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      Vince and Friends

      Vincent Keys—protagonist; called Vince; human; 25; uses fire magic; worked as an enforcer for Aulfair’s demons since he was a young teenager and been in trouble with the law since

      Nina Hayes—lionfolk; 30; uses earth magic; former hotshot independent enforcer who retired 5 years ago and now works and office job; over seven-feet tall, well-muscled, long golden hair and lion ears, very large bust

      Ronin Kilpatrick—human; 25; childhood friend of Vince’s; police enforcer

      Nicki Stewart—harpy (birdfolk); 23; uses telekinesis; Vince’s for-hire flier and friend; has body image issues; six-feet, lanky, big black wings plus smaller hip wings, bird-like talons and calves, lithe figure, dyed red hair with white highlights

      Alexandra “Ally” Masuda—mystic fox; early 20s; crafter and owner of a magic shop that is having difficulty attracting business and is the target of nasty rumors; long red hair, four red fox tails, green eyes

      

  




Lionetti Family

      Alessia Lionetti—wolffolk; 27; uses ice magic; CEO and mafia don of the Lionetti Family and associated enterprises; shoulder-length curly black hair, ice-blue eyes, large bust, bushy wolf’s tail

      Pola Lionetti—wolffolk; 22; uses wind magic; Alessia’s younger sister and the sottocapo (chief enforcer) of the Lionetti Family; nearly died defending her family from Nina 5 years ago; long silver hair, one wolf ear, green eyes, large bust, bushy wolf’s tail

      Fia—wolffolk; 22; uses fire magic; Pola’s friend from high school, a capo (enforcer captain) in the Lionetti Family, and Vince’s handler; long rust-blonde hair, red eyes

      Vanna Siragusa—wolffolk; a flirty capo who gets around and is disliked by Fia

      Lucia—wolffolk; one of Alessia’s personal bodyguards and an elite enforcer in the Lionetti Family

      Arnulfo Siragusa—wolffolk; the head of a branch family in the mafia that disagrees with Alessia’s leadership

      Stefano Siragusa—wolffolk; Arnulfo’s son; unaware of the workings of the mafia and has a crush on Alessia

      

  




Others

      Quintus Hierum—demon; thousands of years old; a manipulator who dates back to the Roman Republic and runs Immanuel’s underworld dealings; Vince’s old boss; silver hair in a ponytail, has a cursed leg that glows with runes as he walks, glowing red eyes

      Juliet Forest—vampire; unknown age or background; a high-priced assassin who never fails a contract and was hired to take out Vince; rainbow-colored hair, skimpy black skirt and shirt, cape, flat chest, lavender-tinted skin

      Tobias Gawlik—lionfolk; CEO of Kaziern, who is trying to claim a slice of the underworld using turf taken from the Lionettis

      Maya Luscarne—lionfolk; chief enforcer of Kaziern; uses earth magic

      Saito Fujiwara—eight-tailed mystic fox; Houou’s CEO and the current chief of the many clans assembled under the single conglomerate

      Garn Trippych—ostrich birdfolk; eight-foot-tall former boxing champ in a magical title division; now a billionaire media mogul with a personal interest in Aulfair

      Erik Frost—water elemental; uses water and ice magic; police captain of the downtown precinct; over seven-feet tall, shoulder-length snow-white hair

      June Marcellus—fire elemental; uses fire magic; governor of Aulfair and family friend of the Lionettis; huge bust, ample thighs, red skin, over seven-feet tall

      Shivam Kochhar—human; mayor of Aulfair, former Silicon Valley tech millionaire, and known for anti-underworld policies; highly corrupt and working with Houou

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Story So Far

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is a brief summary of Book 1, feel free to skip to Chapter 1 if you recall it.

      

      

      Vince is an enforcer in Aulfair, the gateway for all things magic in the USA, and struggles to meet rent. A century ago, the Masquerade broke as mages, demihumans, and immortals fought alongside humans in the Great War, and now magic is as common as air. Vince makes a living working for demons, protecting drug shipments.

      A major conference has put a halt to most work in the underworld, and means he needs a new employer. After a near-death encounter with Pola Lionetti, the chief enforcer of the wolffolk mafia, he’s hired by her sister, the mafia don Alessia Lionetti. His job is to take back Lionetti turf from a major conglomerate, Houou, and their pet company, Kaziern. The job is dangerous, but the pay matches. He’s assigned a handler, Fia.

      He hires a harpy, Nicki, to fly him around for his job, and his lionfolk roommate, Nina, provides him advice using her experience as a retired enforcer. After acquiring an upgraded magic focus from the fox shopkeeper Ally, he gets to work.

      Unfortunately, a routine scouting trip around the turf he needs to take turns violent. He takes over one of three locations for his job by accident and triggers a counterattack. While he handily crushes the enforcer team sent to fight him, the police become involved. Vince makes the news, triggering a police crackdown, and interest from his old employer.

      Nina gets upset that he put himself in danger, but also that he’s spending time with other women. They start a relationship, although she makes it clear that she’s keen for Vince to “start a pride.”

      The next day, an assassination attempt is made by the vampire Juliet Forest, but fails when the police intervene. Vince’s former employer, an ancient demon called Quintus, tries to pressure Vince into leaving the mafia but backs off after Nina shows up. Quintus leaves a cryptic warning that “not every enemy of an enemy is a friend” and there’s more going on than meets the eye.
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      Vince wondered if the obscene steak bill in his hand counted as the price of friendship. A couple of hours ago, he’d happily enjoyed free drinks at his favorite bar. His drinking buddies had wanted steak for dinner after a dicey showdown with the demon boss Quintus, and somehow he’d been handed the bill for the food.

      Was it because he was the only guy in the group? He sat at a table with three women, two of whom looked far better off than he was.

      Because Vince wasn’t the sort of guy to afford steak regularly. Let alone at a fancy restaurant on the harbor boardwalk of Aulfair. The staff would have refused him entry if he hadn’t walked in with Nina and Fia, who drew enough looks that at least one other patron had gotten chastised by his wife tonight.

      “Worry about the bill later, Vince,” Nina said, her lion’s tail curling around his leg. “There’s still this hangar steak to dig into, plus we still have half the picanha.”

      She wore a gorgeous outfit that glittered with magic and emphasized her enormous chest. A long, golden mane of hair cascaded down the back of her chair, while tufted lion ears twitched atop her head. Even sitting down, she towered over Vince. Lionfolk were big, but Nina was an exemplar of her race. She was big in every way that mattered: muscles, chest, height, and heart.

      “I can’t believe how much steak all of you bought. I wanted a steak, not fifty to share,” Nicki groaned. She’d stopped eating half-an-hour ago. Ironic, given she’d been the one to suggest steak.

      Her black wings curled around her chair, nearly covering her pink plastic jacket. She lifted her bony, birdlike legs and closed her talons around the chair. Then a waiter glared at her and she straightened up. Nicki was a harpy, one of the more bestial strains of birdfolk, and was as unused to premium restaurants as Vince.

      Opposite her sat Fia, a wolfgirl with rust-blonde hair and a cigarette in her mouth. A strange ashtray sat beside her and it used magic to teleport the smoke from the cigarette into it, ensuring customers remained unbothered by her habit. A creamy mashed potato and hefty slices of the picanha covered her plate, complete with glistening chimichurri.

      “I could go for another of those hangar steaks,” Fia said. “But even I’m wary of how much this is going to cost. Gimme the bill, Vince.”

      She reached across the table to grab it. Nina beat her to it.

      “I’ll cover it. You might be the rich girl, but I did my time as the hotshot enforcer,” the lioness said.

      The two women locked eyes. They’d only just met over drinks less than a couple of hours ago, and Vince worried that his girlfriend, Nina, might end up taking a chunk out of Fia. Which would be bad, because Fia was his handler.

      Right now he had a job for the Lionetti Family, of which Fia was a capo—an enforcer captain—and if he pulled it off, he’d be able to afford steak regularly. At least every couple of weeks, he guessed. A man still had other bills to pay.

      After several long moments of silence, Fia and Nina stood up.

      “Excuse us,” they said together, and left for the women’s bathroom.

      Vince sighed. “How you doing, Nicki?”

      “I’m fucking full as shit,” Nicki whined. “I feel too heavy to fly now. Like I’m full of eggs.”

      “Please don’t make egg jokes.”

      “That wasn’t a joke.”

      When Fia and Nina returned, they’d reached an agreement over who paid the bill. Except Vince had to handle the tip. He’d bitch, but he also disliked the idea of freeloading off the girls after eating nearly as much as Fia, so accepted the vastly lower share he had to pay.

      Although while peeling the bills out of his wallet at the register, he felt damn thankful for how much Alessia Lionetti had paid him in advance. Any other day of the past few years, he’d be hurting over an outlay this large. Today, it still left him with enough cash that the waiter stiffened upon seeing it.

      “Are you still eating?” he asked upon returning to the table.

      Plenty of picanha and mashed potato remained on the table, plus a whole side of grilled vegetables. The vegetables sure as hell weren’t getting touched. Nina had stopped touching anything that didn’t bleed over twenty minutes ago.

      His girlfriend’s tail wrapped around him as he sat next to her. “There’s still lots of meat. It’ll only take us… ten minutes?”

      “They’re not going to kick us out. The restaurants here stay open until super late. It’s not even midnight,” Fia said. “Plus, with the amount of staff still here, I bet some conglomerate has called them up and told them to stay open. I bet some high-flyer team is working super late and will be eating here soon.”

      “At midnight? On a Sunday?” Vince asked.

      “The demons and foxes around here work stupid hours. Neither sleep much, and they expect to get what they want, when they want it.”

      Such was Aulfair. The magical capital of the USA, and stuffed to the gills with demihumans and immortals. Conglomerates dominated by non-humans ran the show here. Like Immanuel, owned by demons, or Houou, run by mystic foxes. The Lionetti Family were far smaller, but they’d once been a gargantuan wolffolk enterprise that spanned the entire city.

