden with backpacks, foraged supplies, and surprisingly, a few grocery bags. The nearest grocery story, as far as Felix knew, was hundreds of miles away, but he didn’t see the cold and snow as being much of an obstacle for the wolves.
“Felix,” said Nalya, drawing up close next to him. “Today, you must learn how to fight.”
Felix nodded slowly, though he was only half listening, still entranced by the sight of the camp. For a moment, he wondered if it would really be so bad for him to fall in with the wolves. The thought of what would happen to Stella and Dani in the case of that situation made him immediately push it out of his head.
“Felix?” Nalya was looking at him expectantly.”
“Oh, right,” he said, suddenly remembering Dani in his pocket and what that meant. “I’ll be right back.”
He slipped back into the tent, and after double checking to make sure that the flap was solidly closed, he bent down and pulled Dani out of his pocket. She scowled at him.
“Hey, what gives?” Her eyes darted down to the floor. “You’re not seriously leaving me here, are you?”
“Dani, I’m going to be doing combat training today,” he said. “It just wouldn’t be safe for you. You’ll be better off in here.”
“What? But… what if…?”
“I don’t really have any better options,” he said. “I’ll be back with food and water as soon as I can be.”
“It’s really hot in here, though!”
“About that… You should see if you can figure out how to adjust the temperature of the heating crystal.” He smiled at her. “Have fun!”
Nalya’s expression was set into a disapproving frown when Felix came back out into the camp. He hesitated, trying to think of a decent excuse for why he’d gone back inside the tent and coming up with nothing.
“Uh… Where’s Gwen today?” he asked, instead. “And uh, Breeze and Windy? I haven’t seen either of them in a while.”
“This may be our home territory, but we serve as part of the Alpha Pack while it is here,” said Nalya. “All three of them are serving the Wolf Lord, either as scouts, foragers, or food runners.”
She led him down several twists and turns through the camp. They passed by a couple of open faced tents that were larger than the others and exposed to the elements. The first had a number of dead deer, rabbits, and other animals in the process of being butchered, and then frozen in the snow.
The second was filled with wooden tubs of steaming water and a number of very, very naked women. Felix felt his mouth drop open as Nalya led him by. One of the women had deep red hair and big, beautiful breasts. She caught his eye, smiled, and mouthed something as she sank into one of the bathing tubs, which had another orange heating crystal submerged in the water.
“Felix!” snapped Nalya. “Keep it in your pants.”
“Sorry,” he said, turning away as another of the naked women began to take interest in him. “It’s just… we’re aren’t so open about nudity in uh, regular society.”
“Regular society?” Nalya smiled a little and shook her head. “The way western civilization operates is anything but regular, I assure you.”
They went a little bit further and then stopped in front of a large tent that was only somewhat smaller than the big top at a carnival. Nalya pulled the tent flap open and led him inside. The tent was mostly empty, save for a single man near one side that was busy checking over a long folding table covered in semi-automatic rifles. Felix recognized him.
“Yarko,” said Nalya. The man flinched at the sound of her voice and then slowly turned around.
“Nalya,” he said. “You are as beautiful as ever. I was hoping-”
“Spare me your speech,” she said. “We’ve been through this too many times before.”
Yarko grinned at her.
“Perhaps it’s best if I jump to the part where I ask what you want, then?”
“Training,” said Nalya. “For him.”
Yarko looked Felix up and down, frowning a little at some element or another of his physique.
“Hmmm… He’s tall enough, but not much muscle.”
Felix looked over at Nalya, feeling a little uneasy. He looked back at Yarko, and suddenly remembered where he’d heard the name from before.
Yarko had been Nalya’s former lover and the former patriarch of her pack. Stella had told Felix that she’d used her lust magic to lure him into a trap, though she’d been rather vague about the details, and then killed him. Clearly, for him to be standing in front of Felix now meant there was still more left to the story.
“I’ll train him,” said Yarko, after another few seconds of inner deliberation. “Marakan’s not going to give him much time, you know.”
“I’m well aware of that,” said Nalya, her voice curt. She turned to Felix. “Yarko is a conniving bastard, but he’s the best fighter outside of the Wolf Lord himself in the Alpha Pack. Listen to what he says and work hard, and you might just manage to survive your Determination.”
“Alright,” said Felix. “Easy enough.”
Nalya leaned in and planted a quick, familial kiss on his lips before slipping back out the tent flap. Felix turned back around to face Yarko and begin his training. The man was nowhere in sight.
A muscular arm wrapped around Felix’s neck. He felt himself twisting through the air, and then he hit the ground hard, completely winded and feeling all of his injuries from the day before.
“Never turn your back to an opponent,” said Yarko. “Lesson one.”



 
CHAPTER 8
 
“I wasn’t ready!”
Felix coughed as he staggered to his feet, feeling as though the hard landing had done as much damage to his pride as it had his body. Yarko was a powerful looking man. He wore a black t-shirt and sweatpants, and the scars crisscrossing his forearms suggested that he’d seen more battles in his life up to that point than Felix ever would.
“You should always be ready,” said Yarko. “Now, come on. Attack me.”
Felix furrowed his brow.
“Aren’t you supposed to teach me how to, uh, do that?” He frowned. “I can try to punch you, I guess.”
“Fight as though your life depended on it,” said Yarko. “As though you had to make do with what little you’ve figured out on your own over the course of your… 19 years?”
“I’m 25,” said Felix.
He thought about what Yarko was saying and realized that it was closer to the truth than he wanted to admit. If he failed his Determination, he would likely be killed by Marakan, directly or indirectly. And it didn’t sound as though the Wolf Lord would be granting him more than the bare minimum of time required for his preliminary training.
“Attack me,” said Yarko. “Now, boy. Do it.”
Felix lifted his fists up into what he hoped would be a serviceable guard and advanced forward. Yarko didn’t make a single move, not even bothering to match Felix’s fighting posture with his own. Felix took another step, and then another, until he was within range.
He feinted with a quick jab and then hurled himself forward, bringing his right fist into Yarko’s stomach. The other man moved with such speed that it was almost unbelievable, grabbing Felix’s arm and twisting him into another painful throw. The landing was torturous, but Felix didn’t let it show on his face.
“You really don’t know anything, do you?” asked Yarko.
“Uh…” Felix struggled up to his hands and knees. “I guess not?”
“You are wolfbound, boy,” said Yarko. “Draw upon your beast strength at all times when fighting. Push yourself to the limit of what you can do without transforming.”
Felix made an exasperated noise as he stood up.
“I can count the number of times I’ve transformed on the fingers of one hand,” he said. “I… don’t have control over it like that, yet. Can you explain to me exactly how it’s supposed to-”
Yarko was flying through the air at him. Felix could see the blur of his body and arms moving to strike, the movements too fast for him to see accurate details. A flash of emotion, real fear, pulsed through him, and he reacted instinctively, pulling his arms up into a block that covered his head.
He managed to block the punch before it made contact, which probably saved his life. Yarko didn’t follow up with another attack, instead just stepping back and smiling.
“Good,” he said. “Not such a bad pupil after all. I see what Nalya sees in you, I think.”
Felix took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.
“Look, I’m not a fighter,” he said. “It’s like I said before, I don’t have any martial arts training to fall back on.”
“That’s not what I’m here to teach you,” said Yarko. “You can learn that from the civilized world. What I teach is how to let go, how to unleash.”
Felix nodded slowly, though he still wasn’t sure if he understood.
The training continued in a similar manner for several hours. Yarko’s attacks were fierce and usually debilitating when they got past his guard, but he was a good teacher, and pulled back from each clash before causing any lasting injuries.
Felix felt his body learning the lessons that Yarko had to teach. His beast strength allowed him to move faster and hit harder than he would have been able to normally. Stella had explained to him before that the strength of his talents, along with his ability to transform into a wolf, was highly dependent on the cycle of the moon. With the moon three quarters of the way to being full, Felix was able to tap into his strength and speed even during the day.
There were limits to what he could do, and Yarko made a point of attacking him in such ways to highlight them. His body was sturdier than that of a regular human, but hard enough blows to the skull would still stun him, making headshots more of a concern for him than ever.
Sometime around lunch, Yarko pressed forward with a string of attacks more aggressive than anything he’d thrown at Felix before. Felix tapped into his strength and speed, pulling as much of it as he could into his defense as he blocked and countered. He felt his beast blood growling in his veins, and then suddenly, he saw red.
“You fool!” Yarko was on top of him in an instant. Felix thrashed underneath the larger man’s hold, but he was getting larger, fur bursting forth in place of his magically displaced clothes, claws and fangs molding into existence. White light surrounded his visage for a moment as the transformation set into its final form. Yarko’s arm looped around his neck, which was now thick with muscle and covered in fur. He squeezed, and kept the hold until Felix’s vision faded to black.
He was only out for a couple of seconds, maybe a minute at most. When Felix opened his eyes, was human again, and his instructor was glaring at him from across the tent.
“Don’t ever do that again,” said Yarko, through clenched teeth.
“I… didn’t mean to,” said Felix. “It just happened.”
“Quiet! If you say that within earshot of Marakan or Jeakal, you will be killed. Feral wolves are not something that the Alpha Pack has any tolerance for.”
Felix nodded slowly. He was battered and beaten from the training, and wanted nothing more than to close his eyes and take a nap.
“We’ll take a break for now,” said Yarko. “Are you hungry?”
“Oh, god yes.”



 
CHAPTER 9
 
Yarko led Felix through the camp, stopping in front of a large, rectangular tent and leading him inside. The smell of roasted venison and baking bread filled his nostrils, and Felix felt his mouth instantly begin to water.
A couple of attractive women were working a small fire, along with a portable clay oven. Yarko made small talk with them while Felix loaded up a plate and grabbed two of the bottled waters from the table in the corner.
“Two?” Yarko frowned at him. “Are you having lunch with someone?”
Felix shrugged.
“Something like that,” he said.
He’d gotten enough of a sense of Yarko to know that the man didn’t really care much about any secrets Felix might have. He seemed to have his own agenda, separate from the Wolf Lord and the rest of the pack, and also seemed content to let Felix do the same.
“Should I just head back to the tent when I’m done?” asked Felix.
Yarko nodded.
“The rest of your training for today will happen at a more… relaxed pace. You’ve done well for someone lacking the basics.”
Felix nodded to him, and then exited back out into the snow. He drew a couple of stares as he made his way through the camp. A few of the women even whistled at him, a strange role reversal of cat calling that he found funny and a little tempting.
It took him a minute to pick his tent out from the others, but once he did, he slipped inside with the food still in hand and kicked off his boots. Dani peeked her head out from behind the bed, smiling when she saw what he’d brought.
“Finally,” she said. “I’m starving. And nearly bored out of my mind.”
“Sorry.” Felix sat down beside her, tearing the loaf of bread in half and using his knife and fork to cut the venison into pieces. He opened one of the water bottles and poured a few drops into the cap, passing it to Dani who accepted it as though it were a full size bowl.
“Is your training going well?” she asked.
Felix shrugged.
“About as well as can be expected.” He sighed. “We’ll just have to see how it holds up, in the end. I’m not going to be a master warrior by the time Marakan makes me go through the Determination.”
“You’re never going to be a master warrior,” said Dani, smiling at him. “Just do your best.”
She took a sip of her water and then set it aside, looking expectantly at Felix as she stood next to the plate.
“I’m not going to have time to cut you up any more portions,” said Felix. “You’ll have to manage with your hands.”
Dani scowled up at him. She walked over to the bread he’d torn off for her, which was about as large as a car would have been in comparison to a regularly sized person. Felix watched as she ripped a small chunk off with her hands and began gnawing at it, trying not to imagine her as a human shaped mouse. He stuffed the last of his own food into his mouth and stood up.
“Alright, I’ll be back,” he said. “Be safe Dani.”
“Try to hurry up,” she said. “I’m going to lose my mind sitting around here with nothing to do.”
Felix had a thought, and pulled out his phone. It still had half its charge and a single bar of service, which he figured was good enough.
“Here,” he said, setting it down behind the bed. “Just don’t turn the volume up too high.”
Dani grinned at him and made a show of clapping her tiny hands.
Felix paused once he’d reached the training tent, remembering what had happened the first time he’d walked through the flap with his guard down. He balled his hands into fists and took a deep breath before pushing his way inside.
Yarko was in the far corner of the room, his legs stretched out to either side in what must have been a perfect, 180 degree split. He motioned for Felix to take a spot nearby.
“Start stretching,” he said.
“Seriously? No more sparring for today?”
“You’re too tired,” said Yarko. “Besides, stretching every day is just as important as anything when it comes being able to move and fight, and use your talents.”
Felix nodded and started going through a series of slow stretches, mimicking some of Yarko’s movements as he went through a routine of his own. The silence in the tent was a little oppressive, and Felix could think of no better time to ask the questions he’d been holding back.
“Yarko,” he said. “Can you give me any more information about what the Determination is?”
Yarko flashed a chagrin smile and shook his head.
“You must go into it blind. It’s a long held tradition.”
“Alright.” Felix shifted, pulling one arm up over his head at the elbow. ‘What about the Wolf Lord. Can you tell me anything interesting about him? Anything that might help me survive?”
“That depends on what you ask,” said Yarko. “He’s the son of an old friend of mine. I don’t agree with him on much, but my loyalty is absolute.”
Felix chewed his lip, thinking. There was something specific that had been bugging him since he’d first arrived amongst the pack.
“Did he really come here because of me?” asked Felix. “Or does North Spire have something to do with his reasoning?”
“I cannot answer that,” said Yarko. “Marakan’s reasons are his own, and even if I had insight into his thinking, I wouldn’t offer it so freely.”
“Alright, fair enough.” Felix dropped down into a leg stretch. “What about Nalya? She was your lover, once upon a time, was she not?”
“She… told you that?”
“Someone told me that.” Felix grinned at him, but was surprised to find that Yarko was glaring at him with more intensity than he’d ever seen before on the other man’s face.
“Has she taken you as a mate?” asked Yarko, his voice gritty and full of potential for violence.
“No!” said Felix. “I mean, not really. It’s complicated. Sorry, I didn’t realize that this was a sensitive subject for you.”
Yarko was silent for a minute or two. Finally, he looked back up at Felix and sighed.
“I loved her,” he said. “But I used to be a much worse man than I am now. I was tempted away from her by a sorceress, an evil woman with dark powers and… I was betrayed, as I deserved, I see now.”
Felix held his tongue, knowing that the sorceress he spoke of was none other than Stella, herself. Yarko sat down on the floor for a minute and then gave the tent’s animal skin canopy a pensive look.
“There are different types of power in the world, Felix,” he said. “It’s easy to see strength as a physical thing, manifesting itself through action, and violence. Love… is its own type of power. As is lust, and loss.”
Felix moved into another stretch, wondering what he’d really come to Yarko to learn about.