      Nina and Fia devoured the remaining meat, while Vince polished off his final beer.

      While he’d flown into the city center today with Nicki, there wasn’t much reason to go back. She couldn’t carry two people. Fia offered her a ride home. Despite claiming to dislike cars earlier, Nicki took the wolf up on her offer.

      Once they left, Nina looked at him sidelong. “So, wanna get a burger?”

      He groaned and nearly doubled over. “You practically ate my body weight in steak, Nina. How could you possibly need a burger?”

      “Nothing like washing down a night of drinks and food with greasy fast food. Plus, I haven’t seen Daryl in years. Do the two of you still give each other shit for no reason? I’ve never seen two people intrinsically hate each other on sight like the two of you do.”

      “It’s not hatred. We just have an inherent desire to see the other person not to exist around us,” Vince corrected.

      Daryl was the manager of Vince’s fast food joint of choice, on the east side of downtown, and something of a frenemy of his. The burly wolffolk and Vince did not get along, but had a mutual unspoken respect for each other. So unspoken they never acknowledged it in any way.

      Nina stared at Vince, then poked him in the forehead. “I know you’ll say that’s a guy thing if I say I don’t understand, so I’m just going to say you’re describing the same thing.”

      “It’s a guy—”

      Her soft prod became an almost bone-crunching grip on his arm. “So, burgers?”

      “No.”

      He pulled out his phone and checked the time. Close enough to midnight that if they stopped for more food, they’d be hailing an actual cab to get home. Wings might be cheaper and faster, but not for multiple people.

      “We can still catch the subway if we hurry,” he said.

      “Oh, come on. What about Daryl?”

      “He’s not working nights right now.”

      After he began walking away, Nina stood still for a few moments. She caught up once she recovered.

      “What? Is he fighting with management?” she asked.

      “Customers, actually. A rogue enforcer beat the shit out of him with magic the other day. Cops aren’t doing much about it, so I want to look into it, but I’m worried it’s something weird. Daryl said he didn’t even see the spell.”

      Nina clicked her tongue as they walked. “Damn. What kind of creep beats up a wagie? That’s fucking low. If you find him, I can probably find a way to help you—”

      “No. No vigilante shit while you’re retired.” He shot her an annoyed look. “The cops will charge you, not fine you.”

      She pouted. They changed topics on the subway ride home. And once home did some more “riding”.

      Come morning, he might have wanted to do even more.

      “Vince, quit it, I need to get ready for work,” Nina whined as she tried to climb out of his bed.

      “Work from home,” he said, holding her around the waist as she pretended to try to escape his clutches.

      “Very funny. The surveillance shit on my work laptop would notice you railing me.” She pushed him down on the bed. “Down, boy. I’ll be back tonight. Be a good boy, just like I had to be a good girl all weekend.”

      “You were not a good girl. The entire reason we’re sleeping together is how upset you got on Saturday because I didn’t spend the day with you.”

      She huffed and stalked out of the room, tail lashing back and forth. A great opportunity to admire her ass.

      Unfortunately, he only realized his mistake when the water started running. He cursed and rushed into the bathroom. Nina tilted her head at him, midway through lathering up her obscenely long hair.

      “I thought you banned shower sex?” she asked.

      “I did. There’s only enough hot water for one shower in the morning, and I’m sticky as hell.”

      Vince managed to squeeze in a shower around the handsy lioness, mostly by offering her his share of the hot water tonight. They only had around five minutes’ worth in the apartment.

      Afterward, Nina retreated to her room to dress, and he decided to be nice and make some breakfast.

      After poking around in the fridge and cupboards, he found some waffle mix and their battered waffle iron. They lacked maple syrup for some reason, even the fake kind, but had honey, cream, milk, and even eggs. So he thickened the premade mix with some milk and eggs, put it in the iron once it had preheated, and waited for the first one to cook.

      “You’re making waffles when I need to get to work,” Nina grumbled as she wandered into the main room, fiddling with a pair of white gold amethyst earrings.

      She was back in her office lady attire, wearing a matching charcoal suit jacket and pencil skirt. Her bust spilled out from her white business shirt, although Vince knew she buttoned it up tightly at work. She’d bitched like crazy once about being told off for being “too sexual” simply for having some buttons undone. A pair of sheer black pantyhose covered her long legs, but she remained barefoot for now.

      “You usually don’t get in until nine,” he said, glancing at his phone to confirm that it was well before 8AM.

      Sure, she had some travel time, but Nina’s office was right on the subway line. That was the entire reason they still lived here, as it reduced her commute to under thirty minutes, including walking.

      “Everyone else has been doing overtime over the weekend. I should get in early and catch up,” she said.

      Then she let out a loud sniff and stopped dead while looking at her shoes on the rack in the corner. Her tail whipped back and forth, low to the ground, and her ears perked up.

      “Waffles,” he whispered in an exaggerated tone.

      “Oh, shut up,” Nina muttered, her ears drooping. “I’m whooping your ass if I get chewed out for not getting in early.”

      “Aren’t they going to bitch you out for not coming in this weekend anyway?”

      She flounced on the couch and kicked her stockinged feet up. “Probably. Fucking hell, why do I still do this stupid job? Going back to the Prefect’s Lounge and chilling with Fia reminded me…”

      “Reminded you of what?” he pressed.

      “Of why I enjoyed being an enforcer.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, it also reminded me of why I got out. The killing part is a real bummer after a while. Nothing like dealing with a furious teenager fighting for her life, and you know that your job is to murder her and everyone she knows and loves.”

      Vince said nothing. He continued making the waffles, ensuring they both had one. At the same time, he started prepping coffee for both of them using their crappy coffee maker.

      What could he say to her when it came to this topic, of all things?

      Just as Nina had flown far above him in the world of enforcers, she took jobs he never got offered.

      No, he realized. He’d been offered exactly that job last night. The boss of Kaziern, Tobias Gawlik, had asked Vince to do what Nina had refused to: kill the Lionetti sisters.

      And, much to Vince’s frustration, he wondered if he’d accept that job for the amount of money that Nina likely walked away from.

      “Kaziern offered me a job like that,” he said while serving up the waffles.

      “I heard. Retirement money.” Nina ran a hand through her hair. “I’m guessing you mean in the million-plus range?”

      “I never specifically asked, but Gawlik made it clear that I wouldn’t need to worry about working as an enforcer again. Hearing the actual figure might have been too much for me.”

      She nodded. “I get it. Money makes us do fucking stupid things. Like stick with an awful fucking job with awful bosses in an awful office, when I have a new boyfriend that wants to fuck like rabbits all week.”

      “I think I’d break if we did it all week.” He handed her a plate and settled next to her.

      They ate in a comfortable silence for a few minutes.

      “Nothing seems to have really changed between us. Other than the sex.” He frowned. “And showering together. We’ll need to sort out the hot water situation.”

      “I’m game to shower together all the time,” she purred while curling his hair with one finger.

      “My point?”

      She huffed and let go of his hair. “We’ve been close for years, Vince. And getting closer. Honestly, I kind of expected this to happen because one of us got drunk and we just fucked.”

      “But neither of us ever made a move.”

      No answer. Well, he didn’t have a good response either.

      “I… liked how stable things were,” she admitted after taking a sizeable bite of her waffle.

      With hers nearly finished, she eyed his half-finished plate. He pushed his across, and she took a hefty chunk of his waffle.

      “I think we were both that way. It’s kind of hard being the guy running behind on rent and still a fraction of the enforcer you were,” he said, staring at the blank TV.

      “You downplay yourself too hard. It’s why you’ve been doing shit gigs for Quintus until now.”

      “Remind me again who tried to scare me away from this current job?”

      “Remind me again who made the news for fucking with the cops, got confronted by two power players in the city last night, and is up to their neck in weird city politics?”

      Vince rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s a good-paying job.”

      “Only so long as you don’t get fined into oblivion. I strongly recommend you lean on your wolfy ‘boss’ after you pull all this shit off and get some backpay. The fact you haven’t hired a bunch of other goons to help you tells me that you’re way underpaid for this.”

      “That’s normal for this sort of job?” he asked, and winced at the look she gave him.

      “Abso-fucking-lutely, Vince. Most people can’t pull a dragon out of their hat and nuke a company load of enforcers, even if they could punk you one-on-one.” Nina flicked his nose. “So don’t talk yourself down. I can suplex you through the planet, but I wouldn’t pull the stunts you have against such large numbers. It’s a numbers game, and that includes your paycheck.”

      He bit his lip. “You have a huge whack of savings tucked away from your old enforcer work, don’t you?”

      She snorted. “Huge? Hell no. I spent like fucking crazy, Vince. Work hard, play hard. Lots of drinking, tipping lots, expensive infusions and gear. Plus, difficult jobs required expensive planning and sometimes hiring other people, like I just told you. Police fines still sucked. And I think you’re forgetting that I had a massive college debt to pay off. I have money tucked away, but even after five years salaried, I’m nowhere close to a house deposit. Everything costs stupid amounts here.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      She hit him in the arm. “You should be. Fuck, to think the only reason we haven’t been together all these years is that you wanted to be the breadwinner. Now you might be, with these mafia wolfgirls keen to throw cash at you. Like I said, talk to that boss of yours once this is all over.”

      “I still need to finish the job without getting fined into oblivion or murdered by the Golden…” He froze.

      The temperature of the room dropped several degrees. Which was impressive, given neither of them knew water or ice magic.

      “Vince…” Nina said slowly.

      “Houou’s backing Kaziern. You should have realized,” he muttered.

      “I already knew.” She huffed again and glowered at him. “Just wondered when you’d admit it. I still have contacts across the city, you know? Independent enforcers and corporate. One of them asked me about you.”

      He gulped. “And?”

      “I told her not to be in the squad that responds to you. She got the message.”

      Vince wasn’t sure if he got the message. “Nina, you’re not registered—”

      “Shut up. I’m allowed to help you. We’re… well, I don’t know if we’re dating or what we call it. Partners?”

      “That sounds like we’re a crime-fighting duo.”

      “We could be.”

      “Nina—”

      “Oh, shut up, Vince, and let me eat your waffle.” She did, in fact, eat the rest of his waffle. “Anyway, nothing’s changing between us. Yet. You’re hotter stuff with others than I thought, though. That was annoying before, but I like it now. I can only imagine what the pride might end up including.” She slumped against him and purred.

      Then almost immediately shot to her feet. “Shit, I need to get to work.”

      Once Nina left, Vince cleaned up and checked his messages.

      Only two. The first was from Nicki, asking if he was staying home today. He told her to go to her regular job.

      Then he saw Fia’s.

      Gonna need to talk work with you some time this afternoon. Alessia didn’t appreciate the news about the assassination attempt and us Lionettis don’t like being idle, she said. I’ll let you know when I need you.

      Seems he’d have a busy afternoon and night ahead of him. Working for the mafia kept him busy.
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      While the mafia wanted him tonight, Vince needed to fill out the rest of the day.

      Which left him to his own devices. He puttered about the apartment while considering what those were. Cleaning allowed him to sort through the events of the past few days and his objectives. He also put together a shopping list and sent that off to Nina, as she’d be able to pick everything up on the way home.

      Damn, he felt domestic already. No work for most of a day and he turned into the model house-husband. He really needed to convince Nina to stay home more often.

      Hell, why was he so against her getting involved in his enforcer work? He spent all his time needling her about how unhappy she was with work, but when she tried to pick up her gauntlet again, he pushed back.

      Was he the problem here?

      By the time he finished cleaning the place up, his mind had cleared.

      Vince was partway through a job for the Lionettis. One that had proved a touch more eventful than he’d expected.

      The contract required him to capture three locations currently controlled by Kaziern, a Polish agribusiness company operated by lionfolk. Kaziern were largely a legitimate enterprise, but assisted one of the largest conglomerates, Houou, with producing and smuggling growth supplements with illegal levels of magic in them. The territory being used for the smuggling once belonged to the Lionettis, so Vince needed to take it back.

      Kaziern didn’t appreciate his meddling, however. After he embarrassed their enforcers two nights ago, their CEO paid him a visit and tried to bribe him into changing sides. When that failed, he sent a vampire assassin after him.

      For all the excitement, that left Vince with two locations to seize. To do so, he needed to take them both in one night, or else all hell would break loose. The police might get him, but Houou were the real worry. They possessed a legally distinct subsidiary known as the Golden Path, which hired independent enforcers like Vince to do their dirty work—such as cleaning up the messes of Houou’s puppet companies.

      Complicating matters was a big sorcerer conference to discuss the magic trade in North America. The mayor wanted the city nice and quiet for all the delegates and the federal representatives, meaning a vastly increased police presence. Especially in Albion, where both locations were, thanks to Vince causing a scene the other night.

      So he’d lay low for a few days. This afternoon was probably just a chat. No doubt Alessia or Fia would give him a proper heads up once Albion had quietened down and he could get back to real work.

      Sure, he could fuck around for a few days, but he’d bumped against his limits recently. His duels with Pola had been closer than they should be, given her relative incompetence at magic. She relied entirely on brute force and hadn’t even used a magical focus, yet had kept him on the backfoot in both fights.

      Not to mention that fight with Juliet.

      Vince had fought immortals before. Every demon he slew counted as one, but they came in all shapes and sizes. While he lacked much knowledge in demonology, experience had taught Vince that large amounts of fire magic worked pretty well against demons. At least, it did against the weaker ones.

      But a vampire? He barely knew where to start.

      Rumors about how to kill them, their weaknesses, and their origins were a mess across the net. Googling them told him everything and nothing.

      Hell, some of the more conspiratorial rumors in enforcer circles were that the more powerful vampires intentionally spread misinfo about their own kind. As with all things magical, the more one knew about it, the easier it was to fight. Mages hoarded secrets, demons used the legal system to protect themselves, and vampires ran online troll farms.

      Not that there were all that many vampires. The one myth Vince and everyone else knew was false was that being bitten by a vampire turned one into a vampire. They didn’t even run blood banks, although they did apparently consume blood. Juliet had used some form of magic to “feast,” as she had called it.

      So with a vampire after him, Vince needed to dig up some new magic to defend himself. He had enough infusions to keep him going for a while, but worried about his fundamentals. Things would only get worse once the Golden Path struck. They’d potentially send in enforcers as capable as Nina.

      His meister-tier dragon was his trump card, but if he couldn’t cast it in time, he’d be dead meat. Fia had pointed out that his weakness was melee. Vince relied too heavily on his barrier and just standing back while taking everyone else out with powerful spells. Even against Juliet, he’d needed somebody to buy him time.

      He needed to buckle down and learn an actual melee spell. Not put in a couple hours of study and ignore it afterward, but truly dedicate the next several days to spellcraft.

      His decision made, he got ready to leave. Learning a new spell involved practicing it over and over, and it often fizzled out. A failed fire magic spell could burn down the apartment. No way he’d practice here.

      Right before he left, his phone buzzed with a message from Nina.

      I got some stupid talking to about how I lack “team spirit” because I didn’t come in over the weekend. None of the others who stayed home got that talk, Nina said. Maybe I should be job hopping. It can’t be worse than here.

      He sent back some sympathetic messages. The lack of emojis or gifs in her message suggested Nina was genuinely upset, and not just venting. This week would be a hard one.

      Maybe he should hide the beer, but she’d just buy more. At the very least, he’d need to keep her from hitting it too hard.

      After leaving, he wandered along the quiet streets by the tenements he lived in. A nearby bus stop took him to where he wanted to be, after a longer trip than he preferred. The bus was as rundown as one might expect. The advertising slapped on the outside looked pristine, while the bus sputtered, and the interior TVs recommending ambulance chasers probably saw more maintenance than the engine.

      He alighted at a park after a good while. While Aulfair possessed a beautiful waterfront and some scenic plazas, the outer edges of the city remained a concrete jungle. Public greenery took some getting to.

      Even so, this park had always proved useful to Vince. It centered on a natural lake and contained the last remnants of the old forests that the city had replaced. Some old pines separated the larger picnic areas from the quiet space.

      He ignored the families and joggers out for the morning and made his way into those pines. A brass statue of three sorcerers and a pair of dragons towered over him as he passed it. He vaguely recalled their names from history lessons in school.

      The founders of Aulfair, supposedly. Three long dead sorcerers, and a pair of dragons. Vince knew one of the dragons still lived here, lording it up in his castle outside the city. The other had vanished decades ago. Nobody knew where she’d gone.

      Well, somebody probably did. Dragons didn’t vanish. Especially not around the same time that Immanuel rocked up.

      Once secreted away behind some trees, Vince sat on a bench and began scrolling through the old fire magic reference book on his phone.

      “Man, this thing is terrible,” he grumbled. “Maybe I should buy a new one.”

      Learning a new spell broke down into a few steps. First, he needed to find the spell he wanted or come up with a clear image of his own. In order to cast any spell, he needed to know what the result would be. Without that, he might as well just pray for divine intervention.

      Second, he needed to learn how to cast the spell. This might take a few minutes to a few hours, depending on the complexity.

      Sure, summoning a blade of fire around his arm sounded easy, but so much could go wrong. What if he replaced his arm with fire? Or summoned a jet of flames that torched the surrounding trees?

      His experience with fire magic left him relatively confident that the trees would remain safe. He’d done most of his dragon spell training here, although he’d cast it the first time around non-flammable stuff.

      This was also the step that varied the most, depending on the spell-tier. Spells came in six tiers: initiate, wizard, meister, virtuoso, grandmeister, and archmage. The top two tiers were almost literal myth, with rumors of who in Aulfair might be capable of grandmeister-tier spells.

      Virtuoso-tier spells were the highest anyone was allowed to cast without a permit, but even then Vince never saw or heard of any enforcer ever using them. Combat required swift cast times, and spending a few minutes preparing an ultimate spell was a great way to get killed by a slightly less ultimate spell.

      Vince knew one meister-tier spell, and his other handful of combat-capable spells were initiate and wizard-tier.

      The third step involved tweaking the spell and nailing down his mental image and incantation. These steps needed to be done at the same time, as he needed to ensure he was casting the correct version of the spell. An incantation was the best method of nailing down the spell.

      Every time he modified the spell for some minor reason, he needed to change the incantation. He’d gone through a lot of incantations for his fire cage while trying to make its size adjustable. Some books he’d read advised to leave the incantation until later for this reason, but he felt this made the learning process harder.

      Finally, practice. Cast the spell over, and over, and over, and over, until he ran dry. Then do it again. Day after day, for months, ideally.

      Vince had found no substitute for hard work when it came to reducing incantation speed. When he’d first learned his meister-tier dragon spell, casting it took over ten minutes. Getting it down to thirty seconds took a solid month between jobs. He’d wanted to get it down to fifteen seconds.

      Spells also required mental upkeep. He questioned if he could have cast his dragon spell without his fancy new focus.

      Hell, he worried about relying on his fancy new magical focus when learning spells. Sure, the cane would speed things up, but if it became a crutch then it might cripple him if he tried casting spells without it.

      This was the hellish process Vince needed to put himself through over the next few days in order to learn some sort of melee spell. Or something to protect himself against a fast and strong opponent like Pola or Nina.

      While he lost himself in thought, his phone buzzed. He saw that Fia was the sender.

      Where are you at? she asked.

      Brushing up on magic for the rest of the job, he sent back.

      You didn’t answer my question. Remember, Alessia wants to talk, so I’m going to pick you up and bring you to her. Also, I might be able to help. I think both of us could brush up on our magic after that little tiff with the vamp.