 
CHAPTER 10
 
The two of them ended the day with more instruction, though not through sparring. Yarko taught Felix several of the throws he’d used on them, along with a smattering of cheap tricks to use on opponents who left themselves open.
By the time the sun had set over the horizon, Felix had learned how to break someone’s neck, catch a punch and flip an opponent over his shoulder, and deliver a head butt to the face, though he doubted he’d ever use the last one. Yarko sent him on his way around dinner time, and Felix headed straight back to his tent, knowing that Dani would be waiting impatiently. 
He was a little surprised to find Nalya standing outside, smiling at him as he approached. She looked him up and down, as though checking over the incidental injuries inflicted by his training.
“Are you okay, Felix?” she asked.
“Okay enough,” he said. “Yarko is a demanding teacher, but I think he went easy on me.”
“I hope he didn’t. You need to be fighting at a high level as soon as possible.”
Felix shrugged.
“What’s up?” he asked, looking at his tent behind her. Nalya flashed a smile.
“I have a little surprise for you,” she said. “It’s already in the tent waiting.”
“Uh, okay.”
Nalya gave him a quick hug and headed on her way. Felix pushed the way in through the tent flap and found that one of the wooden bathing tubs, complete with a heating crystal, had been filled up and moved into the space next to his bed.
Standing on either side of it were two identical twin girls that Felix recognized instantly.
“Breeze, Windy.” He smiled at both of them and nodded his head. “It’s good to see you two.”
They smiled back and said nothing, in their usual muted way. Breeze and Windy had the same silvery white hair that many of the female lycanthropes seemed to develop over time, along with big, violet eyes and petite, girlish figures.
They were both over 18, but if it wasn’t for Gwen having told him that when he’d first met them, he would have thought them to be significantly younger. They’d taken off their thick outwear and were both clad in tantalizingly thin nightgowns, Breeze’s blue and white, Windy’s pink and purple. 
“Are the two of you here to catch up, or…?” Felix’s eyes darted around the room, suddenly remembering Dani and feeling a little concerned for her wellbeing. Breeze shook her head, and Windy nodded to the full wooden tub. It was only then that Felix noticed the sponges in their hands, along with the bar of soap set down on the floor.
“Uh…” He scratched his head. “Thanks? I think I can take it from here, though. I’m not so injured that I can’t…”
Breeze walked over to him, either not listening or not caring. She ran her hands across his jacket and began unzipping it. Windy followed her example, taking off Felix’s snow pants. She moved to continue with the jeans he had on underneath and Felix hopped back slightly.
“I… can undress myself,” he said. 
Windy frowned and started to turn around. It was only then that Felix saw Dani, her head poking out from around the bed, soon to be visible to Windy if he didn’t do something.
“Actually I am really tired, uh, now that I think about it.” He laughed nervously and smiled at the twins. “Go ahead. Do what you will.”
They didn’t seem to pick up on the worry in his voice and went back to their work, each petite girl devoting herself to disrobing half of his body. Breeze pulled his t-shirt up and over his head, running her hands across his pectoral muscles and examining his naked chest thoughtfully.
“Uh, easy,” he said. “You don’t have… oh, whoa…”
Windy had started working his jeans down, her fingers sliding along his waist band before unbuttoning them and undoing his belt. Felix felt himself getting a little excited and instantly felt ashamed of himself. Breeze and Windy were the youngest of Nalya’s pack, and he’d always seen them like little sisters, cute, shy, and totally off limits.
“Easy, Windy,” he said. “I can take it from here, I think.”
He reached down to stop her, but she was already on her knees in front of him, sliding his boxers down and letting his semi rigid erection snap out of the elastic and into her face. Felix felt Windy’s hot breath on his tool for only a second before he reached down with both hands, covering himself up. He stepped over to the wooden tub and climbed over the rim, figuring that it was safer than being out in the open.
The water was hotter than he’d been expected, kept warm by a heating crystal that lay on the bottom on one side. Breeze and Windy came over to him on either side of the tub as he sank down into it. They didn’t stop reaching for him with their hands, holding sponges and soap now, running their fingers across his chest and stomach.
“I can wash myself,” he said. “It’s really not a… problem.”
Breeze leaned her face in closer to Felix’s, her hair tickling across her forehead. Everything about her was small, from her breasts, to her hips and butt, to her soft hands, which were sliding dangerously low along his stomach.
Felix let out a gasp as he felt her take his erection between her fingers, cringing internally even as pleasure coursed through his body. Everything about the situation felt wrong, and twisted. Had Nalya put the two of them up to this, as an incentive for him to train harder to pass his Determination?
Was this something that Breeze and Windy had been wanting for a while, two teenage girls essentially home schooled and sequestered away from the world, falling for the first boy that happened along and showed them attention?
Or was this all just a funny accident? Maybe the two of them were as naïve as they seemed, and thought that they needed to wash wherever their hands could reach?
Breeze’s fingers gave his cock a soft squeeze, and her hand slowly pumped up and down, soap suds and hot water slickening his shaft. He leaned his head back, unable to disregard how incredible the sum total of the sensations felt.
“Breeze…” he whispered.
Windy, as though annoyed by the lack of attention he was affording her, began washing his chest with gusto. She leaned her face in close to the nape of his neck, her hot breath tickling the skin there, and then her soft lips as she started kissing him.
“This is… oh, man.”
It was almost too much for him, especially as Breeze began to speed up her movements, running her thumb over the head of his cock and washing it clean as Felix became harder and harder in her hands. He heard a sound coming from somewhere by the bed and prayed to God that Dani wouldn’t try something stupid. Regardless of whether he wanted it or not, the situation was happening, and he had to go with the flow for both of their sakes.
Windy let her lips trail down to his chest, planting kisses and rubbing with her hands. Her hair streamed down into the water, blocking Felix’s view of Breeze. He felt water splash against his cock, and then something even warmer and wetter engulf it. The realization dawned on him slower than it should have, and he watched with horrified eyes as Windy moved out of the way and revealed what Breeze was doing.
“Oh no,” he muttered. “Breeze… this is so wrong.”
She had his cock in her sweet, young mouth and was slowly sucking on its tip. Her nightgown had gotten wet, turning the fabric sheer and revealing her tiny breasts underneath, one of the most erotic singular scenes of Felix’s life. 
Breeze slowly brought her mouth down, hesitating as her tiny lips slid along the length of his hard, wet shaft. Felix moaned and closed his eyes, but it didn’t stop what was happening. He felt sick to his stomach over it. He was supposed to protect Breeze and Windy, not corrupt them, or rather, present them with an opportunity to corrupt themselves. 
Windy seemed content to let her sister handle the wet work, sliding behind Felix to wash his hair from the back. It was a bizarre contrast, the safe, chaste movements of her applying the shampoo, against Breeze’s hot, tight mouth and its inexperienced, insanely pleasurable movements.
Felix was within seconds of blowing when Breeze stopped, sliding her mouth up and off his cock, a tiny trail of love leading up to her lips from where the point of contact had been. She stood up and slowly pulled her evening gown up and over her head, standing before him naked.
Felix was struck by how girlish her figure really was, only emphasized by the shy way she dipped a foot into the bath and slid herself down. She met his eye for only a moment before blushing and looking away, spreading her legs over his crotch as she sank into the bath.
“Breeze…” Felix looked at her. He really looked at her, and saw something that he hadn’t before. She cared for him, much as Gwen and Nalya, and likely her sister did, as well. She was cut off from an entire world of emotions by her muted personality, but in him, she had an outlet.
Felix took her by the waist and helped her get the positioning right. He felt the head of his cock struggle to make it into her hole, the tightness of it far outstripping any woman Felix had been with before. Breeze made a tiny whimpering noise as he finally got it in, the most noise he could ever remember her ever making. 
“Felix…” she whispered. Felix stared at her in disbelief. And then, she began to move, rocking her hips back and forth with experimental movements, shivering as she took pleasure for herself and gave him some in return.
Windy continued washing Felix’s hair dutifully. He was positive now that the two of them had discussed this ahead of time, and maybe even argued over who got to be the one to go first tonight. 
Felix slid his hands up over Breeze’s tiny breasts and pointed nipples. She quivered, blushing and placing her hands on his chest in return. He took Breeze by the waist, overcome by shameful arousal, and began to bounce her up and down, splashing hot water out of the bath with each movement.
Breeze pulled in close to him, now whimpering in time with his movements. She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on to him as if for dear life as Felix fucked her faster, his primal instincts taking over, pushing him forward.
His cock pumped into Breeze’s tight pussy like a piston, over and over again, diving for pleasure until he couldn’t hold out for any longer. Breeze let out a shiver of pleasure of her own, and Felix pulled out just as he began to explode, shooting his hot, sticky load safely into the tub.
“Oh…” He moaned and sank back into the now lukewarm water. “That was… nice.”
“It was,” whispered Breeze. “Wasn’t it?”
Felix laughed. He smiled at Windy, who was blushing even more fiercely than Breeze, and then said nothing as the girls dressed, pulled on their winter wear, and left the tent.



 
CHAPTER 11
 
“You are such an asshole!”
Felix was lying in bed, listening to Dani angrily reaming him out for what he’d just done.
“Might I remind you, again, that you’re the one who snuck along for this little adventure?” He tapped a finger gently on her head. “This wouldn’t have been an issue if you’d stayed home, like a good girl.”
“It would still have been an issue, I just wouldn’t have known about it!”
“We aren’t married, Dani,” said Felix. “As far as I know, I’m not your boyfriend, either.”
“That’s… not the point.”
Felix rolled over and took a deep breath.
“Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “I know this must be tough for you. I’ll find time tomorrow to sneak away and bring you back to the tower.”
Dani didn’t say anything. Felix wasn’t sure if there was anything else he could do or say to make her feel better, so he closed his eyes, and welcomed sleep.
He awoke to the sound of the tent flap being slid open. Felix immediately snapped his eyes open and looked for Dani. She was on the pillow next to him, and he had just enough time to slip the edge of the blanket over her before Nalya saw.
“Good morning,” said Nalya. “Did you sleep well?”
She smiled knowingly at him, and Felix scowled.
“You could have given me some kind of advance notice about Breeze and Windy,” said Felix.
“Oh, but I had no idea what they were going to do,” said Nalya. “And you enjoyed it in the end, did you not?”
Felix scowled, and let his eyes settle on the platter Nalya carried in her hands. There was toast with jam on it, along with fresh fruit slices and a couple of strips of meat that looked like lean bacon.
“Eat,” said Nalya “We can talk more once you’re ready.”
“Are the twins going to be joining us?”
Nalya shook her head.
“They’re back out scouting,” she said. “It’s where they’re needed.”
Felix enjoyed the food, eating breakfast in bed while casually setting a little of everything aside for Dani to find later. Nalya had also brought him a thermos of warm tea that tasted of cinnamon and apple, and it woke him up faster than any coffee he’d ever drank.
“Thank you,” he said, once he’d finished.
“I’ll wait for you outside,” she said. “Be quick.”
The second she was out through the tent flap, Dani slid her way out from under the blanket.
“Same plan as yesterday,” he said.
“I’m starting to go crazy from the boredom,” said Dani. “Your phone’s dead.”
Felix frowned.
“I’ll come back this afternoon, if I can get away, and make sure you get back to the tower,” he said. “The trip’s only an hour or two if we make good time.”
Dani sighed and looked strangely vulnerable. Felix realized that what he’d meant to say was that the trip was only an hour or two making good time for him. For her, it would be an expedition of a few days or longer, assuming she could make it without falling into a patch of loose snow.
“Can you pour me some of that tea?” asked Dani. “It smells amazing.”
Felix found the water bottle top from the day before and poured some of the tea into it. Dani drank it in a single gulp and had him refill it twice over, once with tea, and then with water. She sat down on the platter, looking a little conflicted at all the food left.
“I hope I don’t get fat from having this much food on hand,” she said.
Felix smiled.
“You know, I wasn’t going to say anything, but…”
“Felix!”
He laughed and stood up, sliding out through the tent flap and almost walking directly into Nalya. The look on her face spoke volumes about what she knew, but instead of saying anything, she started leading him forward.
“Wait, isn’t Yarko’s tent in the other direction?” Felix asked, after they’d been heading through the camp for a minute.
“Marakan isn’t going to give you much longer for your training,” said Nalya. “You’ll be lucky to have a day, maybe two, before he decides that it’s time.”
Felix didn’t let how much her assumption unnerved him show on his face. For some reason, he’d been expecting to get at least a week and maybe several. Time enough for him to properly learn the ways of these people. Were they his people now, he wondered?
The camp, as far as Felix could tell, also had several road vehicles on hand. A white Ford truck was in the process of spinning out about a hundred yards out from the tents, half of its tires sunken into an unseen hole under the snow. 
Several of the camp’s women, dressed in cute snow jackets and winter hats with pompoms, took up positions on either side of the truck. They all crouched low and then lifted in unison, not just getting the truck out of the hole, but lifting it clear into the air. Felix’s fingers ached to hold his camera again, hell, even the camera on his phone would have done. It would have been the perfect shot.
“Here.” Nalya stopped in front of a tent that was a step above the rest in size and appearance. Instead of pushing her way inside, she reached her hand out and rang a small bell that hung from outside the tent’s flap.
A few seconds went by, and then a woman slipped out. Felix recognized her as Xeltraya, Marakan’s wife, and immediately stood up a little straighter.
“Xel,” said Nalya. “He requires your instruction next. In the ways of the beast blood.”
Xeltraya smiled and folded her arms across those big, perfect breasts. Her beauty had an exotic quality to it, the color of her skin a shade darker than it should have been, given the weather and relative absence of direct sunlight. Her eyes were dark blue, like the color of the late evening sky, and they settled on Felix, sizing him up.
“Why should I bother?” she asked. “Marakan does not have high hopes for this one. It would be a waste of my time, and of his.”
Nalya took a slow, deep breath, appearing to struggle to control her anger.
“What exactly is it that she has to teach me?” Felix asked her, looking away from Xeltraya. Nalya shook her head.
“Xeltraya is… very good at applying her beast blood in a focused manner,” said Nalya. “The best in the Alpha Pack. And this is why I believe that her instruction would be most valuable.”
“You flatterer,” said Xeltraya. “But my answer remains as is, unless you can provide a more pressing reason.”
“You’ve heard of the sorceress in the tower, have you not?” asked Nalya. 
Xeltraya nodded slowly.
“Felix served as an apprentice of sorts to her,” said Nalya. “I’m sure he could provide you with a couple of interesting pieces of information unavailable elsewhere.”
“Hey!” said Felix. “I’m not just going to-”
Xeltraya locked eyes with him, and in an instant, Felix understood what he’d been brought there to learn. A flash of pure, unadulterated lust surged through him, all of it directed at the exotic wolf woman. It was indecent, it was scandalous, it was tantamount to perversion, but Felix wanted her, and would have told her anything she needed to know in that moment in hopes of her touching him, taking him, giving him his aching release.
And then, it was gone, and Felix felt a little foolish, not unlike how a person feels directly after a guilty orgasm. Xeltraya held one hand up to her mouth and giggled into it. She nodded approvingly to Nalya.
“So be it, Nal,” she said, absently. “You always did have good reasoning. I will give him a primer, and we’ll see just how fast of a learner he is.”



 
CHAPTER 12
 
“Relax, Felix. There’s no need to look so nervous.”
He stood inside Xeltraya’s tent, which was probably the most furnished of any of the tents he’d been in since arriving at the camp. Several chairs were arranged around a small, circular table. A clothing rack, arrayed with dozens of different sweaters and dresses, was set up next to a queen size futon bed.
“I’m not nervous,” said Felix. “Just… cautious.”
Xeltraya laughed and began stripping off her winter outer wear. Appearance wise, she looked to be about the same age as Stella, maybe in her mid-thirties, but there was something about her eyes and the way she spoke that suggested that she was much, much older in reality.
She wore a black and grey sweater dress underneath her jacket, tight enough to show off every curve and barely reaching down to mid-thigh, along with a pair of knee high black and white striped socks. As she sat down in one of the chairs around the table, she slowly crossed her legs, instantly drawing Felix’s attention, though he tried to keep his eyes on safer things.
“Have a seat,” she said. “It’s okay. This isn’t a trap.”
Felix believed her. He respected Nalya’s judgement, and knew that she wouldn’t entrust him to the tutelage of someone who meant him any real harm, even if it was the wife of the Wolf Lord. He took off his snow clothes and boots and joined her at the table, taking the seat opposite Xeltraya.
“Alright,” he said. “Here I am.”
“Here you are, indeed!” Xeltraya giggled and leaned her head forward, smiling broadly. “Nalya certainly knows how to pique my interest. I have questions for you, but let’s both get a bit more relaxed first, shall we?”
Xeltraya slid to the side, bending forward to pull a wooden chest out from under the table. Felix felt his eyes sliding over her as she did. Her sweater dress was of the turtleneck variety, but even still, the movement made the curves of her body shift in interesting ways.
“Here we go.” She rose back into her chair, holding a bottle of wine, two wine glasses, and corkscrew. “Do you drink, Felix?”
“Uh… It’s not even nine in the morning.” He scratched his head. “Really?”
“It will help you learn what I have to teach. I would have thought you’d know better than to question your teacher, under your circumstances.”
“I’m not questioning you, it’s just…” Felix frowned, and then shrugged. “You know what? Sure, I’ll have some wine.”
There were worse ways for him to spend the day than drinking wine with an absolutely gorgeous woman, even if it was clear that she wanted information from him that wasn’t necessarily his to give. And he did need to learn as much as he could from her. The memory of the way she’d paralyzed him with her beast blood talent was still tantalizingly fresh and vivid in his mind.
“Wonderful.” Xeltraya poured them each a glass and set the bottle aside. She took hers by the stem and leaned back in her chair, legs still crossed, her toes wiggling excitedly through the sock of the foot she held aloft. “Could you start by telling me how you and Stella first met?”
Felix exhaled slowly, feeling a bit frustrated at how easily Xeltraya was getting her way. He wondered if he was still under some form of her magical influence, and decided to rebel a little.
“We met online,” he said. “Through this dating service for young men to hook up with hot cougars.”
Xeltraya laughed, and the sound was easily the most enchanting thing Felix had ever heard.
“You’re funny.” She took a small sip of her wine, licking a droplet of it from her full, luscious red lips. “Just give me the basics, Felix. I’m not asking you to betray her.”
It felt as though that was exactly what she was asking, but Felix knew that he didn’t have a choice. Not only did he need to learn what Xeltraya had to teach him, but there was nothing to be gained and everything to be lost from getting on her bad side.
“I came to North Spire to do some adventure photography,” he said. “I wanted to get a look at what life was like for the people living there. I ended up getting stranded by an ice storm, and Stella was kind enough to offer to host me for my stay.”
“Hmmm…” Xeltraya tapped a pensive finger on her wine glass. “She must have already known then. Interesting…”
“Alright,” said Felix. “I answered one of your questions. Now, you have to answer one of mine.”
Xeltraya smiled and said nothing, as though testing to see what Felix would say or do if left to take the conversation forward on his own.
“I’ve used my beast blood before unintentionally,” he said. “Not in a focused way, and certainly not to your degree of intensity. How do I-”
“Do this?” Xeltraya flashed a wicked smile, and Felix felt his cock harden in an instant. The intensity of the arousal she pushed into him was enough to force the air out of his lungs. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, and felt entranced by the shape of her mouth, the curve of her bust, and the gleam in her eyes.
She let him suffer for several painfully hard seconds, the sexual tension in the air becoming so thick that Felix even saw her start to squirm a little, too. When she finally released the spell, Felix collapsed forward against the table, taking deep, shaky breaths. He picked up his wine glass and finished what was left, now understanding why she’d insisted upon it.
“…Yes,” he said, once he’d recovered. “That’s what I’m here to learn, isn’t it?”
Xeltraya’s smile never shifted. She wiggled in her chair slightly and set one of her hands down flat on the table.
“To focus your beast blood, you must focus both your mind and body,” she said. “Eye contact is a necessary aspect of it. Your own body language is also a major factor, as is your tone of voice, the context of the situation, everything that would count in a normal interaction.”
“What you did to me was more than just eye contact and body language,” said Felix.
“That’s where your mind, and the magic of your beast blood comes into play,” said Xeltraya. “You have to channel your own lust outward, projecting the emotions of intense desire onto your chosen target.”
Felix shook his head, feeling confused.
“What the hell does that mean?”
“It means that there must be at least some element of nascent chemistry for your beast blood to have any effect,” said Xeltraya. “It will not work on a target that doesn’t see you, on some level, as a potential mate. And vice versa.”
He nodded, and opened his mouth to ask something else.
“Not so fast,” said Xeltraya. The smile on her lips was wider than ever, and Felix could tell that she was getting real enjoyment out of their back and forth. “It’s my turn to ask another question.” 
“Go right ahead.” He smiled at her, knowing on some level that the wine was definitely starting to have an effect.
“What sort of magical defenses does Stella maintain around the tower?”
Felix leaned back in his chair, his eyes lowering into a glare.
“I’m not going to answer a question like that,” he said. “Forget it.”
“You’re one of us now, Felix,” said Xeltraya. “It isn’t as though you wouldn’t be telling us anything that we don’t already have an idea about.”
“I’m not one of you.” Felix felt anger flare in his chest. “And I’m Stella’s friend. I wouldn’t betray her like that.”
Xeltraya breathed out slowly through her nostrils. Felix felt the effects of her beast blood rising again, making it hard for him to want to do anything other than feel and touch her body. He gritted his teeth and tried to focus, tried to do as she’d explained and use his own beast blood as a counter.
“You really don’t know anything, do you?” Xeltraya pulled back, releasing him from her spell. “Felix, just why do you think it is that none of the people in North Spire knew about Stella, other than you?”
Felix hesitated before answering, making sure he didn’t inadvertently give anything away that he shouldn’t.
“She’s discrete when it comes to how she uses her magic,” he said.
It did seem odd, now that Xeltraya had brought it up. And there had been several times where Stella had done things in the open, conjured magical flames directly outside of the tower, under circumstances in which people could have, and probably should have, clearly seen.
“She never mentioned the Dreamwalkers to you, did she?”
Felix shook his head slowly, and the amusement in Xeltraya’s expression further deepened.
“They’re a bit like the inquisition when it comes to the unregulated usage of magic,” said Xeltraya. “An odd religious order dedicated to eliminating anything supernatural that interacts with the civilized world. They often use spells of their own to wipe the minds of people affected, entering dreams and snipping out memories, hence the name.”
“So… you’re saying that it’s because of these ‘Dreamwalkers’ that Stella was never outed as a sorceress?”
“No,” said Xeltraya. “I’m saying that Stella is one.”



 
CHAPTER 13
 
“Stella… is a Dreamwalker?”
Felix slumped back in his chair, staring at the table and Xeltraya in disbelief.
“Well, it was a bit of a mischaracterization for me to say that,” she said. “As far as our intelligence has told us, she isn’t officially a member of their religious order, but operates on their behalf in the region around North Spire. A Dreamwalker through action, rather than belief.”
“I…” Felix wasn’t sure how to react. It didn’t contradict anything about what he knew about Stella, but the fact that she’d never told him, never explained any of it, cut as deeply as any lie.
“I know this must be a lot for you to take in, but I must impress upon you a point, Felix,” said Xeltraya. “The civilized world will never welcome you as you are currently. If you tried to go back to living a normal life, the Dreamwalkers would come after you, hunt you like the animal they’ve decided that you are.”
“I don’t believe you…” he said, shaking his head.
“Believe what you will. And know that despite my husband’s misgivings, you are welcome among us.”
Felix sat silently in his chair, stunned by her revelation and his newly expanded knowledge of his situation. Xeltraya waited patiently on the other side of the table, only saying something after several minutes had passed.
“I understand that all of this must be overwhelming for you, but if an ounce of truth is enough to destroy your spirit, you will stand no chance in your Determination.” She flashed a smug, mildly contemptuous smile at him.
Felix felt anger take form in his chest, directed at Stella, directed at the world, and directed at the woman across from him. He wanted to tell Xeltraya off, but then realized that he had the opportunity to do one better.
Taking a slow, deep breath, Felix fixed his eyes onto Xeltraya, smiling slightly and focusing as she’d explained before. He felt the lust brimming inside of him, primed and ready, and began to direct it forward while simultaneously leaning into his wolfbound spirit. It almost felt as though he was flirting with the idea of allowing himself to transform, pushing the energy outward instead, mixing it with lust as he did.
Xeltraya gasped and closed her eyes, biting down on her lip. Felix stared at her breasts openly, feeling as though the more genuine he could make his own attractions, the easier it became to incite hers.
“Not bad.” Xeltraya snapped her eyes open, and Felix instantly felt as though he was squaring off against an erotic version of Medusa. “But you still have a long way to go…”
Felix writhed in his chair, his cock become so hard in his jeans that he worried it might tear out through the fabric or break the zipper. He was staring at Xeltraya as though it would let him see through her clothes. She uncrossed and then recrossed her legs on the other side, and every movement of the process felt like it was pornographic to Felix.
“I… I can still…” What Felix wanted to say was that he could still resist. The words were too hard to force out, and he knew that if he kept trying, he’d only end up managing to beg her for release.
“I could make it easier for you, if I wanted,” whispered Xeltraya. “But… I won’t. This is what I love. The tension, along with the tease. Watching men squirm from how badly I can make them want it.”
She licked her lips slowly, and Felix could practically feel the sensation of it around the shaft of his cock. His anger built and then crystalized into something he could feel, something he could use. He fed the emotion into his beast blood, forcing his eyes to stay locked onto hers as he pushed his lust outward.
This time, Xeltraya’s reaction was even more pronounced. She flinched and grabbed one of her knees with her hands, keeping her eyes on Felix’s, but looking as though it took a force of will to manage it. He could see that it was working from the expression on her face, a little vulnerable, as though she was trying and failing to hide her own dirty, illicit desires.
“Not bad at all…” breathed Xeltraya. She shifted in her chair and then slowly stood up, as though using the new vantage point as a shield from his beast blood.
Felix stood along with her and took a step forward, feeling as though his cock was literally pulling him toward her. They stood less than a foot apart, staring into each other’s eyes. Felix’s entire body burned with desire. He wanted to grab her, throw her onto the bed, and fuck her senseless.
“Well then, Felix,” whispered Xeltraya. “Where will things go from here?”
The tent flap flew open, and Marakan, the Wolf Lord, stepped into the room. Felix turned shamefaced to face the man, the evidence of his arousal on full display. Surprisingly, Xeltraya’s reaction was muted and anything but embarrassed. She folded her hands in her lap and just smiled.
“Hello, husband,” she said. “Is there something you need?”
“Xeltraya,” growled Marakan.”What is he doing in here?”
“He’s getting the training that all of the wolfbound need,” she said. “Of course, given that my beast blood is the most enticing of anyone in the Alpha Pack, it serves to reason that-”
Marakan slammed his fist down on the table, splitting it into two twisted halves of shattered wood. He looked from Felix to Xeltraya, face filled with fury.
“Relax, husband.” Xeltraya set a hand on his shoulder. “He is a fast learner, but not that fast.”
Marakan shrugged her hand off his shoulder. For a moment, Felix could see him for who he was. He was a young man, not much older than he was, and younger than Xeltraya, for sure. His hand clenched into a fist as though he was considering striking his wife, and then thought better of it.
Instead, he slapped Felix across the face, hard enough to fling him off his feet and almost through the tent’s wall. He landed in a jumbled pile, already feeling his cheek beginning to swell at the point of impact.
“You are alive by my will, and none other,” said Marakan. “Do not let yourself forget that fact.”
Xeltraya let out a sigh and helped Felix to his feet, though from the way Marakan’s glare deepened, he kind of wish she hadn’t. Xeltraya’s smile was reassuring and vaguely suggestive, and even as she nodded to the tent’s entrance, he could feel her fingers caressing his hand.
“You should go,” she said. “But we will speak more of your training tomorrow.”
She licked her lips, subtly flaring her beast blood under her husband’s awareness and sending the blood rushing to Felix’s cock. He wasn’t sure whether she was doing it to be flirtatious or for the same reason Marakan had hit him, as a show of her dominance and power. Felix left the tent a breathed a sigh of relief, fully aware of how close he’d just come to getting himself killed.