      That was true, and if Alessia needed to talk, he couldn’t exactly tell Fia to go jump. Especially as she’d warned him earlier. He sent her his location, then turned back to studying.

      Twenty minutes later, while buried deep in a video demonstrating a portable flame shield spell, he got surprised by something hot being pressed against his cheek. He reached for his cane reflexively.

      Then he saw Fia smirking at him, two takeaway coffees in hand and what looked like a bag of pastries sticking out from her handbag. She dressed a little differently than usual. Cuter, with a violet cardigan beneath her black coat.

      “You don’t plan to learn that spell, do you?” she asked, turning her nose up at the video he was watching.

      “Something like it might be useful. A mixed defense and offense spell that won’t get in the way,” he said.

      She clicked her tongue and sat next to him. He took one coffee while she unpacked the pastries. Cinnamon rolls. The sort covered with a diabetic-inducing amount of frosting. Still warm, so she must have grabbed them from nearby.

      “Are you eating both of those?” he asked.

      “I will if you won’t take one.”

      He took one before she wolfed both down. “Is there any vice you don’t indulge in? Drugs, cigarettes, sweets, alcohol, sex—”

      “The last one,” she said drily. Her ears twitched and her tail hit him in the back. “I’m not an easy girl. Too much to worry about to date, and fucking random guys seems pointless.”

      “Same reasoning as why you need your job to mean something?”

      Fia paused, mouth open in front of her roll. Then she closed it and twirled the pastry. “I’ve never thought of it that way. Maybe. I had my wild days, I’ll admit. A lot of wolves do. Except Pola and Alessia, I guess. The princesses are untouchable, except by their own hands.”

      “Um…”

      “Yes, I meant it that way.” She smirked. “But there’s an allure to the idea of waking up in somebody else’s bed, in their arms, and knowing that they’re your mate. Not just some guy you fucked because you were horny, but the real deal.”

      “You’re a soulmate girl?”

      “I believe in love, or at least that I can like somebody for a hell of a lot more than chiseled abs and a square jaw.”

      Vince felt out the shape of his jaw. His jaw felt squarish, he supposed.

      Chiseled abs he did not have, however. He blew people up with fireballs rather than hurl them into the sun.

      Fia shoved him. “For a guy who ignored Pola the other day and fell straight into the arms of his lion roommate, you’re awfully flirty.”

      “I’m a fire mage. I can’t help but turn the heat up wherever I go.”

      “Yeah, like that.” She looked at him through lidded eyes. “But if you were really interested, you’d have done something.”

      “Am I not doing something now?”

      “Pola is sufficiently unrailed and very pissy about that fact. I don’t think she understands where she went wrong, no matter how much I tried to explain that not everyone appreciates being treated like a piece of meat.” Fia paused. “Also, I guarantee you that your next ‘job offer’ is probably going to be taking her on dates.”

      “I’m an enforcer.”

      “You’re the first guy Pola has shown genuine interest in. Alessia will drown you in money to get you to return that interest.”

      He nodded slowly. “I can accept being drowned in money. Is that what Alessia wants to talk to me about?”

      Fia rolled her eyes. “No.” She paused and bit her lip. “Maybe. She’s sufficiently disconcerted by the possibility one of the branch families is working with Kaziern and that the lions have deep enough pockets to afford one of the priciest assassins in the city just to eliminate you.”

      “I’m not dead yet. Can’t say I’m used to an employer who might renegotiate a contract in my favor, though.”

      “Everyone who fights Juliet either dies or ditches the contract,” she said flatly.

      “Alessia put some awful teeth in the contract if I cancel,” Vince said. “Not to mention all the money I already spent. Pola would skin me alive.”

      “Based on what I saw yesterday, she’d bump into the wall that is Immanuel.” Fia flicked his nose, causing him to recoil. “I don’t think you’ll bail, but debt is better than death. Alessia’s the cautious sort. She’s also very aware that her deal with you doesn’t require you to lift a finger if, say, Kaziern attacks Lionetti Tower or one of the branch families attempts a coup.”

      Well, shit. He had to admit he hadn’t thought of that.

      If Fia hadn’t told him, he would have happily defended the Lionetti’s turf for free.

      Which caused him to narrow his eyes. “Why are you providing me advice like this? If Alessia wants to meet me to discuss business, you should be helping her convince me to do it for as little as possible.”

      A smirk rose to her face. “Oh? Is that what you think my role is? I think you’re confused. My role is twofold: to be a capo and to act as your handler. The former is about bossing around other enforcers and operating parts of the family’s criminal businesses. What do you think the latter is about?”

      “Helping me take out Kaziern?”

      “Yes, but no.” She shook her head with a sigh. “I wonder if anyone listens to what I say, honestly. This job is about building a long-term relationship. I want you to run with us after all is said and done. It’s Alessia’s problem to handle money, and mine to handle you. So, let’s go for a ride and see the boss.”
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      Vince and Fia hopped in her car and she began the slow ride into the city.

      But not toward Albion. Instead, she took them into the city center, where traffic drastically worsened. Skyscrapers loomed over them as she drove them downtown, which was somewhere Vince stayed well clear of usually.

      As they stopped dead in the veritable parking lot of downtown Aulfair, Fia lit up a cigarette.

      “You know, most drivers find this sort of traffic annoying as hell,” Vince suggested. “Taking an hour to move a city block or two.”

      “It doesn’t take an hour. I can tell you don’t drive much. For a guy with money problems, you spend a lot of cash getting flown around by pretty birdgirls,” she replied.

      He winced. That comment hit him right where it hurt.

      “Hit too close to home? Nicki’s a nice girl, but she picked you out as a sucker from the word go.” Fia grinned. “There are cheaper ways to get around.”

      “Like public transport.”

      “La Lupa, no.” Her eyes opened and she stared at him like he’d grown a second head. “The subway works, but they barely maintain the damn thing, and the buses are so old I’m surprised some dragon hasn’t claimed them as antiques for their hoard.”

      “I think they need to have some value to be antiques. The buses are just barely functioning rustbuckets.” He raised an eyebrow. “La Lupa?”

      “You’ve never heard the expression? It’s common enough among wolffolk—the older ones, at least. Some say the English version, She-wolf.”

      “No. First time you’ve used it around me. Pretty sure most demihumans still say ‘God’ or ‘Jesus.’”

      “Well, yeah. They might have actually existed.” Fia’s eyes locked onto the road as they shifted a little forward in the line but failed to get through the traffic light.

      But her body tensed a little, as if anticipating a fight or argument.

      Given the words that leaped to the forefront of Vince’s mind, he had a hunch he’d been about to start the very argument she anticipated.

      “I didn’t take you for the religious sort. It’s a contentious topic, what with all the demons but the notable lack of angels or other divine beings,” he said, keeping his tone as neutral as possible.

      “I was raised Catholic,” Fia said guardedly. “Most wolves of Italian descent are the same. It started in Rome, alongside the old wolffolk kingdoms, so why would we be different to humans?”

      “Because you have magic?”

      She clicked her tongue. “There’s evidence for all manner of myth being real. Dracula was the real Vlad Tepes. King Arthur was an ancient warrior-king who defended Britain alongside a cabal of dragons and sorcerers. Who knows how much of Greek and Norse myth is real. If that’s true, what about everything else?”

      “Maybe.”

      They drove in silence as they finally cleared the worst of the traffic and entered an underground parking garage downtown. Countless vehicles filled the upper levels, so they trundled farther down.

      “I guess it’s a little odd to be able to summon a literal dragon of fire or turn on the news and see a conference full of folks descended from Merlin or literal biblical demons, and then ask ‘where are the angels?,’” Vince said. “Quintus said there’s a greater world beneath the surface, but why did it stay hidden when all the dragons, vampires, and demons showed themselves?”

      “Maybe they don’t think humanity has anything to offer them,” Fia said. “Us demihumans? We’ve been working with humans all along. The Great War shattered the Masquerade because there was no other choice. When human empires went to war at scale, so did their magical backers. But what about those who didn’t care?”

      “I’m not sure I want to meet the monsters who don’t care about the largest war in history. There are cities in Europe with monuments to the magical obliteration they faced.”

      “Those monsters might still exist, whether you like it or not.”

      He scowled. “I get it.” This argument felt like it was going nowhere, so he changed the topic. “You mentioned Dracula earlier, so I’ll ask how you feel about Juliet? I need to expand on my own magic after that fight, but you said you feel the same?”

      Fia bit her lip as they pulled into a parking spot.

      Without answering, she crushed her cigarette in an ashtray in the car, then got out. He joined her while she paid for parking on an app. Then they made their way to the elevator up.

      “I don’t like how useless I felt fighting her,” Fia said. “She completely ignored me until she needed to threaten me to get at you at the end. That… Fuck, it riles me up even remembering.”

      “Did you ask around about how to fight her?” Vince asked.

      They entered the elevator and Fia hit the first floor. Soft music played.

      “Yeah, but nobody has any expertise with vampires. Pola suggested fucking garlic and holy water, and the entire problem only stressed Alessia out.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes out, but tapped her fingers against it instead of lighting up. “The internet didn’t help. Everyone contradicts each other.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about,” he said. “Googling vampires gets so much nonsense it feels almost like intentional disinfo. One thread I read was about whether American vampires would be immobilized if you tore up a copy of the constitution in front of them. I genuinely wondered what the fuck I was reading.”

      Fia barked with laughter as the doors opened, shocking a pair of sorcerers in fancy suits complete with tailcoats. At least, Vince guessed they were sorcerers. Nobody else wore tailcoats in this day and age, right?

      The pair of slim wands strapped to their hips likely proved his hunch correct.

      He and Fia stepped out into the atrium, then immediately exited the office building the carpark was beneath.

      “So, I get that part,” Fia said as they emerged into the midday sun. She shielded her eyes and looked around. “I’ve heard from experienced enforcers that vampires differ based on where they’re from. Hence why myths are different for vampires in each country. Like the Chinese hopping vampires. I guess some people think there might be American vampires?”