 
CHAPTER 14
 
“What happened to your face?”
Dani was waiting on the pillow of his bed when he got back to the tent. Felix sat down next to her and exhaled slowly.
“I fell,” he said. “Let’s leave it at that. Are you ready to go?”
“What’s the rush?” Dani’s mouth turned into a tiny frown. “Don’t you have more training to do this afternoon?”
“That can wait,” he said. “We need to get you back to your mom.”
Felix didn’t say as much, but he had another reason for wanting to make the trip back to the tower. Everything that Xeltraya had said to him echoed in his head. He needed to know more about the Dreamwalkers and if what she’d said was true. 
“I’m not opposed to that, but do we have to go right-”
Felix picked her up in midsentence, eliciting a scowl out of her.
“Yes,” said Felix. “I’m not sure how much time I’ll get to myself. And I’m really not sure what Marakan will do if he suspects me of still being in contact with Stella.”
“So it’s just like that, huh?” Dani’s voice took on a sullen tone. “The tiny little girl doesn’t get a vote, not when she needs to be protected and carried everywhere.”
“Dani…” Felix bit his lip. She was spot on, as far as how the situation worked in a practical sense. But his concerns about her lost agency weren’t enough to keep him from doing what very well might save her life.
He slid her into one of his interior jacket pockets, and Dani didn’t object further. Felix took a minute to plan his route back, and then headed out into the camp. 
There was something going on in the northern section, over by where Nalya had taken him to get food the previous day. Felix gave thanks for the incidental distraction and headed south.
The wolf’s camp was northwest of the tower, just off to the side of the mountains. The high, hiller terrain further west was tough to travel in the winter, so the only direct path toward North Spire and the roads ran close to one of the mountain’s steep slopes, making the weather a little unpredictable.
Felix was about a hundred feet outside of the camp when he heard footsteps coming up from behind him. He turned and felt his heart sink as he recognized Jeakal, who strode toward him with a self-satisfied grin on his face.
“You’re heading the wrong way, newblood,” sneered Jeakel. “Unless of course, you’re abandoning the Alpha Pack? That’s not what you’re doing, is it?”
“Look, it’s not any of your business what I do in my free time,” said Felix. “I’ll be back later tonight.”
Jeakal moved faster than Felix would have previously understood to be possible. He leapt into the air and over him, his feet clearing Felix’s head by a scant few inches. He was facing him when he landed in the snow, and made a show of lifting his nose into the air and giving an exaggerated sniff.
“I smell something off about you,” he said. “Something… feminine. Are you really a man, Felix? Or is there something you’d like to share with-”
As despicable of a practice sucker punching was, Felix also found Jeakal to be at least as despicable. He flared his beast strength as he hurled his fist forward, catching the man squarely in the jaw with enough force to knock him off his feet. Jeakal was out before he hit the ground.
Felix swore underneath his breath. He was pushing his luck, and he knew it. He had no intention of killing Jeakal, and that meant that when he eventually woke up, he’d go straight to Marakan and tell him what’d happened. Felix could only guess at how the Wolf Lord would react.
“Maybe you should listen to me, next time?” came a tiny voice from against his chest. “I was going to suggest before that we wait until night fall.”
“What’s done is done,” said Felix. “There’s no taking it back, now.”
He half hoped that Jeakal would be too arrogant, too macho, to tell Marakan the full story. Either way, Felix knew that the stakes were higher than ever, for him and for Nalya and the rest of his friends. Jeakal would want revenge, and if Felix wasn’t around for him to inflict it on, he’d go after the people close to him.
Felix didn’t waste any time, moving forward at the fastest pace he could without risking breaking out into a sweat. Snow began to fall from the sky in gentle flakes, some of the biggest snowflakes he’d ever seen, in fact.
He had to slow down as he traversed the section of the path that ran against the mountain’s slope, the snow thicker and deeper there, probably from runoff higher up. The wolves had set up their camp close enough to the tower to make a trip doable in an hour or so, but that seemed near an eternity, now that he had Jeakal and his accusations to worry about.
The ground flattened out as he got closer to the tower, though the weather was bad enough to keep it from being visible for another half hour or so of walking. When it finally appeared out of the mist, Felix tapped the pocket he’d put Dani in softly with one hand.
“Do you have a way of contacting your mom?” he whispered. “I’d call but, uh, my phone is kind of dead.”
“Of course!” Dani slipped up his shoulder, poking her head out of his jacket through the head hole. She held her hands up in the air, whispering something in a voice inaudible even at Felix’s range, and then released a small burst of pink energy.
“Is that going to be enough?” he asked.
“It should be,” said Dani. “Keep moving. She’ll probably come out to meet us.”
Dani’s prediction was accurate. Felix slowed to a walk as he approached the last stretch of snowy ground before the North Spire school and the tower itself. A figure dressed in a heavy robe and a scarf was hurrying toward them. Felix came to a stop in front of her, feeling an odd rush of emotion as she pulled back her hood to reveal her face and red hair.
She carried herself differently from how she had the last time Felix has seen her. Her posture was strong and resolved, almost back to the way it had been before her depression and magical exhaustion.
“Felix,” she said, managing half of a smile. “I figured she’d snuck off with you.”
“Hey, mom.” Dani waved her hand and leaned further out from Felix’s jacket. “I would have explained it to you before you went, but you were a little too busy feeling sorry for yourself.”
Stella’s smile grew a bit, at that.
“I guess I was,” she said. “Felix… Did you make contact with the wolves?”
“I did.” He took a slow breath. “Stella… what are the Dreamwalkers?”
Stella reacted physically to the question, flinching back and looking surprised for one of the first times Felix could ever remember.
“They… told you?” Stella shook her head slowly in disbelief.
“What?” asked Dani. “Dreamwalkers? Felix, what are you talking about?”
Felix gently pulled Dani out of his hood and passed her to Stella, feeling a bit strange about handing her off in such a casual manner. Stella looked as though she was already anticipating his next question and actively dreading it.
“Are you one of them, Stella?” asked Felix. “A Dreamwalker?”
Anger flashed across Stella’s face.
“Is that what the wolves are planning?” she asked. “To sell you on their version of reality, and turn you against me? Turn you against North Spire, against the people here?”
“Stella, I’m not picking sides,” he said. “I just want answers. Is that why you were so keen on keeping me in the tower, trying to find a way to return me to normal?”
“Something like that.”
“And Trent?”
Trent was a monster hunting friend of Stella’s that, incidentally, had thrown Felix out of a helicopter in an attempt to kill him.
“Trent isn’t a Dreamwalker,” said Stella. “Though he does work with them, as do I. He’s a little more into their religious philosophy than I am, but not officially a member.”
“So you’re admitting it, then?” The question came out a bit hotter than Felix had intended. Stella glared at him and breathed out sharply through her cute nose.
“You don’t know anything about what you’re talking about, Felix,” she said. “You would be dead if I was a Dreamwalker. Do you want to know the reason why I came here, Felix? To this God forsaken, frozen wasteland?”
Felix didn’t say anything. She’d told him originally that it had been for the sake of the people, to investigate magical anomalies in the area. Stella waited as though expecting him to take a guess, and then slowly shifted Dani up onto her shoulder.
“Mom?” Dani looked at her, realization dawning on her tiny face. “That’s… is that why we never stopped moving around?”
“Yes,” said Stella. “Dani… magic usually develops in a person at a young age, and when it does, the Dreamwalkers react by either taking the child, or…”
She tilted her head slightly to the side, averting her gaze from Felix and her daughter.
“Stella…” Felix exhaled slowly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
“And now, her circumstances are more dangerous than ever,” said Stella. “My daughter… Dani… is stuck with a fraction of the power she needs to defend herself, unable to navigate the world normally. I’m not officially a Dreamwalker, Felix… but I might not be able to say that for much longer, if getting their help is the only way to protect Dani.”
“Mom!”
“They’d send you after me first,” said Felix. “Wouldn’t they?”
Stella met his eye and smiled. It was all the answer that he needed. The snow was coming down in thick sheets, crystalline snowflakes landing in Stella’s red hair, making her look far older than she was.
“…I’m not joining the Alpha Pack,” he said, after a moment. “I’ll go through the tests they have for me, but only to keep you, and Dani, and everyone else I care about safe.”
“Felix…” Stella frowned at him.
“And then I’ll be back to help Dani,” he said. “I promise. I’m not going to let her be trapped as a doll for the rest of her life.”
With that, Felix turned and began walking back to the wolf camp. He heard Dani shout something after him, but he was already out of earshot.