      “With American weaknesses, instead of being weak to holy water and garlic?” Vince drawled. “That tells me that I need to research Juliet’s background, at least. Maybe there’s some truth to ripping up the constitution.”

      “Good luck. How many languages did she swear in?”

      Too many, he recalled.

      Having decided where they were going, Fia used a pedestrian bridge over a nearby road. Far too many uniformed police enforcers patrolled here alongside the overdressed sorcerers and businesspeople. A birdfolk appeared to be following Vince a good hundred feet above him. The NASTA conference couldn’t be more than a few blocks away, he guessed. Roadblocks likely contributed to the road traffic.

      So he stuck close to Fia. No way the cops would hassle him if he was moving around for business reasons. Hopefully.

      “You might want to hit up your lion fuckbuddy,” Fia said, winking at him as they crossed the bridge. “I understand she once had a run-in with Juliet.”

      “Really?” Vince found that difficult to believe.

      Because he assumed one or the other would die in such an encounter.

      Abruptly, the reason Alessia feared he’d abandon the contract struck him. If even Nina couldn’t slay Juliet, had she walked away from a contract due to the vampire’s presence?

      “Uh, you said Juliet was pricey. How pricey?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure I should say.”

      “That tells me she’s getting paid more than me.”

      Fia snorted. “No fucking shit. She brought in four other enforcers to take you out. A vampire assassin with a record like hers can basically ask for anything she wants and get it, because if her client wants something enough, they’ll pay.”

      “Then why pay her to kill me, and not Alessia?”

      “And that, Vince, is exactly the reason we’re worried.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      Which hurt a little. He winced despite himself and she hissed.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said, pulling away and looking at him with wide eyes. “I forgot you’re not as sturdy as the other capos. I… Fuck, I have an infusion and—”

      “It’s fine,” he grunted, rolling his shoulder. “I doubt it’ll even bruise. I just didn’t expect you to try to massage my bones like that.”

      “Funny.” Despite her dark look, her voice lacked any heat. One hand remained inside her coat, as if waiting for him to ask for that infusion.

      He just kept walking, before pausing.

      “So, where are we going?” he asked. “I’d love to walk away dramatically and let you catch up like in a movie, but I have no idea where to go.”

      A breathless laugh escaped Fia. She tentatively gripped his shoulders and turned him to face the largest buildings downtown.

      “We’re heading to the Tri Sommet,” she said.

      A trio of twisted spires soared into the sky in front of them, glittering with a mixture of advertisements and magical constructions that extended from them. Individually, each tower looked like a horn that slowly curled inward over a black and white marble plaza. Together, the three formed a three-pointed horned crown built from steel and glass that soared a good 103 stories into the sky.

      Glowing skybridges with enchanted walls and formed from magically reinforced cables connected each tower. Occasionally, the tips of the Tri Sommet projected some sort of magical lightshow.

      “They’re not going to check my net worth and parentage when I try to enter are they?” Vince asked as they ascended the marble steps that led up to one of the towers.

      “It’s been a long time since the Sommet was used as a headquarters for the sorcerers’ guild,” Fia said.

      He looked around. The space surrounding the towers comprised a gargantuan open space formed from marble. Fancy silver statues glittered in the light, plus one small one with some sort of iridescent plating. Even the plants looked unnatural, as they were likely magical in nature.

      While Vince wouldn’t describe the area as packed, far too many people in suits occupied it for his liking. Plenty of sorcerers, but at least half of them had to be regular businesspeople. Contracted security patrolled in dark suits with logos that made their job clear.

      He stood out in his casual clothes. Nobody seemed to pay attention to him or Fia, but he wanted to be anywhere other than here.

      “The Sommet is full of offices of high-flying businesses and international companies. Massive accounting firms, international sorcerer associations, law firms, and even some of the mage colleges,” Vince said, hunching his shoulders despite himself.

      “Good news. We don’t care about those. We’re heading up to one of the catered conference rooms.” She began walking toward an entrance.

      Realizing he had a choice to either follow or stand here looking like an idiot, he followed.

      They wandered past the massive security desk in the atrium without any trouble. Security gates barred entrance to an extensive set of elevators, but another set remained available for public access. These allowed access to very few floors.

      A young birdfolk couple joined them in the elevator once it arrived, but were heading to the restaurants on a lower floor. The woman of the couple looked at Vince and Fia with wide eyes and giggled.

      Vince failed to make out what the couple whispered about once they left, but Fia growled once the doors closed.

      “Fucking artificial birdgirl shit,” she muttered, running a hand through her hair.

      “Ah, so they’re humans?”

      “The girl was. You can’t tell?”

      “Nope. Do they smell different?”

      “Very, even to my fucked-up nose. I feel like I can see the difference too, but maybe it’s just in my head after I smell it.” She shrugged. “Let’s just say they had some ideas about what we were up to.”

      “Maybe they’ll be right one day.”

      Fia’s eyes lidded. “Maybe. You should probably tone down the flirting around Alessia. Or before your new girlfriend gets upset.”

      “Why Alessia?”

      “Because she loves the illusion that you’ll marry Pola.”

      Vince almost wanted to see how Alessia might react to his flirting now, but figured that might be a mistake.

      The elevator deposited them on a floor that looked identical to the one the couple had departed on. Given how old the tower was, the interior matched the power and wealth it exuded. Black marble tiling turned the floor into a void, whereas elegant, patterned silver, gold, and iridescent wall panels shimmered above them. The ceiling had to be at least fifteen feet high and crystalline lights dangled down. A mysterious pattern was engraved along the entire ceiling and appeared to continue past the elevator lobby.

      “I feel like this lobby cost more than my entire apartment complex,” Vince said as they stepped out of the elevator.

      “It’s the fucking Sommet. What do you expect?” Fia asked.

      “I dunno. I’ve never been in here.”

      “Really? Never? No school field trip here to learn about our history? How the founding dragons lent their power to the sorcerers’ guild to build a monument to magic and win over the American public?” A smile dangled on Fia’s lips and he knew she was mocking him.

      “No, actually.”

      She blinked. “Seriously? I’m pretty sure they let schools come here for free as a way to indoctrinate kids into becoming mages. Never know when some random kid might turn out to be the next Merlin or Solomon.”

      Fia’s pointed look at him suggested she thought a horrible mistake had been made. Vince suspected the sorcerers knew what they were doing by excluding him from their fancy ass mage colleges.

      “If the mages wanted random kids to join up, they’d care less about grades and more about their magical talent,” he said drily. “Anyway, there probably was a trip at some point. I never went on any school trips because I couldn’t get the permission slip signed.”

      “Ah.” Fia grimaced and her ears flattened. Her tail swished low against the ground as she searched for the words to recover the conversation. “Well, uh, this place is old.”

      “I know.”

      “They built it right after the Empire State Building, to show that magic was the future. That’s why it’s one story taller and stands physically higher despite being on a lean. I think the lean was intended to show how magic could allow structures that would otherwise topple.”

      Vince’s lips quirked at Fia’s attempt to cheer him up. Sure, he’d heard all this before over the years. The Tri Sommet had a ridiculous number of documentaries made about it and featured in all sorts of TV and movies. The fact it had been created as part of the pissing match between Aulfair and the US government, back when the USA detested magic outright, was a popular topic in movies.

      Especially these days, with tensions between the rest of the US and Aulfair rising once more.

      “Why don’t we find Alessia?” he suggested. “And thanks.”

      A smile flashed across Fia’s face and her tail slapped against his legs. She led him out of the lobby. Silver wall plates directed them to various conference rooms with fancy French and German names, but Fia seemed to know where they were going.

      “So what sort of conference is Alessia attending here?” Vince asked.

      “She’s not. Just because this is a conference floor doesn’t mean it only holds conferences. It just has big rooms and halls, plus catering facilities and kitchens,” Fia explained. “The Lionetti Family holds a monthly gathering with the branch families here. This is the one for November, although they often combine December’s with our Christmas festivities.”

      She suddenly froze and a shock shot through her body. Her tail shot bolt upright, as did her ears.

      “Shit, we haven’t mentioned any of this to you, have we?” she muttered and ran a hand through her hair.

      “We’re over a month away from Christmas, Fia. Plus I need to finish this job,” Vince said.

      “Yeah, but Christmas is important. Most people make plans for it.” Her tail began wagging wildly as she became worked up over this. “Honestly, I don’t think any of us expected the job to go so smoothly, but… Fuck.”

      “Fia?”

      “I’m guessing you already have something planned, given this is pretty late notice and—”

      “No,” he said flatly. “My idea of a good Christmas has been to catch up with Ronin for a quick drink on Christmas Eve. Sometimes his folks invite me over, although it can be really awkward when you’re the only person not from the family and his sister makes jokes about Ronin and me being a couple.”

      “You’re not, right?” Fia narrowed her eyes.

      “What do you think?”

      “Well—”

      He pushed her and she broke out in giggles, tail flying all over the place.

      “What about Nina?” Fia asked.

      “She spends her time with her family. Only time of the year I get rid of her.”

      “Huh.” Fia nodded a few times. “Well, in that case, you’ll have tons of time to celebrate with us. Although we start a few days before Christmas. It’s roughly a week of drinking, eating, and…” Her face flared red. “Um, other things.”

      “Sex?”

      “Well, yes. Not all of us join in, but we have a reputation for a reason.” She curled her hair with one finger and looked away. “I think we gathered it because a lot of enforcers go out and grab guys around Christmas as part of the fun. A week of sex must sound like a good idea at the time.”

      “I imagine so, yes.” Vince kept his face devoid of all expression. “I’ll see if I can make it.”

      “Hey! I didn’t say you had to join in with the sex part. It’s just a lot of fun. You can ignore all the horny wolfgirls everywhere else.”

      “And Pola?”