 
CHAPTER 15
 
Even though it was only early evening, there wasn’t much light left for him to see by. Dark clouds had overtaken the sky, and the snowfall thickened until Felix felt as though he was pushing his way through a powdery, frozen curtain with each step.
Stella’s words echoed in his head. The way she spoke of the Dreamwalkers made him afraid. Stella had taken a flippant, almost irreverent attitude toward every threat they’d faced up until that point, preferring to charge forth and attack enemies head on, rather than stalking in the shadows and hoping to go unnoticed.
And from the sound of it, she wasn’t necessarily even in their line of fire. On the other hand, he was, and he’d only become more of a target if he tried to reintegrate with the normal world. He’d told Stella that he’d come back to North Spire, but would it really be so bad if he stayed with the wolves, and tried to make a life with Nalya and Gwen and the twins?
He was still thinking about it as he pushed his way down the trail bordering the mountain’s slope. By this point, the snowfall had developed into a full blown blizzard. Felix was only half sure he was still going the right way, and the cold was beginning to numb his hands, though he still wore Dani’s pink gloves over them.
Felix inhaled at the wrong time and felt a snowflake fly down the wrong tube. He coughed into the crease of his elbow, hacking up a bit of mucus along with the offending ice crystal. Something responded to the echo of his cough, not in the distance, either, but from directly above him.
“Fuck!”
Snow collapsed down on Felix as the avalanche tore down the side of the slope. He turned in time to see the approaching wall of white, with tree trunks, boulders, and bits of assorted rubble mixed into it. 
Felix tried to run, but it was akin to trying to race a strong breeze. He flared his beast strength and hurled himself into a desperate leap. It wasn’t enough to get him clear of the avalanche, the snow piling up underneath him and pulling him back under.
In a moment of desperate clarity, Felix reached for his transformation. Bright white light burst forth from his solar plexus, and he felt his body shifting as the lycanthropic magic did its work. Instead of clawing through the snow with his hands, he brought massive paws down on the shifting ice and snow, scampering and digging upward like a dog tunneling under a fence.
He could almost taste freedom. Felix made one final, desperate leap with a requisite strength to clear him from the carnage. He made it a couple of feet through the air before a chunk of ice as heavy and solid as a concrete brick slammed into the side of the head, turning off reality as though flipping a switch.
Felix was dimly aware of lying on the ground, face up and, miraculously, free of the avalanche. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out for, but a thin layer of snow covered his chest and legs. It hurt to breathe, and he couldn’t feel anything but a tingly numbness in his limbs, let alone move them.
“… Nice,” he muttered. He started laughing, or as near as he could get to it in his half frozen, half delirious state. It was a fitting end for him, as far as he was concerned. The wolves would find him eventually, and perhaps knowing that the blizzard had judged him with death would spare Nalya and the others from the wrath of Marakan and his underlings.
Stella and Dani would live on, thinking that he defected to the wolves, after all. It was for the best, really. Stella could join up with the Dreamwalkers, whatever that would mean for her in practice, and maybe Dani could eventually get her life back.
“Focus on breathing.” Nalya’s voice was gentle, but firm. “We’re almost there.”
She was dragging him through the snow by his legs. The blizzard was ongoing, and Felix could barely see anything, with one eye frozen solidly shut, and the other seeing only the dimness of the dark, overcast night.
“What…?” muttered Felix.
“You’re a fool,” said Nalya. “That’s what. Next time, try to have the sense to check in with me, at least, before doing something so stupid.”
“Sorry…” mumbled Felix, his lips cold and clumsy.
He’d been expecting Nalya to pull him the distance to the wolf camp, but paradoxically, they were headed through the snowy hills, along some sort of trail that curved through the space around each one. Felix wondered if she knew that they were headed the wrong way.
Time passed in frozen frames. Felix was tired, and he found the idea of just going to sleep more appealing than he ever had before in his life. If he could just rest for a minute, maybe tuck his knees up against his chest, it would feel so nice. It wouldn’t matter if he warmed up or not, he just needed to rest, to stay still for a minute, and…
Water suddenly splashed against his face, warm enough to make him gasp and go into a state of near shock. Nalya shook him by the shoulders and pushed down on his ribcage. Felix wasn’t sure if he’d been breathing or not, but he let out a cough and felt his lungs fall into a normal rhythm.
“What the…?” His frozen eye had opened up, and he could see clearly enough to look around and get an idea of where he was. Nalya had carried him through most of the hills and into a strange, rocky section of ground that was somehow clear of snow. It felt warm underneath him, and as Felix panned his head around, he saw that he was lying on the edge of a massive, steaming hot spring, hidden from sight by large hills encircling it on all sides.
There was literally no snow within fifty feet of each edge of the spring. It reminded Felix of the area around heat exhaust vents in the winter, the way that the snow and ice would give them a wide, unnatural berth.
“I… almost died…” muttered Felix. Nalya was sitting next to him, frowning as she looked at his crumbled form.
“Yes,” she said. “It was a bad decision for you to head off on your own like that, Felix. The winter is not a kind mistress, not even to the wolves.”
Felix coughed again. He’d warmed up enough to feel cold, and started shivering as he rubbed his hands together. His teeth were chattering uncontrollably, and Nalya let out a pleased sounding laugh.
“It’s likely that you have some degree of hypothermia,” she said. “Come. Take your clothes off and climb into the hot spring.”
“… What?”
“Is your brain frozen along with your body?” Nalya stood up and set her hands on her hips. “Strip and get in. Now.”
Felix slowly began pulling down the zipper of his jacket, the process complicated by the lack of sensation in his fingers.
“Thank you,” he said. “How did you find me?”
“It wasn’t hard to figure out where you’d gone,” said Nalya. “I knew you’d have to bring the tiny girl back to the tower eventually, I just figured that you would wait until nightfall to make the attempt.”
“Wait… you knew about Dani?” 
Nalya sighed and looked at him as though he was an idiot.
“I know your smell, denchild. I knew that she was with you from the moment Marakan brought you into the camp.”
“And you didn’t do anything about it?”
“What would I have done?” asked Nalya. “You’re of my pack, my brood. My role is not to expose every secret that you carry with you.”
Felix nodded slowly and returned to taking off his winter clothing. He looked back over at Nalya and was a little surprised to see her doing the same.
“You’re… getting in, too?” he asked.
She smiled and nodded as she let her winter jacket fall to the ground and began pulling off the sweater she had on underneath.
“Yes,” she said. “Is that a problem?”
Felix shook his head. It was anything but a problem, though saying that much would probably get him in hot water in a figurative, rather than literal sense. He stripped down until he only had his boxers on and started to approach the hot spring.
“No clothing,” said Nalya. “None, whatsoever. Any moisture left on your body on the trip back will freeze and make things hard for you.”
Felix frowned at her. His teeth had started chattering again, and he felt scarily fatigued from the cold.
“But…” He shook his head. “You said you’re getting in, too?”
Nalya pulled off the shirt she’d worn under her sweater. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her breasts bounced easily into view. They were of a nice size, not too small or large, and surprisingly taut for a woman of any age. Felix gawked at them openly, feeling his lower half starting to get excited and hating himself for it.
“Is it a problem for me to be naked around you, Felix?” Her tone had a flirtatious flourish in it as she spoke, and she smiled knowingly at him, her eyes darting down to his half erect cock.
“Uh… no, it’s not,” he said. “I’ll manage just fine.”



 
CHAPTER 16
 
He sat down on the edge of the hot spring, letting his feet and legs dip into the water. It was warm enough to be painful against his cold, numb, flesh, and he had to grit his teeth as he slid down and lowered himself in up to his waist.
The initial pain faded as the water flooded over him and was replaced by a sense of such warmth and relaxation that Felix moaned out loud. Nalya smiled as she wiggled out of her jeans and panties, revealing toned buttocks, sensual thighs, and a small patch of neatly trimmed pubic hair above the pink, flowery folds of her vagina.
“Maranak will insist on you undergoing your Determination in the morning,” said Nalya, in a soft voice.
Felix stared at her, feeling stunned at the revelation and a little perplexed that she was only telling him now.
“What?”
“Jeakal already told him what happened,” said Nalya. “Xeltraya and I managed to convince the Wolf Lord not to kill you, but he refuses to give you any more time for your training.”
Felix took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Nalya slid through the water toward him, the water up to her neck and covering up all of her interesting parts. He was ashamed of how turned on he was, and almost pulled her into an embrace as she came within reach of his arms.
“I will give you one final test,” said Nalya. “If you pass, then you will be able to enter the Determination with confidence tomorrow.”
“What test?” asked Felix.
“I am going to attack you,” said Nalya, stepping even closer. “All you must do is find a way to subdue me in a reasonable manner.”
Felix noted her phrasing, understanding why she left the criteria for success as vague as she did. He wasn’t sure who would win in a fight between him and Nalya, but if all he needed to do was to get her to relent, there were other approaches he could take.
He didn’t get more than a few seconds to mull it over before Nalya flung herself at him, naked and moving with lithe, flexible grace. She flipped out of the water, her hands reaching for his neck as she soared through the air over him. 
Felix dunked his head, feeling the water shift as Nalya’s arms tore through it ineffectually. He splashed up out of the water in time to see her launch another attack, this time a kick. Felix caught her leg by the ankle and twisted, flaring his beast strength as they tumbled into the water.
Nalya had planned for him to react like that. She moved faster than he could through the water, wrapping herself around him from behind and getting one of her arms under his neck in a choke hold.
Felix twisted forward into the water, diving low and scraping along the rough bottom of the hot spring until she lost her grip. He burst forth to the surface, taking a deep and much needed breath. Nalya attacked from the side with an open handed slap. He blocked it, but felt his eyes flick toward her exposed breasts for a fatal second.
She kicked him in the leg underneath the surface of the water, throwing him off balance. Nalya tackled him, wrestling him again, this time from the front. Felix felt his cock, still excited from the sight of the older woman naked, slide across the folds of her cunt. 
He flared his beast strength and felt her do the same, both of them about a match for each other when it came to straight wrestling. An idea popped into his head, and he seized upon it, knowing that it was the only thing he could hope to surprise her with, given the circumstances.
Felix flared his beast blood with all of the emotion he could provide it, pulling upon the memories he had of Nalya tempting him, Nalya touching him, and the current state of her naked body. He focused it outward, pushing as much lust as he could into Nalya and hearing her gasp in response. She was already pressed against him, her breasts against his chest, and he took her legs into his hands without giving her time to react, spearing upward with his hips.
His cock found its target, and a burst of illicit pleasure spilled over him. She had said that he needed to subdue her by any means necessary, and given that they were both naked, it was the only situational card that Felix had up his sleeve.
“You’re bold…” said Nalya, through heaving breaths. “But this is also a dangerous tactic.”
She met his eye for a moment, biting one lip, her expression one of intense concentration. Felix felt her counterattack, a wave of forceful desire so intense that he almost fell backward in surprise. Though that was what Nalya had likely intended, instead Felix felt his hips begin to move, his cock thrusting forward and fucking her as though the fight was now a one on one between their naughtiest bits.
Nalya let out a pleasured, feverish moan and pushed her breasts into his face. Felix flared his beast blood again, this time summoning up memories of her acting like his denmother, treating him like a boy in need of punishment. It led to an even more intense result than it had before. Nalya began quivering, her body turning to mush against his as intense, illicit lust overpowered her.
“Oh, fuck!” moaned Felix. “Nalya!”
He pressed forward, not so much on attack as out of desperate, sexual need. Felix pinned her against the side of the hot spring’s rocky bank and began slamming into her, over and over again, his cock sliding in and out of her tight, dirty hole. Nalya’s cunt felt hotter than the water did, and it seemed to suck his tool in on each forward thrust, her pussy lips creating a soft seal around his shaft.
“You haven’t won yet!” Nalya flashed a coy smile and twisted, trying to wrestle her way into a new, advantageous position. Felix kissed her, feeling her bite his lip slightly as she pulled back. He thrust forward into her, pleasure surging, and then felt her slip away as he pulled back.
Nalya kicked one of her legs up at his face. Felix dodged, letting her own momentum carry her into a turn. He seized her hips with his hands and pulled her tight against him, his cock sliding up her buttocks. Nalya leaned forward in an attempt to escape, and Felix felt himself enter her again as he pulled her back.
She let out a squeal of pleasure and surged forward, only to have Felix pull her back again. He fucked her like that for several hot, forbidden seconds, pumping his cock into her as though in punishment each time she attempted to pull away and continue the fight.
Felix thought of how she’d looked the very first time he’d seen her in human form and used the sexiness of the memory to flare his beast blood again. Nalya moaned and shivered, wiggling back and forth on his cock as he groped her breasts.
They moved together for a few seconds after that, both of them too drunk on pleasure to keep the fight in their minds. Felix felt as though Nalya, in her own unorthodox way, had planned the encounter to turn out the way it had. She was teaching him his final lesson, hoping that he’d take more away from the illicit sex than just the sensation of burying his cock into his denmother’s welcoming hole. 
Nalya squirmed away from him one last time, swimming over to the edge of the hot spring and sitting on it, legs crossed and hands cupped over her breasts. She smiled at him.
“Are you ready to give up yet?” she asked, with a devious smile.
Felix thought of how badly he wanted to blow his load inside of her and pushed the lust out with his beast blood. Nalya shivered and locked eyes with him, pride mixed with deep desire. She slowly uncrossed her legs, and Felix swam over to her.
He pushed her back on the warm rock, sliding between her legs and mounting her like the animal he was. Felix couldn’t hold back any longer, and as his cock probed into her sweet depths, he could already feel his orgasm building. He thrust once, twice, and then a hard third time, kissing Nalya deeply as he began to blow his load inside of her.  
She ran her hand through his hair, and held him there for a while. Then, the two of them dried off, pulled their clothes on, and walked back to the camp.