      By then, he sincerely hoped to have done something about her behavior toward him. But the thought of spending a week drinking and eating around her in such a charged atmosphere might end in the expected way.

      “Maybe start improving your endurance?” Fia suggested. “You have a girlfriend now. See if you can last a week with her.”

      Vince shot her an odd look.

      “What?” she asked.

      “Nina suggested the same thing. Are the two of you messaging each other?”

      “Yes, but not about that sort of stuff. We can talk about things that aren’t you.” A pause. “So?”

      “I’d break if I tried to keep up with Nina for a week. She always wants me to take the lead.” He ran a hand through his hair and pretended to have a thousand-yard stare. “You don’t know what she’s like in bed.”

      “Uh huh. I’ll take that as a maybe for Christmas and put you down for it.” Fia pushed him forward. “Anyway, we should find the conference room. They should be finishing lunch around now. Alessia can make some time while the rest of the family members are stuffing their faces.”

      She led him along a couple of corridors until they reached a set of closed doors guarded by wolfgirls. Both women wore dark suits, and their tails appeared to be tied behind their backs.

      “Fia,” Lucia said when they approached. “I take it the boss wants to talk?” Her eyes ran over Vince.

      “Yeah. I’ll let Alessia know we’re here.” Fia flicked out her phone and tapped away.

      Neither of the wolfgirl guards paid much attention to Vince, which was the complete opposite of their usual behavior as enforcers. He knew Lucia quite well by now, as she’d hit on him when they first met outside Alessia’s office.

      Before he said anything, the double doors behind the guards opened and Alessia slipped out. A glance through the gap in the doors revealed a large room with multiple round tables laid out and a lot of wolffolk sitting around with bottles of wine.

      Then the doors closed and he focused on Alessia. She wore a simple if elegant indigo dress, accompanied by an elaborate silver necklace that jangled whenever she moved. Unlike usual, the wand she used as her magical focus was nowhere to be seen. Possibly she had it hidden somewhere difficult to reach.

      Her shoulder-length black hair hung in neat curls, matching her well-groomed wolf’s tail and ears in color. The color of her lipstick also matched her dress, which seemed to be a running theme whenever he saw her. The Lionetti sisters both possessed impressive busts, even if they paled in size to Nina’s. She stood a good foot shorter than Vince as well.

      “Vince, thank you for coming at short notice,” Alessia said, smiling brightly when she stepped outside. Her tail wagged as she looked at Vince. “Why don’t we step into a neighboring room before—”

      The doors opened again and a male voice escaped them, “Alessia, are you out here? You should—”

      A young man, barely old enough to drink, stepped out into the corridor and clammed up. He wore a tailored dark suit that was probably designer and worth more than Vince was being paid for this job. Even held back by the suit, or perhaps aided by it, the young wolf exuded a grace and striking appearance that fashion magazines would kill for.

      Which is why it was a surprise when his silver wolf ears shot upright upon seeing Vince and his tail lashed the ground.

      Vince would never describe himself as someone with much social intelligence, but he recognized a man arcing up at the sight of a romantic rival when he saw it.

      Fia and the other two enforcers allowed grimaces to flicker across their faces, before their expressions turned to stone.

      “Stefano, do you require me for something vital?” Alessia asked, voice lower pitched than usual. Her tail remained dead still. “I am conducting ‘family’ business.” The stress she placed on the word “family” suggested that Stefano had little to do with the less savory side of the Lionettis.

      As if chastised by Alessia, Stefano looked down. His fists balled. “I… My apologies, dear capofamiligia, I—”

      “You don’t need to call me that,” Alessia said softly, allowing the tension in her body to reduce. “Not yet. I’ll be fifteen minutes or so. We can talk once I return.”

      “I—”

      The doors opened once again, and Vince wondered if he’d somehow been dragged into some sort of mafia sitcom.

      This time, two people stepped outside. One was a man old enough to be Vince’s father. His silver ears, tail, and hair matched Stefano’s, but he had begun to gain a substantial amount of paunch in his gut and much of his silver hair looked gray instead. The similarities made it clear he was Stefano’s father, though.

      The other person was Vanna, wearing a black cocktail dress and what looked like an entire family’s worth of jewelry. She licked her lips upon seeing Vince.

      “Arnulfo, may I help you?” Alessia asked, her body tensing and voice lowering. Her tone sounded exasperated, however.

      Arnulfo ignored Alessia and instead looked Vince up and down.

      “Arnulfo,” Alessia said, a note of warning entering her voice.

      “Something wrong?” Vince asked, annoyed by the way the old man sized him up and ignored Alessia.

      His response earned him sharp looks from every enforcer present, including Fia. He winced internally, as he’d committed some faux paus.

      Alessia didn’t react, and seemed to pretend he hadn’t said a word. “Arnulfo, if you do not have anything to—”

      “This is the enforcer we’re entrusting so much to?” Arnulfo interrupted. “The one who nearly triggered the mayor to retaliate against us directly?”

      “What? Is that true?” Stefano blurted out. “We nearly got attacked by the city directly because of some measly human? We should—”

      “Enough!” Alessia snapped, eyes flashing. “Do not spread unsubstantiated rumors. The enforcer business is mine alone to manage as the head of the family. If you have problems with me, then you can raise them when I return and lunch has finished. But you disrespect the entire family by raising them publicly.”

      “Alessia, we shouldn’t be working with some thug from outside the family,” Stefano said, taking a step toward Vince. “If we’re the Lionettis, we should have the power to—”

      “Did you not hear a word I just said?” Alessia’s eyes glowed bright blue.

      Stefano froze. After a moment, Alessia’s eyes regained their usual ice-blue color, albeit with a piercing quality to them.

      “My apologies, dear capofamiligia,” Arnulfo said, bowing his head and forcing Stefano’s down with one hand. “I intended no disrespect. Please forgive my son for his lack of discipline. By the time he is ready to take over my branch of the family, it will not happen.”

      “See that it doesn’t,” Alessia said coldly. “As Lionettis, we need to remind Aulfair of who and what we are. Rebuilding requires us to be more than we currently are.”

      Arnulfo didn’t even pretend to acknowledge her statement. He simply raised his head and dragged Stefano back inside. Vanna blew Vince a kiss before following them.

      Well, that had certainly been a whirlwind introduction to the broader Lionetti family. Vince certainly felt welcome.
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      A miserable silence descended following the retreat of the branch family wolves. Alessia glowered at the conference room door and finally allowed her tail to move. It lashed the floor hard and fast enough to kick up a small wind that rustled Vince’s pants.

      “Why don’t we step into that neighboring room?” he suggested, looking at Fia.

      “Yes. Let’s,” Alessia ground out.

      One of the suited enforcers escorted them to an empty conference room down the hall. Fia flicked the lights on as they entered, but Vince noted that both hers and Alessia’s eyes lit up in the darkness of the room. Whether they were allowed to use this room at all was an open question, but Vince sincerely doubted anyone would question Alessia or the enforcer standing by the door.

      The room appeared like any other office conference room he’d ever seen. A long conference table with fancy leather chairs around it, plus a pair of large TVs on one wall. Various painted art pieces in ornamental oaken frames depicted mages, dragons, and various mythological figures.

      Alessia initially stood quite close to him, to the point where she seemed almost ready to automatically link arms with him. Then she turned to face him and sniffed. Her head tilted and she blinked a few times.

      Afterward, she danced away a few steps and leaned against the long wooden desk that dominated the otherwise empty room.

      Vince chose to break the silence. “I take it I’m not well liked among the branch family elite?”

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Alessia said, her brow furrowing. “Arnulfo doesn’t like you, but opinions on your actions are mixed. Officially, I don’t accept input from the branch families on enforcer matters, other than those who are properly initiated and have taken the oaths. But, as I’ve said before, the Lionetti Family and Lionetti Enterprises are a complex affair.”

      “I’ll admit to not really understanding it.” Vince didn’t really want to.

      Unfortunately, Alessia decided to explain it anyway. “The family handles the underbelly, whereas the corporate side manages everything else. But there’s a line in between, primarily due to how much illicit business we handle beyond simply sending out enforcers to collect protection money. The property and wealth made in that gray area is owned by the branch families who operate it, and the Lionetti Family itself takes a cut of it to fund central operations.”

      “They’re fronts, in other words,” he said.

      She shrugged with a small smile. “Sometimes. It’s more a separation of concerns. But there is a significant benefit to the arrangement. Benefits, really. The chance to gain substantial wealth through working with us is alluring to many. The branch families also provide new blood for the enforcers, as you saw with Vanna and Fia.”

      Fia coughed. “I’d prefer if you don’t bring that up.”

      “Oh, you hadn’t explained?” Alessia raised an eyebrow.

      “She has,” Vince said. “I was surprised to see Vanna here, given Fia said she doesn’t attend the branch family stuff because…” he trailed off when he recalled the precise details of why Fia disliked being involved in the broader business.

      She worried about the perception of nepotism.

      “It’s up to individual enforcers and families whether they attend the branch family events,” Alessia said. “Given the nature of their work, most enforcers decline. I usually keep Pola away unless her attendance is requested, as she’s very antisocial at these events.”

      She wandered around the table, toward some of the artwork. Her fingers traced the edges of the leather chairs as she walked and her tail hung low.

      Feeling as if the topic was wandering, Vince tried to push it back to something familiar. “Sorry for rising to Arnulfo’s bait earlier. I’m pretty sure I was supposed to stay silent.”

      Fia clicked her tongue. “Damn right you were. Do you have to react to such basic provocations?”

      “Half of posturing as an enforcer is talking down to people who think they’re stronger than you. Standing there when somebody is showing off doesn’t help,” he said.

      “Posturing, hmm?” Alessia said, staring up at a painting of a massive wolfgirl draped in furs standing beneath a tree, while a pair of young boys clung to her feet. “It’s no problem. Arnulfo was being troublesome, as always. It was an annoying reminder of how often I need to establish my authority, when it should be unquestioned.”