 
CHAPTER 17
 
Much as he’d expected, Felix was woken from sleep early the next morning. He rose slowly and pulled on his winter clothes, almost chatting around to Dani before remembering that he’d sent her away.
Marakan was waiting outside his tent. His face was expressionless, devoid of any anger or hatred, but of anything else as well.
“It is time,” he said. “Bring nothing with you beyond the clothes on your back.”
Felix nodded. He didn’t have much else.
Marakan led him through the camp, which was mostly still asleep. Felix passed by Nalya standing outside her tent. She met his eye and said nothing, her heartened expression wishing him good luck and showing concern.
Yarko was also up and moving outside the weapon tent. He clapped a hand on Felix’s shoulder as he walked by.
“Good luck,” he said. “Under different circumstance, I think we’d have been fast friends.”
Marakan made a growling noise and Yarko took a reflexive step back. They continued forward, out of the camp and into an area Felix hadn’t seen much of before, where the snow and ice was thicker, outside of the valley that protected most of the wolf camp from strong winds.
Marakan kept moving forward, coming to a sudden stop in front of something that Felix very nearly missed seeing. A hole about the diameter of a man’s height, deep enough for the shadows to hide the bottom, was directly in front of them. It was snowing lightly, and the flakes looked as though they were disappearing into nothingness as they fell into the hole and passed beyond the threshold of darkness.
“You must face your fears.” Marakan spoke directly to him, still showing no emotion. “I have my doubts about whether this test will kill you, or whether it will only break you, and drive you insane.”
“I’ll manage just fine,” said Felix, though he didn’t feel nearly as confident as he’d made the words sound.
“We shall see.”
Marakan reached his hand out to shake Felix’s. He took hold of it, and was only partially surprised when Marakan twisted him off balance, cuffing him across the head with his arm and knocking him into the hole.
Felix fell for what felt like a small eternity before landing in a pile of soft, powdery snow, face down. His exposed face stung from where the cold ice crystals made contact with his face, and he spent an ineffectual second trying to brush them away with a gloved hand, which was also covered in snow. 
“Off to a good start,” he muttered.
The mouth of the hole was a tiny disc of light, so high up above him that the idea of reaching it was the first thing he ruled out. He was reminded of the image he had in his mind of being stuck at the bottom of the well, a thought that made a bit of claustrophobia coalesce in his chest. There were no wells this far north in Alaska, so what had this hole been dug for?
The light didn’t make it far enough down into the well for him to see his surroundings. Felix did a slow circle around, running his hands over the walls and trying to feel for whatever he was down there to find.
On one side of the wall, he found a small hole, large enough for him to make it through on all fours if he could set aside his fear of tight places. Felix took a slow breath, mulled over the training he’d been given by Yarko and Xeltraya, and then slipped through the hole, his senses on high alert. 
The hole was really more of a tunnel, and after twenty feet or so, it widened out, expanding up and over far enough for Felix to stand comfortably. He blinked his eyes, willing them to adjust to the darkness. They didn’t, and he couldn’t even see his own frozen breath in front of him. He took a few more steps forward.
“You’re so eager.”
The voice he heard was soft, feminine, and easily the most terrifying thing that Felix had ever heard. He flinched backward and balled his hands into fists, willing himself to stay resolved.
“Eager for what?” he asked the darkness.
“For what comes next,” said the voice.
Felix felt a chill run up his spine, colder and deeper than anything the Alaskan weather had thrown at him before. He had to work to keep his teeth chattering, and his entire body shivered like something out of a cartoon.
“I’m ready,” said Felix. “Test me.”
“Are you, though?” asked the voice, in a patronizing tone. “I think not.”
The darkness around Felix deepened, as though he’d gone from being in a pitch black hole, to being in a pitch black hole on another planet, in the far reaches of the solar system. He whirled around to look at the way he’d come from. There was nothing to see, other than darkness.
And then, paradoxically, the darkness began to peel black, revealing a scene of color, light, and activity on the other side. He was somewhere else after a couple seconds, transported out of the hole through magic more powerful than anything he’d ever seen Stella manage.
Felix was standing on the snow, sky overcast overhead. He was back in the wolf camp, surrounded by the members of the Alpha Pack, all of whom were kneeling, with their hands bound behind their backs. 
“What… is this?” Felix frowned, scanning over faces until he found Marakan. A man was standing next to Marakan, pushing a gun against the Wolf Lord’s head, a man that Felix recognized.
“You’ve been charged with the disappearance of the Mayor of North Spire, Juan Senhaji.” Trent’s voice was angry, and almost unhinged. Trent, the same man who’d attempted to kill Felix with the kind of dispassionate effort most people put into mowing their lawn, sounded as though he’d finally discovered his hatred.
“Hold on,” Felix took a step toward him. “Wait a second. Mayor Senhaji wasn’t taken by-”
The gun went off. All of the members of the Alpha Pack, along with Felix, flinched backward. Marakan fell onto his side like a tipped chair, blood gushing from a fatal head wound.
“Bring the woman,” said Trent. “Now.”
Felix spun around in time to see several figures dressed in army fatigues and balaclavas carry Nalya forward, placing her on her knees next to Marakan’s dead body. Gwen, Breeze, and Windy were all being held by other mercenaries, next in line.
“No!” Felix stood up and walked over to Trent, trying to grab the man by the arm. His hand went right through him.
“You’ve been charged with the disappearance of Felix Honlan,” said Trent. He leveled the gun against Nalya’s head and pulled the trigger.
Felix fell to his knees, screaming as Nalya’s lifeless body collapsed to the snow, tainting the white powder with red blood. Trent nodded to the mercenaries holding the girls.
“Do all three at once,” he said. “We don’t have time to issue pronouncements for each.”
“No!” screamed Felix. “You bastard! Trent! I’m right here!”
He turned, unable to look away from what happened next. Three assault rifles pressed against the temples of three feminine, fair haired heads. Felix saw the fear in three sets of pretty eyes. They shot Gwen first, and then Breeze and Windy in quick succession. Felix collapsed to the snow, his heart aching with such pain that it made him wish that he was next in line. 
When he opened his eyes, he saw nothing but black. It took him a second to realize that he was back in the tunnel. He couldn’t remember which way he’d entered from, and the lingering emotions from what he’d just seen intermingled with a sense of disorientation.
“What… the fuck?” 
“No,” said the feminine voice. “I think we can go deeper.”
“This is it then?” shouted Felix. “This is my Determination? Just a… bad dream?”
He tried to keep the tremor out of his voice as he spoke. It hadn’t been just a dream, or at least it hadn’t felt like one. The images of Trent, Nalya, Gwen and the twins, had seemed as real as anything he’d experienced before. He would remember what he saw there for the rest of his life.
“Oh, you’ll see what it is soon enough,” said the voice. “Let’s take a closer look.”
Felix screamed. The blackness fell away, and he was in a new place and time.
He recognized the tower’s lobby immediately, with a few obvious differences from what he remembered. Wooden folding tables had been pushed up against the windows. The two metal front doors were chained shut and secured with chairs tipped under the handles.
Stella was wearing her black and gold sorceress robe, the one she defaulted to whenever they were up against a serious threat. Shane stood next to her, along with Sheriff Burke and a few other of the town’s able bodied men.
“They’re coming,” said Stella. “Get ready!”
The doors shook, and a ferocious growl came from the other side. All of the defenders flinched back, their resolve already weakening in anticipation of the first breach. Felix looked at Stella hopefully, expecting her to conjure flames or cast a defensive barrier spell.
Her face was empty of hope. The anger in her eyes was supplemented by fear, and she somehow managed to simultaneously look like a woman with nothing to lose and a woman with everything to lose.
“Our families are upstairs!” shouted Sheriff Burke. “We can’t let them get through!”
A battle cry rose from the defenders. One of the tower’s windows exploded in a shower of glass and shattered folding table shards, and the first of the wolves hurtled through. 
It all happened in a blur. The two men nearest to the window were the first to fall, disappearing under a cloud of grey fur and gleaming white fangs. Sheriff Burke fired his gun, spinning as the front door tore open and more wolves charged into the lobby.
Shane screamed as a wolf struck him from the back. Felix charged to his friend’s aid, his stomach turning as he realized that it was the same as before. All he could do was watch the wolf bite into his friend’s neck, tearing through skin and muscle, blood oozing like something out of a horror movie.
“Shane…” Felix’s throat went dry, and he tasted bile in the back of his throat. And then, he heard Stella’s scream.
She was on her back, wrestling to keep the mouth of one of the giant wolves out of range. Felix hurled himself into the creature, sliding through it like a ghost, insubstantial and ineffective. Another wolf joined the pile, and then their teeth were digging into her, ripping pieces from her chest and shoulders. Stella screamed, and blood poured out of her.
“Noooo!” Felix slammed his fists through the wolves again and again, doing nothing and only intensifying his rising sense of panic. He knew it wasn’t really happening, but he was still seeing it, watching it, failing to protect her.
He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he was back in the darkness. Felix sat down on the cold ice of the tunnel’s floor and took a few shaky breaths. He wanted to scrub the memory of what he’s just seen out with bleach. It was too much.
“I’m not going to give up,” he managed to say. “If that’s what you think, you’re wrong. I’ll make it through this test.”
Laughter rang out, ethereal and amused.
“You’re test hasn’t even started yet,” said the voice. “This is just for fun.”
Felix gritted his teeth.
“Oh, hold on, I know where we’ll go next,” she whispered. “This is the best one, I think. The one with the most fear of all.”



 
CHAPTER 18
 
Light flashed, and Felix was somewhere else. He was in Stella’s apartment. The lights were off and most of the doors were open. He looked around and didn’t see anyone else inside at first, until his eyes focused on the couch, and on the tiny, miniaturized form of a girl hiding underneath its edge.
“Dani…” Felix shook his head. “No…”
A noise came outside the apartment’s front door, the sound of canine footsteps approaching from down the hall. They stopped as they drew in close, and then the front door burst open. A massive werewolf with a familiar air about it stalked into the apartment.
“Felix…” whispered Dani. “Please!” 
Felix fell to his knees next to her, confused. He hadn’t been visible in any of the other visions. He tested his arm against the couch and, sure enough, it slid right through it as though it were holographic.
“It’s me…” whispered Dani. “You remember me, Felix. Please!”
The wolf was slowly walking over to the couch. Blood dripped from its teeth and snout, appearing almost black in the dim light of the room. Felix looked into the wolf’s eyes, into his own eyes, and finally felt understanding click into place.
“No!” He advanced on the wolf, on himself, and began pummeling his ghostly fists against it. “No! You bastard!”
The wolf flipped the couch over backward, revealing Dani, tiny and vulnerable. She shrieked and slid back on the floor, but there was nowhere for her to run to. The wolf snapped its fangs together in her face, falling back and growling for a moment before pouncing forward.
Felix slammed into it with the force of a trained linebacker. This time, he did make contact, and he and the wolf fell to the floor of the apartment together. Its teeth snapped again, taking a bite out of the soft tissue of his shoulder. He didn’t care about that.
Felix wrapped his legs around the beast’s abdomen, around his own abdomen. He slammed his fist into it, first punching the skull, and then settling for shots to the wolf’s neck. It let out tiny, pathetic howls with each blow.
“Is that how I sound?” screamed Felix, half mad from rage. “Playing the victim? Like it’s all about me? You bastard!”
He slammed everything he had into the wolf, fists, elbows, even the head butt he’d learned from Yarko that he’d thought he’d never used. The wolf bit and scratched back at him, using its weight to offset any advantage Felix’s initial onslaught had given him.
He felt each injury to his body in full, vivid detail, but it was a small price to pay for the triumph that pulsed through his heart. The wolf was trying to twist out of his grasp. Felix snapped his mouth forward, clamping human teeth down on one of the wolf’s front arms and severing a tendon.
“I will never let you win!” he screamed. “Never!”
Blackness. He was back in the tunnel, taking quick shallow breaths and grinding his teeth. He felt a thin layer of ice cold sweat on his face, and slowly managed to calm himself down enough to remember what he was supposed to be doing.
“Not bad,” whispered the voice. “You are such an interesting person, Felix. That was so much more than I’d been expecting.”
“Enough,” he muttered. “I broke through. I saved Dani. That should be enough.”
“I am satisfied with what I’ve seen,” said the voice. “You may continue forward.”
“You’re satisfied.” Felix glared into the darkness. “What is this, a game to you?”
There was no response. He took a deep breath and stood up straight, forcing himself forward down the tunnel. It was still pitch black, and all he could do was hope he was headed in the right direction and keep his hands out in front of him.
The tunnel went on and on. Felix counted a hundred steps before losing track. Eventually, the ceiling and walls began to narrow, forcing him down onto all fours, and then onto his stomach. He wriggled forward, dreading the prospect of squeezing into a space that he couldn’t pull back out of.
A pinpoint of light appeared ahead of him in the distance. He crawled forward faster, and after a minute, the tunnel widened out again. He found himself standing in a dimly lit cavern with a single exit point. A hooded figure in a red robe stood in front of it, and cold wind whistled through the space.
“You’ve done well, Felix.” It was the same feminine voice from before, neutral and generic in its tone. “But in order for you to pass your Determination, you must find your way past me.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He shook his head and frowned at the figure.
“That’s up to you.”
She stood where she was as Felix approached, only moving when he tried to go around her, blocking his way with her body. Felix took a step back, scowling and feeling frustrated at the ordeal.
“Just get out of my way!” he shouted. “If you want a fight, I’ll give you a fight!”
He swung his fist at the robed woman. Her guard was up in an instant, knocking his arm out of the way with nearly enough force to crack bone. He fell backward to one knee, groaning.
“All of us are defined by how we approach the obstacles in the way of what we want,” said the woman. “Choose carefully, Felix.”
“Who are you?” he asked. “What’s your name?”
He couldn’t see the woman’s face, but somehow, he got the sense that she was smiling at him.
“It’s been so long since anyone has asked me that,” she said. “You may call me… The Defector.”
“The Defector…” repeated Felix. It meant nothing to him, and though his curiosity pushed him to question her further, he felt a sudden urgency in his need to be rid of the cavern.
He thought back to the training he’d endured in the camp, and had a sudden idea. Standing before The Defector, Felix tried to muster his lust in her direction. He thought of the sound of her voice, the sound of her laughter, and used it to imagine a beautiful face, curvaceous breasts, a soft butt.
And then he thought of the visions he’d seen of Nalya and Stella, the dying and death. It was as though he’d drained the fuel from the engine of his beast blood in an instant. He knew almost nothing about The Defector, but if the images she’d shown him were a reflection of her personality, no amount of imagination on his part could make her into something erotic.
“I can see the wheels turning in your head,” she said. “You’re almost there, Felix. Your answer is simple, so simple that many who’ve passed through this cavern have chosen harder paths, their assumptions blinding them to the truth.”
Felix shrugged.
“Can you… move aside?” he asked. “So that I can leave this cavern?”
The Defector laughed, and the beauty of the sound was enough to make him reconsider the conclusion he’d come to before about her eroticism. She nodded slowly and moved out of the way, gesturing with her hand that it was fine for him to pass.
“Go right on ahead, young man,” she said. “It’s so refreshing to find one such as you.”
Felix hesitated, but not out of suspicion. He had more questions, though he knew he’d only get a few answers out of her.
“If I’d have tried to use my abilities on you, to fight or, uh, convince you through other means… it wouldn’t have worked, would it?”
“Not for you,” she said. “For some, it’s the only answer, and I judge them based off their skill and what I see inside their hearts. If you had tried it, I would have killed you.”
Felix nodded slowly.
“Your name,” he said. “Will you tell me what you defected from?”
“Let’s just say that I have a more open mind when it comes to the unregulated supernatural world than my counterparts.” The Defector gestured to the cave’s exit again. “Now go.”
“Thank you,” he said, hurrying past her.
Felix was surprised to find that it was night outside. He hadn’t felt the passage of time when he’d been in the visions, but there must have been some serious magic in them for him to have lost so many hours.
It took him a minute of examining his surroundings to see the way back to the camp. He hurried along at a jog, elated at finally being through the test. He could head back to the tower now, and Nalya, Gwen, and the twins could return to their home. Marakon would have to listen to reason, and the Alpha Pack would move on to its next location with nothing else for it to do in the area around North Spire.
His hopes were dashed as he approached the camp, or what was left of it. More than half of the tents were gone, as though they’d never been there. Felix felt his confusion deepen as he looked for Nalya’s tent. It wasn’t there anymore, at least not where she’d originally set it up. 
“I bet money on you not coming back alive.” Jeakal’s voice came from just outside of a tent near the center of what was left of the camp. “Not that much, but I’m still rather disappointed that I’ll have to pay up.”
“Jeakal…” Felix glared at him, trying to focus through his anger. “Where the fuck is the rest of the pack?”
“They’re gone.” It wasn’t Jeakal who answered, but Xeltraya, walking over from where she stood nearby. “Headed south. Toward your tower.”
Felix ran a hand through his hair, fighting the despair forming in his heart. He thought of the second vision he’d seen, the one of the wolves raiding the tower, and wanted to throw up.