      Her hands shifted the painting slightly, as it had been slightly off center.

      Nobody said anything. Vince stared at the painting for a little while, uncertain of what it might mean. No inscription below it either, so he remained in the dark.

      “They called you by a title I didn’t recognize earlier. Capo… something or other,” Vince said.

      “Capofamiglia,” Alessia said, facing him. “Literally, head of the family. The enforcers call me boss, but that’s my official title, much as Pola is the sottocapo and Fia is a caporegime, often shortened to capo.”

      “Oh.” He scratched the side of his face. “I thought your official title was don.”

      A giggle escaped Alessia. “No. Don is an honorific. Although, technically, they should be calling me Don Alessia. Nobody does, however. I think everybody gets confused because it’s a term for men, and the female version, donna, was traditionally used more widely for many women, not just those of high rank. So everyone uses the full title to be safe.”

      “Safe?”

      “We’re sticklers for etiquette. As Lionettis, we must be more graceful, more impressive, more unmoved, more elegant, more… everything than all others in Aulfair. It’s part of what we are, to prove that we deserve our place in the city, even as it changes.”

      Once again, she looked up that painting.

      Alessia stood alone in front of it. More than that, she looked lonely. As if waiting for somebody to join her, and her eyes clung to the painting for reasons he struggled to comprehend.

      “I assume the painting’s important,” Vince finally said.

      “It depicts La Lupa, the famous She-wolf, with Romulus and Remus beneath the fig tree. This is where the alliance between Rome and wolffolk was forged, and our fate was forever tied to that of humanity, and especially Italy. Only broken when…” Darkness overcame her face. “All things come to an end, I suppose. It is merely ironic that my ancestors came out from the shadows to fight for Italy in the Great War, only for many of us to be effectively driven away by those that took over the country afterward.”

      That explanation put the painting in a new light for Vince. Sort of.

      “Um, I feel a little dumb, but I still don’t quite get why it’s important,” he said. “What ties you to the ancient wolffolk? You mentioned before that some of the wolffolk families put a lot of importance on this, but I don’t get it.”

      Alessia grimaced. “Tell me, what do you know of your ancestry, Vince?”

      “Absolutely nothing. I don’t know who my father is, and my mother told me absolutely nothing of her family. I’ve met my uncle on her side, but he wanted nothing to do with me.”

      She winced and her ears and tail drooped. “That’s not… I apologize. I had not wished to open old wounds. Fia briefly explained your family situation to me last night, and I should have known better to ask such an open question.”

      He waved her off. “It’s fine. But you did ask.”

      “Yes, I did. And I apologize again.” She pursed her lips. “Do you think your friend, Mr. Kilpatrick, knows much of his family history?”

      “A little, yeah. His old man told me once over drinks. The Irish side of the family came here during the Great Famine—the one caused by the potatoes—and the other side are a mixture of British and German.”

      “But do they know much more beyond the 1800s?”

      Vince opened his mouth to answer, then closed it. He rubbed his chin. “Honestly, I doubt it. I think they’ve done one of those ancestry tests. The ones where they use magic and technology to try to track your blood line and how much demihuman blood you have in you.”

      “It’s low,” Fia said flatly. “Humans always overstate how much we interbred with them.”

      “I’m just saying how it works.” He raised his hands defensively.

      Alessia rolled her eyes. “I believe my point has been proven, however. Ordinary people understand their recent genealogy. Perhaps those who see themselves of higher stature know their family tree going back several centuries, such as royals and nobles from Europe. But everything is mere guesswork. It is often different in demihuman families. Especially mine.”

      “Is this where you state you’re related to La Lupa herself, just like how everyone is related to Charlemagne?” Vince said glibly.

      Fia snorted, while Alessia merely smirked.

      “The difference is that whereas everyone else needs to lie about their distant relations to famous historical figures, I know exactly when my family became involved with Charlemagne,” Alessia said. Her smile slipped. “But that is the problem. We’re long-lived and have good records of our families. Just as your friend’s ancestors left Ireland, never to return, mine fled here as well. Our history is part of us and something that we can’t forget.”

      “Is that why only Italian wolves can join the mafia?” he asked.

      She pursed her lips again. “That is the reason, yes. I feel it is too limiting, but understand why many are fearful to change it. We are trying to be the new wolf kingdom, transplanted from Italy into Aulfair, and cling onto everything we once had. But I fear we are leaving behind so many of our kin in the process.”

      “That’s not our problem,” Fia blurted out, then looked at the floor. “Sorry.”

      Alessia sighed. “It’s fine. I feel I need at least some pushback from others at times. The branch families push and pull, according to their wishes, but they don’t understand how the family works. And I haven’t had an advisor for years now.”

      “I still shouldn’t speak out of turn,” Fia muttered.

      Vince let the two wolves work out whatever problems they had. The weird etiquette of the Lionettis grated on him, but saying as much would be insulting.

      Once Alessia looked back at him, he nodded.

      “I think Fia’s right,” he said. “There’s a limit to worrying about everyone else, particularly when things aren’t exactly going well for the Lionettis. There aren’t human-first companies doing everything they can to uplift me. The foxes only care about those who are loyal to themselves, and attack foxes who aren’t. Even the lions are broken up.”

      “Yet Kaziern supports the Polish community in the city,” Alessia countered.

      “Doesn’t that prove my point? You support the Italian one.”

      She bit her lip. “Yes, but only Italian wolves. I think we have a strong identity, but it’s difficult being in Aulfair at times. Even as dwindled in power and influence, we’re still the beacon for wolffolk. The only other large company owned by wolffolk is a seafood processing plant, and it’s far smaller than the bigger ones run by catfolk.”

      Vince couldn’t say he was surprised that cats controlled the fish industry. That seemed like the way things should work.

      “But you’re right that I need to do other things first. This is just what I discuss with the branch families and shareholders, as part of changing the direction of the Lionettis. Taking back our territory, and reestablishing ourselves in Aulfair in the face of Houou’s aggression is the highest priority.”

      Alessia’s expression sharpened and she turned away from the painting. Her hands gripped the back of a chair.

      “I take it you want to talk about Gawlik,” he said.

      “And Juliet, and Quintus, and everything else that Fia brought up from your unscheduled meeting yesterday,” Alessia said. “I’m impressed that you stayed away from Albion as I requested and still managed to cause such a mess.”

      “Everyone else created the mess this time. I just tried to enjoy some drinks and food,” he protested.

      “So I’ve heard. Well, what did you make of Juliet Forest?” Her gaze bore into him.

      “Annoying. Powerful, but less dangerous than I expected. I don’t know if my dragon will work against her, so I’ll need to research how to handle her,” he said.

      Alessia blinked. “That’s it?”

      “I kind of figured some dangerous enforcers would come after me, even if that wouldn’t be until the Golden Path got involved.”

      “Yes, but…” She bit her lip. “What about Quintus Hierum? I understand you were correct that he disapproved of us.”

      “He and I had a disagreement over the meaning of the word ‘independent,’ but we’ll reconvene to discuss it after this job is finished,” Vince said.

      Fia snorted. “You mean Nin—Uh, your roommate scared the shit out of him and he backed off.”

      “Roommate?” Alessia looked at Fia. “I don’t remember that part of your report, Fia.”

      “Um…” Fia looked away.

      Ah, shit. Lying at this point wouldn’t help matters. Fia hadn’t told Alessia about Nina, likely due to the Pola connection.

      “My roommate is a retired enforcer. Strong enough to convince Quintus not to cause a ruckus in public,” Vince said.

      Alessia narrowed her eyes. “I see. I was going to bring this up later, but is she the source of the lion scent that’s intensified on you today?”

      “Intensified?” he asked, looking at Fia.

      She didn’t answer, and instead looked at Alessia with wide eyes. Terrified ones, as if she’d come to some horrifying conclusion.

      “Yes. Wolves have quite sensitive noses, so I knew you were acquaintances with a lion when we first met,” Alessia said. “It’s quite common in Aulfair for people to be close to various demihumans, so I thought nothing of it. The change in the scent today makes me suspicious, however. Either you’ve met with somebody recently after a break, or you’ve intensified your time with them.”

      Met with… “I’m not working with Kaziern, if that’s your thinking,” Vince said flatly, his eyes narrowing into slits. “I don’t stab people in the back or double-time contracts or employers.”

      Alessia glanced at Fia, who shook her head.

      “Uh, that’s not what the smell is, boss,” Fia said, scratching the back of her neck and looking down. “I met his roommate last night. She’s a lion. Big one, and not with Kaziern.”

      “I see. My apologies, Vince, but I’m quite wary of betrayal given Gawlik’s threat,” Alessia said quietly. “So, that means you are now sleeping with your roommate?”

      “Um…”

      “Pretty sure, yeah,” Fia said.

      Alessia sighed and looked away, but not before he caught a glimpse of hurt in her eyes. “Well, good luck with Pola. She’s been an untamable bundle of fur, tension, and excitement since you rejected her. Once she smells the same thing, there’s no telling how she’ll react.”

      “Not giving up on the marriage idea, huh?” Fia smirked.

      “Not until Pola does. She asked me how many puppies usually come in each litter yesterday.”

      Vince sincerely wondered if he should pick up some of those male contraceptive pills, even if Nina was already taking her own. Just in case.

      Whatever expression crossed his face brought laughter to both wolves. After several moments, Alessia wiped a tear from her eye. If she’d been upset that he was sleeping with another woman, the emotion had passed.

      “In that case, we’re left only with Kaziern itself,” Alessia said.

      “Do you think he has a mole in the branch families?” Vince asked. “I can’t see why he’d think the Lionettis would collapse just by eliminating you and Pola.”

      “Perhaps it’s arrogance. Houou accomplished a lot merely by taking out my father and our top enforcers last time.” She turned back to the wall and began walking along it once more. “But times have changed. We’re no longer overstretched and reliant on other conglomerates avoiding our territory. If I fall, Pola takes my place. If we both fall, it’s likely that Fia or Vanna will be appointed as boss, plus their choice as underboss.”