 
CHAPTER 19
 
“No…” Felix shook his head, glancing over the lycanthropes left in the camp. “We have to stop them. This is… insane. Those are innocent people!”
Xeltraya slid up next to him, setting one of her hands on his shoulder with more concern than he would have expected out of her.
“My husband has ordered us to stay here,” she said. “Jeakal is in charge until he gets back. Please, Felix. You’re one of us now. Trust in the wisdom of the Wolf Lord.”
“I’m heading after them, even if I have to do it alone!” shouted Felix. “And he brought Nalya with him… why would he do that?”
“You’re not going anywhere,” said Jeakal. “Though I encourage you to try it. I’d love for us to have the chance to… clear the air.”
He flashed a toothy, contemptuous grin. Felix stepped away from Xeltraya, took a deep breath, and then flared his beast strength and threw himself at the other man.
Jeakal had been expecting him to exactly that. He dodged backward, leaving Felix off balance, and then immediately counter attacked, bringing his knee firmly upward and striking ribs. Felix coughed and stumbled backward, feeling like a fool for letting himself get goaded into an obvious trap.
“You’re too cocky for your own good,” said Jeakal. “I’m looking forward to greeting your densisters when they get back from their scouting missions. We’ll have a good time… I’ll make sure of it.”
Felix took a slow breath, drawing upon the final lesson he’d learned at the end of his Determination.
“I’m not going to fight you, Jeakal,” he said. “I’ll go after the pack on my own.”
“I already told you. That’s not an option.”
Felix shrugged.
“You might be able to trick your way into a cheap shot, but we both know you couldn’t take me in a fair fight,” he said.
Jeakal’s face turned a deep red, and he snarled, hurling himself forward much as Felix had a moment earlier. He had half expected Jeakal to be smart enough to see through his ploy, especially given that the last time they’d tussled before his trip back to the tower, Felix had been the one throwing the cheap shots.
Felix flared his beast strength and grappled Jeakal as he came within range. Jeakal responded similarly. He was a little stronger than Felix, but lacked resolve and will to fight at his best. 
Felix twisted Jeakal to the ground underneath him, falling and slamming his elbow into Jeakal’s neck as he landed. Several of the remainders at the camp came out of their tents to watch, creating a loose circle around the two combatants.
Jeakal managed to slide around Felix and get an arm around his neck. Felix slammed his head backward, breaking the other man’s nose and knocking out at least one tooth. Jeakal let his choke hold go and punched Felix in the face. Felix let the blow land, using the opportunity to regain his balance and immediately following up with a kick that knocked Jeakal’s legs out from under him.
Felix pulled back his fist and prepared to finish it, but stopped before closing the distance. Jeakal had something in his hand, something metallic, something that looked a lot like a gun.
“You don’t fight fair,” said Jeakal. “Why should I?”
Felix took a slow breath, hating the other man more than he’d hated anyone before in his life. He considered his options, failing to see any way forward that didn’t involve getting shot.
“I’ll tell Marakan about all of this,” said Jeakal. “Won’t even have to lie to justify killing you.”
“You bastard,” said Felix. “If you think it will be that easy-”
“What was the name of your densister with the big tits, again?” Jeakal’s disgusting grin flashed wide. “Jess? Jen?”
“Gwen,” said Felix, feeling an idea crystalize into action. “She wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole.”
Jeakal snarled and kicked him in chest. With Felix’s beast strength, it would have been easy enough for him to recover and remain standing, but he let his momentum carry him down to the ground, collapsing on all fours as though he’d reached the point of surrender.
“She won’t have a choice about it!” Jeakal took a step toward him. Felix listened, waiting for him to come just a little bit closer.
“Won’t she, though?” asked Felix. “I mean, she’s very spirited.”
“You don’t know a damned thing, do you?” Jeakal leaned his face in close to Felix’s, exactly as he’d been hoping he would. “You think that we do things the same as the humans, with no order and superficial-”
Felix snapped his hand up, tossing a handful of ice and snow into Jeakal’s eyes in one of the oldest, cheapest tricks in the book. The gun went off, but Felix flattened himself to the ground, tackling Jeakal before he could straighten out his aim.
Jeakal screamed and tried to fight back, but his reaction was too slow. Felix pulled the gun out of his hand and hurled it into the air with his beast strength, far out of the range of where it could be found easily. He slammed his fist onto Jeakal’s face once, twice, three times, and then stopped.
Jeakal hadn’t learned to take a punch any better in the day that’d passed since their last fight. He was unconscious. If Felix wanted to, he could finish it. Xeltraya, who’d been watching the encounter with detached interest, took a step toward him.
“If you want us to help you, he has to die,” she said. “And you have to be the one to do it. It’s the only way that any of us will follow you.”
Felix stood up and dusted snow off his legs.
“I’ll go alone, then,” he said. “It’s not worth killing someone over.”
“Even if it means the difference between having enough respect among that pack to appeal to Marakan?” asked Xeltraya. “Some of those who stayed behind stayed because they detest violence, much as you do. They might support you in a bid to spare the lives of the people in your tower.”
Felix frowned and looked down at Jeakal’s unconscious form. Was it worth killing him, if it meant saving others? Was this something that he could do, in cold blood, to a defenseless man?
“Hold on,” said Felix. “You’re Marakan’s wife. If you tell them to follow me, they will. Especially given that I’ve already beaten Jeakal in a fair fight.”
“Perhaps.” Xeltraya flashed a wicked smile at him. “But why, pray tell, would I do something like that?”
Her insinuation was clear enough from the expression on her face, and the look in her eyes. It almost seemed as though she’d been hoping he’d come to this conclusion, ready and willing to test him again, as she had before.
Felix didn’t have to struggle to find things he found attractive about her to flare up his beast blood. He pushed his lust outward, hitting Xeltraya with it in a wave as she did the same to him. A psychic battle of erotic willpower raged in the space between them, neither looking away from the other, both of them fighting arousal while simultaneously forcing it on the other.
“Maybe we should… finish this conversation in your tent?” Felix could barely speak without moaning, his cock painfully erect against his jeans.
“If you come into my tent…” Xeltraya enunciated her words carefully. “You might not come out with your free will intact.”
“I’m willing to take that risk,” said Felix.
Despite the situation, despite all the things potentially waiting for him back at the tower, Felix was excited at the prospect of going toe-to-toe with Xeltraya and her beast blood. He watched as she led him to her tent, her butt sashaying from side to side tantalizingly with each step, probably something she was playing up just for him.
Xeltraya slipped through the tent flap first. The second Felix made it inside, he felt an even stronger erotic push come from her, enough to push anything other than sex out of his mind. It made him feel like a horny, virginal teenager again, awkward and in over his head. His cock raged against his jeans. He flared his beast blood back at her, using the new lust she’d kindled in him and realizing that it would end in a pointless, circular feedback loop.
“Ohhhh…” moaned Xeltraya. She was stripping off her winter clothes, the curves of her big breasts and butt outlined perfectly in the tight sweater and leggings she had on underneath.
“We can… end this,” whispered Felix. He suddenly realized that he was taking off his clothes, too, unzipping his jacket and snow pants in a lustful, uncoordinated trance.
“You… can’t be this powerful…” Xeltraya had a hand between her legs and was slowly rubbing her crotch, like a dog in heat. “You… will kneel before me… And then I’ll, I’ll give you your release…”
It was so tempting. Felix’s knees quivered slightly, and he almost fell forward, his body exhausted from the toll the arousal was taking on him. Would it be so bad to be just another member of the pack, if it was under Xeltraya? She would treat him so well, she’d already promised him a release…He could do so much with her.
“Take your shirt off, Xeltraya.” Felix forced his legs to move him forward, closing the distance between the two of them and amplifying the effect of both of their beast blood.
Xeltraya hesitated before smirking slightly and pulling her sweater up and over her head.
“If you want to see me…” she said, through husky breaths. “Perhaps it would help you decide.”
The most gorgeous pair of big breasts Felix had ever seen bounced into view, with no bra to hold them in place. Unbelievably, they didn’t need one, and were held mostly taut in place, possibly due to whatever magic kept lycanthropes supernaturally youthful and spry into older ages.
Xeltraya was blushing and breathing heavy, but clearly thrilled with his reaction. In truth, Felix could feel the weight of her beast blood, now more than ever. He wanted her so badly that it was almost paralyzing. 
“Do you like what you see?” Xeltraya cupped an arm under her breasts, putting them on perfect display. “It’s still not too late… for you to kneel.”
Felix gritted his teeth, flaring his beast strength along with his beast blood. It gave him the control over his body he needed, and with slow movements, he reached down and unzipped his jeans. Xeltraya’s eyes went wide with shock as she saw him slide them down, along with his boxers.
“What… what are you doing?” She shook her head slowly, her eyes locked on his hard cock, mouth already forming into a tiny o.
“Xeltraya,” said Felix. “Why don’t you kneel in front of me?”
The words tore through the woman like an orgasm. She gasped and shivered, one hand returning to massage her crotch, one covering her breasts as though in a desperate attempt to take it all back. She’d walked into his trap, though neither of them had seen at as one in the beginning.
“Felix…” Xeltraya fell to her knees in front of him and let out a defeated, but clearly relieved gasp.
She pushed her mouth forward, padding her tongue against the head of his cock before engulfing it with her lips. Felix let out a cry of pleasure, her beast blood still in effect against him, still making everything sexual a hundred times more intense.
Felix couldn’t stop himself. He grabbed Xeltraya’s perfect face in his hands and began thrusting with his cock, dominating her mouth with his tool as though he had something to prove. It felt unbelievable, like nothing he could have imagined. Tight, hot, wet, slick and as soft and velvety as any pink lipped orifice could be.
He grunted like an animal as he continued pumping his cock between Xeltraya’s lips. It was a primal thing, not just his domination of Xeltraya, but through her, the domination of all of the remnants of the Wolf Lord’s pack.
Xeltraya was an active participant, doing tricks with her hot tongue and making noises of pleasure each time Felix’s cock tapped the back of her mouth. He wondered if that was the true intensity of the beast blood, turning a sexual chore into something erotic and enticing for both parties.
Her breasts jiggled under where the main action was taking place. If Felix had had the time or the lucidity, he would have thought about how nice it would be to cup them in his hands, to slide her legs apart, and take things even further.
He couldn’t make himself last more than a couple of seconds, though he would have traded anything for the time to go on longer. Xeltraya was doing something with her tongue on one of his back thrusts. Felix shivered and felt mind numbing pleasure burst through him as his cum exploded against her mouth. 
The first string splashed across Xeltraya’s lips and chin. She managed to get her lips back on it and sucked down the rest eagerly, each hot blast sending another mini tremor of pleasure up through Felix.
He was relieved when it was over, sensing the moment Xeltraya dropped the spell of her beast blood. He did the same and watched her slowly, somewhat ashamedly, stand up.
“Well then…” She blushed and wiped cum off her chin. “I guess you win.”
“Get your clothes back on,” said Felix. “We’re going to the tower.”



 
CHAPTER 20
 
The rest of the remaining pack accepted the arrangement without much complaint. Jeakal was left behind in one of the tents while the rest of them marched forth, Felix at their head.
He briefly considered leading them in their wolf forms. They’d be able to travel faster across the snow, and if it came to violence when they encountered the Alpha Pack, they might have an advantage if they were quick enough. Felix remembered the vision he’d had of him and Dani in Stella’s apartment, and the idea immediately lost its appeal.
It was dark, and it was snowing, and though the distance between the camp and the tower was no more than a few miles, it felt as though it took an eternity before Felix could see what was going on. The tower finally came into view, as did the bulk of the Alpha Pack, with Marakan standing at their forefront.
“What… the hell?”
Felix stopped in his tracks. Xeltraya pulled up alongside him, squinting to make out what was going on.
“They aren’t attacking the tower,” she said. “I… didn’t know about this.”
“That’s… the Ice Dancer?” Felix felt his jaw drop open as he looked beyond the wolves, in the direction of the crystal caves. A naked woman with skin the color of ice stood at the front of a second army, this one composed of frozen, half decomposed corpses with shining blue eyes.
Marakan was shouting and gesturing, though Felix and the others were far out of earshot. Felix led his small band forward, trying to close the distance to the Alpha Pack before the fighting broke out. They made it about half the distance before the Ice Dancer’s forces closed on the wolves and all hell broke loose.
“Focus on helping the injured!” shouted Felix. “Don’t try to fight the ice thralls directly!”
He felt like a complete idiot. Marakan had left behind the weakest members of the Alpha Pack, along with crazy Jeakal and his wife, to keep them out of danger. The Ice Dancer was the threat that the Wolf Lord had come to face. Felix’s own assumptions about the importance of his Determination and North Spire had been just that – assumptions.
A sole figure stood outside the tower, slowly moving toward the action. The robe and staff in her hand left no doubt in Felix’s mind to who it was. As Xeltraya and the others moved to assist the Alpha Pack in a defensive formation, Felix cut off to the side, angling to make contact with Stella.
“Hey!” he shouted. “Stella!”
She looked up at him in surprise, almost leveling her staff in his direction before recognizing his voice.
“Felix,” she said, in a tired voice. “About time you showed up.”
“The Ice Dancer!” Felix pointed out at their opponent, and Stella flashed a patronizing smile.
“Yes, I’m well aware,” she said. “I can do something about her, but I need you to get me in close.”
“But your magic…?”
“I’ve regained enough of my strength to get by,” said Stella. “Will you be able to protect me from the thralls?”
Felix nodded slowly and cracked the knuckles of both his hands.
“I can do that.”
Most of the Alpha Pack had transformed into their wolf forms on the initial clash with the Ice Dancer and her thralls. The battle was close, and if anything, weighted against the Wolf Lord and his warriors. There were thousands of frozen, zombie like beings marching forth, enough for the Ice Dancer to lead her forces in a strategy designed to overwhelm, rather than outmaneuver.
Several dozen of the warriors in the front line were the first to fall. Felix watched a massive wolf with ruddy brown fur fall under the crush of five or six of the ice thralls, the lycanthrope thrashing uselessly as the monsters clubbed and clawed with their hands.
Marakan led a small group of his best in a desperate charge focused on the Ice Dancer, herself. She stood in the back of her army, now, eyes gleaming blue, her posture relaxed and elegant and contrasting against the carnage around her.
“What about the tower?” shouted Felix. Stella was running next to him at a dead sprint, not inconvenienced in the slightest by her robes.
“There’s nothing we can do to stop them from getting in,” said Stella. “Even the Alpha Pack in its entirety won’t be enough to stop the ice thralls. We have to defeat the Ice Dancer. They’ll fall from her control if we can manage it.”
Felix nodded. The two of them were weaving through the wolves, doing what they could to help while mostly staying out of the battle. Felix caught sight of an untransformed woman fighting an ice thrall while two others closed on her behind. It took him a second to recognize that it was Nalya, and then another second after that to perceive the danger she was in.
“Nalya!” he shouted.
There were too many combatants in between them for Felix to get there in time. Even his shout served only to draw her attention away from the fight and distract her further. Felix saw recognition flash across her face as he saw her and felt helpless and impotent.
Yarko surged out from behind a crowd of ice thralls, blood dripping from his chest and shoulders in several places. He threw himself onto the ice thralls approaching Nalya, shouting something that Felix couldn’t make out and transforming as he did. Nalya kicked the ice thrall nearest to her back and whirled in time to see her former lover’s sacrifice. 
She let out a roar and transformed into the beautiful white wolf that Felix had seen on his first day in North Spire. It was already too late, the crush of ice thralls falling down on Yarko beyond anything even a supernaturally empowered person could survive. 
Nalya howled in rage and attacked, fighting with aggressiveness and energy that went beyond anything Felix had seen in her before. The ice thralls fell against her onslaught, and she reverted back to her human form to cradle Yarko’s dying wolf body in her hands as other wolves closed in to protect them. A path parted amidst the battle, and Felix rushed through it and to Nalya’s side.
“Nalya…” he said. “I’m so sorry…”
“He was a bastard…” she said. “But he… could do good things, sometimes…”
Yarko flashed and became human again. He coughed and spat blood on the powdery white snow.
“You’ll be okay.” His voice was weak, but he paired it with a soft touch of his hand to Nalya’s cheek. “You’re strong, Nalya.”
She took a deep breath and gave him one last hug. When Nalya released him, Yarko’s body was still. 
“Felix!” Stella had moved deeper into the battle without him, and a burly ice thrall was bearing down on her.
Felix stood up and charged, flaring his beast strength to let him leap up and over a line of wolves clashing with thralls. He landed next to Stella and slammed his fist into the shoulder of the ice thrall.
Flesh shattered into frozen shards where his knuckles made contact. The ice thrall’s entire right arm fell to the ground, though from the way it continued forward, it was clear that it felt no pain from it. Felix spun into an improvised kick, taking one of its legs out in the same manner.
Stella was ready and waiting, leaping over the ice thralls body and pumping her arms as she broke into a sprint, staff still held in hand. Felix followed directly behind her, darting out to the side to knock back ice thralls as they moved to grab her or block their path.
The Ice Dancer’s vestige of calm didn’t waver, and she stood waiting for them, her face expressionless, her eyes bursting with ice blue light. Felix and Stella reached the area of the battlefield where the fighting was thickest. Only a scant few wolves remained standing against the tide of ice thralls.
The largest of them, the one that seemed to be in the center of each major encounter, was now faltering under the pressure of the frozen bodies. Felix knew that it was Marakan, the Wolf Lord himself, fighting and dying in the name of his people. 
He couldn’t leave Stella’s side, not with so much on the line. All he could do was watch as Marakan charged into an impossible battle against a clump of at least a hundred ice thralls, grey fur spotted with blood and clumps of ice, and disappeared under the crush of bodies.
“Felix!” screamed Stella. “I need a minute to focus! Keep them off me!”
Felix nodded, moving to engage an ice thrall as it broke into a charge at Stella. He brought his arms up to his face to guard against its first attack, feeling the impact strike to the core of the bones of his left arm as the thrall slammed frozen fists down on him.
He whirled, bringing his knee up into the thrall’s stomach. The blow would have been enough to instantly wind a human opponent, but it was as though the thrall barely felt it. Felix reacted to its counter too slowly, and a mouth full of broken and mangled teeth closed down on his shoulder, ripping through his winter clothing and flesh underneath.
“Grahhh!” Felix managed to push it back. Though minor, the wound left an opening for the cold to seep into his body. If he stayed outside for too long with it uncovered, it could easily be life threatening.
“Felix!” Stella’s shout alerted him to another ice thrall closing on her. Felix flared his beast strength and threw himself into a desperate drop kick, knocking the thrall back at least a dozen feet. He fell to the ground in an uncoordinated sprawl, but had enough time to scramble back to his feet before anything happened.
Stella held her staff in two outstretched hands, gathering magical energy into it. The tip glowed with a furious red light, like a lava lamp turned up to the highest setting. She was chanting something under her breath, and apparently the display was enough to finally spur the Ice Dancer into direct action.
“No!” Felix rushed forward to counter the Ice Dancer herself as she charged toward them with unbelievable speed. He threw a punch at her only to find thin air. She’d made it past him, and as he turned back toward Stella, time slowed to a crawl.
Stella launched her spell, a blast of superheated flame and energy. It struck the Ice Dancer head-on, cracking away the frozen shell and revealing the pale skin underneath. She continued toward Stella, naked under the light of the moon and stars, blue nipples dotting her breasts, and blue lips of the same color.
She waved a hand in Stella’s direction, and a massive snow ball rose from the ground, smashing into the sorceress and knocking her backward. Felix moved to her defense, standing in between the Ice Dancer and Stella.
“I won’t let you hurt anyone else!” he shouted. “This is over!”
He charged forward, setting any concern for his own wellbeing aside as he flared his beast strength and hurled himself onto her. The Ice Dancer just smiled. Felix tackled her to the ground and felt lips pressing against his neck. They didn’t feel cold, and he could feel the magic in them, surging through his body, threatening to steal away his free will and turn him into an ice thrall.
There was only one thing that he could do. Felix was scared of it. The visions were still vivid in his mind, the one of him in wolf form attacking Dani predominant. He was scared, but it was all he could do, the only chance he had left.
Felix let out a roar and felt the magic of his transformation surge across his skin and body. He felt his form shifting, transfiguring his hands into paws, clothes into fur, a man into a killer. Felix snapped his jaws in the Ice Dancer’s face as soon as the transformation was complete.
She reeled back, surprised, or perhaps wary of his newfound power. Felix could see her eyes, and there was something like fear in them. The nearby ice thralls surged toward Felix as though in response. He didn’t care. He charged her.
Felix was on top of her in under a second, his jaws snapping at her face. The Ice Dancer tried to hold him back, summoning up snow and ice from the ground to hold him at a distance. Felix was stronger than she was, stronger than any of the other lycanthropes he’d seen. He pushed forward through it all, sinking his fangs into her neck, tasting the neutral flavor of clean ice instead of blood and tissue.
A high pitched scream tore through the night. It was the only real sound Felix had ever heard the Ice Dancer make, and the last sound he would ever hear her make. But he wasn’t done yet. A rush of violent, feral rage went through him in a wave. He tore into the Ice Dancer again and again, until her body was no more than shattered, frozen shards.
“Felix!” shouted Stella. “It’s… it’s over. It’s okay.”



 
CHAPTER 21
 
Less than a hundred lycanthropes remained in total, a decimation of the force the Alpha Pack had once been. Nalya and Xeltraya were taking charge of what was left, tending to the wounded that could be treated and mourning their fallen, including Marakan.
It took Stella several minutes of gentle coaxing to pull Felix back from his wolf form. He was tempted to stay transformed, to run through the night under the full moon. To hunt whatever he could find, to feast on fresh prey and enjoy the sensation of being a beast.
A tiny, disapproving face popped out of Stella’s robe and began reaming him out in a shrill, annoyed voice. Dani went as far as to slip down to the snow and approach Felix, coming within easy reach of his snapping jaws and razor sharp canine teeth.
Felix pulled himself back from the brink, forcing himself to let go of the magic of his wolfbound transformation. He sat down on his hind legs and flashed with bright white light, appearing human again, still sitting as a dog sits.
“You look ridiculous,” said Dani. “But… you did save us.”
“I did,” said Felix. “Honestly, what would you do without me?”
“Hey, don’t let this go to your head!”
Stella was smiling at the two of them. She bent down to lift Dani back up and looked at Felix seriously.
“We need to get back to the tower,” she said. “There’s another town meeting tonight, and I need to be there for it. Are you going to come with us?”
Felix hesitated for only a moment before nodding.
“I will,” he said. “Just… give me a minute.”
Felix jogged across the snow, slowing to a walk as he approached Nalya. She was standing over Yarko’s body, the expression on her face a mix of sorrow and exhaustion.
“Nalya,” he said. “I…”
“I know.” She smiled and opened her arms, and Felix pulled her into a soft hug.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen now,” he said. “It might be a while before we see each other again.”
Nalya nodded and met his eye.
“I’ll explain it to Gwen and the twins,” she said. “I can’t promise that they’ll be as understanding as I am, but… It’s probably for the best. You’re one of us, Felix, but you don’t belong here.”
Felix felt sad at the tone of her voice, but he knew that she was right. He squeezed her shoulder and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. Nalya ran her hand through his hair one last time, and then stepped back.
“He was a good man,” said Felix, nodding to Yarko.
“If you’d known him better, you wouldn’t think so,” said Nalya. “But… he did have his moments.”
“Take care, Nalya.”
“You too, Felix.”
He caught up with Stella and Dani, and the three of them slowly made their way back to the tower’s entrance. Before they reached the door, Stella took Felix by the arm and pulled him back.
“This… is going to change things.” She gestured to the scene of the battle, the bodies of ice thralls and lycanthropes, some of them still in wolf form, scattered across the frozen ground. “You asked me about the Dreamwalkers before, Felix.”
He nodded and waited for her to continue.
“This is the type of thing that they’ll hear about,” she said. “They won’t be able to ignore it. They’ll be too concerned with what the people of North Spire saw, and the intentions of the Alpha Pack.”
“What are you saying?” asked Felix. Dani had her head poked up from within Stella’s robe, her expression sharing his concern.
“Felix…” Stella had a sad smile on her lips. “You can’t stay here. You won’t be safe. And it’s not just you, either.”
Stella glanced down at Dani.
“Mom?” Dani looked at her mom, confusion spreading across her features. “Wait, hold on a second…”
“Dani, if the Dreamwalkers find you, especially in your current state, you won’t be able to keep leading a free life.” Stella closed her eyes and leaned her forehead down toward her tiny daughter. “They might use magic to wipe your memories, or… it might be something worse than that.”
Dani’s tiny mouth fell open, and she slowly shook her head.
“But… I don’t want to go,” she whispered.
“You’ll be with Felix,” said Stella. “If that’s alright with you?”
She looked hopefully at him, and Felix immediately nodded back.
“Of course,” he said. “And maybe… maybe I’ll be able to find a way to restore her. As much fun as looking after a pint sized princess would be, it would make my life a lot easier if she was, you know, normal again.”
“Hey! I’m still normal!” Dani made a face at him. “Just… a smaller version of normal.”
Felix smiled at her and then looked at Stella.
“What are you going to do?” asked Felix.
“Oh, I think I’ll have my work cut out for me here.”
She pulled the tower’s metal door open and led Felix back inside. The warmth of the lobby was welcoming, except for the effect it had on his shoulder injury, giving life back to the sensitive nerves and emphasizing the pain of it.
Most of the town was sitting in rows of chairs, as they had been for the last town meeting. Stella led Felix over to an empty one and gestured for him to sit down. Then, she made her way up to the stage, smiling and taking a place between Sheriff Burke and Ted.
“Mayor Stella,” said Ted. “Did you get a look at what was going on out there?”
Stella smiled at him.
“Just the wolf pack, making a bit of noise,” she said. “Felix got caught up in it, but I’ll take him up to my room and treat his scrapes as soon as we’re done here.”
Felix chuckled to himself and then breathed a sigh of relief. He was ready to finally get some sleep.
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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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