      Fia hissed and glared at the floor, fists clenched. Whether her reaction was due to the news that she might take over Alessia’s position or that Vanna might remained unclear.

      “However, the politics within the branch families is volatile. While most support my attempt to regain power, there are those who think I am foolish, and others who have already given up. Arnulfo leads a rather powerful faction that believe the latter. They’re old, wealthy, and have more to lose than gain from the Lionettis brawling with other companies.”

      “And the shareholders?” Vince asked. “You mentioned them earlier. Is it possible they’re involved?”

      Alessia laughed. “They sit on the wrong side of the divide to assist Kaziern. Even if they had access to information or power to assist Gawlik, it’s unlikely they’d help him. My expansion plans have strong support. We may be a privately held company, but we lost significant revenue when many of our illicit businesses fell out of our hands. Our shareholders would love to regain the profits and dividends from those.”

      That left precious little possibility to Vince.

      Somebody on the inside wanted to help Kaziern and undermine Alessia. She’d fingered exactly one faction interested in doing so.

      “Is it Arnulfo?” he asked bluntly.

      Rather than laugh at him or become annoyed, she merely bit her lip. “I can’t rule that out. All the pieces are in place for him to be the mole. Vanna could provide him with information, whether she knows he’s a traitor or not. He’s influential and wealthy, with more than enough power to sway the branch families or at least cripple them in responding to an attack by Kaziern. Any deal he might strike would likely be to have Kaziern take over the enforcement role that the Lionettis currently do.”

      “That would cause outright civil war,” Fia snapped. “The enforcers would riot, and I bet most of the branch families would, too.”

      “Yes, but what about those enforcers whose parents side with Kaziern?” Alessia stared at Fia.

      The capo glared back at her boss. “Fuck that. I’m not here to make money for my parents—not that I think they would pull this shit—and Vanna shouldn’t even be a capo if you think she’d betray the Lionnettis like this.”

      “Maybe.” Alessia sighed. “More people than Vanna are under suspicion. I’ll be limiting the information provided to each capo from now on, particularly regarding my or Pola’s movements and the defenses of Lionetti Tower.”

      “Does that include me?” Fia asked.

      “No. But mostly because it’s effectively impossible to exclude you from these plans if we want to be effective against Kaziern. Pola can’t manage Vince, and I can’t abandon this job just because Kaziern thinks it can destroy us from the inside.”

      Fia nodded slowly, then sighed. Her ears flapped once.

      “So, uh, does my job more or less work as normal?” Vince asked once the two of them finished their little tiff. “Take a few days off, then capture both sites once the heat dies down? Oh, and stop the Golden Path once they counterattack.”

      “No, I need you to…” Alessia frowned. “You’re confirming the scope of your contract, aren’t you?”

      “Yeah. I got burned pretty badly when Immanuel used me to hold off the cops back on main street during that big crackdown and never helped me. I like working for you, but if I’m doing extra jobs or taking more risks, I do like to be paid. Especially with Kaziern throwing more resources around.”

      “There were always lots of resources to be thrown around,” she said.

      A long pause resulted. Almost like a standoff, as both of them stared at each other.

      “If Lionetti Tower falls, you won’t be able to collect on your contract,” Alessia pointed out.

      “Oh, come on, Alessia,” Fia said, running a hand through her long hair. Her tail moved rapidly behind her. “You’re still playing hard ball after everything he’s done?”

      “It’s my job to negotiate him down. Whose side are you on?” The mafia boss glared at her subordinate.

      “The one that wins, and we’re paying Vince less than all the morons who fucked up in the past.”

      “Yet more than any one enforcer usually gets paid.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “How about a bonus if you get attacked and I defend you?” Vince suggested, cutting into their argument. “Big enough to cover any police fines I might get hit with if I have to cut loose. I’m guessing any attack big enough to threaten you will attract police attention.”

      “It’s hard to say. Officially, yes. Unofficially, the police would arrive long after any battles between corporate enforcers are resolved if it takes place away from the public and there’s no evidence of civilian deaths.” Alessia paused. “Civilian meaning nobody unassociated with the criminal side of the Lionetti Family, in this case. While Gawlik and I are technically civilians, the extent they’ll investigate our deaths is… limited.”

      “So I’m not likely to get fined.”

      “No, nor arrested. And neither are enemy combatants, should they escape in time.” She looked him up and down, as if that meant something. “A bonus, then. If necessary.”

      “I’d also like another job after this,” he added. “One that isn’t about dating Pola.”

      Alessia rolled her eyes. “If you complete this one, that’s not in question. I’ll leave you to deal with your demonic friends, however.”

      She strode around the far end of the table and back to the door. It opened to reveal the suited enforcer from earlier, still waiting for them.

      “The conference starts on Thursday, so Fia will talk to you on Wednesday about our plans,” Alessia said. “Take care of yourself until then. And try to avoid Pola.” Her tail wagged for some reason.

      “I thought you wanted me to take her out on a date?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to take risks that she might immobilize you before our next move.”

      Then Alessia left. Fia grinned at Vince.

      “What?” Vince asked.

      “You’re a popular guy, it seems,” Fia said.

      “Uh huh.” He walked out of the room. “Why don’t we grab some lunch and work on some spells? You said you wanted to do something about Juliet, right?”
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      “If you’re up for something fancy, there are some nice restaurants below us,” Fia suggested.

      “Up for a candlelit lunch?” Vince asked, recalling how they’d been mistaken for a couple earlier.

      They walked past the suited enforcers as he said that and one shot Fia a thumbs up, causing her to growl in response.

      “That’s a no, then?” he asked.

      “Oh, shove it.” Her tail whapped him in the back of his legs. “I mentioned them because they’re close.”

      “I think I’ve had my fill of bougie food for the time being. We can head somewhere else and get some simpler stuff.”

      “Nah, there are some decent but cheap places nearby. I know the area. Office workers need to eat as well, so there are always some cheap eats,” she said.

      They descended in the elevator and spilled out onto the marble plaza outside the Sommet. Fewer workers trundled about, but Vince still saw that police birdfolk following him.

      “This way,” Fia said, walking away and waving him in her direction.

      The place she had in mind turned out to be a quaint little Greek joint a couple of blocks away, with faded lettering outside that read “Gino’s.” The décor clashed heavily with the wealth of the nearby towers, but half the tacky plastic tables were occupied by customers. Some birdfolk workers busied themselves behind a long counter, and rotisserie meat cooked in the background. The atmosphere felt cheap, yet comfortable.

      “Gyros?” Vince asked.

      “Not a fan?” she asked. Her raised eyebrow suggested she’d judge him harshly if he refused.

      “I took you as a fan of fancier food.”

      She snorted. “You eat a lot of cheap shit when you’re up at awful hours. What Michelin restaurants are open at 3AM for a bunch of rowdy wolves covered in bloodstains? Local joints like these often stay open late, don’t give us shit, and they’re way better than the mass-produced garbage in the chains.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t mind the chain stuff. A cheeseburger always tastes like a cheeseburger.”

      “No, it tastes like the brand. As awful as this stuff is”—Fia nodded her head at the menu full of gyros bursting with meat—“it at least tastes like something you can make yourself.”

      “You’re a girl with strong opinions on food, aren’t you?”

      “I’m a girl with strong opinions. Maybe you should acquire some yourself.” She nudged him in the side hard enough to nearly throw him off balance. “So, up for a gyro? I usually get pork, but their chicken is probably good.”

      “Grab me whatever you think is good.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Real strong opinion there. Good to see you take my advice.”

      Despite her harsh words, she wandered up to the counter and ordered two gyros, plus a couple of sodas. His was the no sugar kind, but she went all in.

      “What kind of guy do you take me for?” he asked, looking between their drinks.

      “The bland sort. I’m questioning how you cast that damn dragon, when you’re so wishy-washy. I thought magic affinities told us something about the caster,” she said, a touch acidly.

      He snorted. “Ah, yes, because my lack of passion for food means I can’t use fire magic. There’s a reason Nina cooks, you know. It’s not because I suck. It’s because I’d make the same boring, repetitive, simple things over and over. Also, because I suck at cooking.”

      “She said you made some nice waffles this morning.”

      “Are the two of you gossiping about everything I do?” he asked.

      “Nah. We just set up a message group between us and Nicki to talk shit, and you’re a fun topic.” Fia grinned at him.

      By now, their gyros were ready, so Fia grabbed them. Rather than sit and eat inside, they left and found a bench under a tree.

      Fia’s tail wagged as she bit into her wrap and some sauce dripped down her chin. Vince pointed it out and she lapped it up.

      “You should eat. We can talk once you’ve actually tried it,” she said, before digging in.

      The gyro proved to be as meaty, saucy, and unhealthy as Vince expected from an old-fashioned joint like they’d been to. Given how run-down the restaurant appeared to be, he guessed it was a cultural institution. A place everyone knew of and came back to out of a mixture of nostalgia, price, and quality.

      Gyros, like kebabs, burgers, and all manner of fast food, could be bought anywhere. Finding good gyros at a decent price was another matter, especially among all the upmarket places selling overpriced ones that were mostly salad and bread. Hence why Vince liked the reliability of a fast food burger.

      If they sold it as having a quarter pound of meat, it usually had a quarter pound of meat, whatever else might be in it.

      “I take it you like it,” Fia said, halfway through her wrap. She took a swig of her soda and her ears twitched as she looked at him.

      “It’s good,” he said after he swallowed his current mouthful. “Not that I imagine I’ll be around here often.”

      “You never know where life takes you.”

      He shrugged in response.

      After a few more bites, Fia slowed down. Given her ravenous appetite, Vince knew she’d finish her gyro, but evidently chatter was on her mind.

      “You should have pushed Alessia harder,” she said, her eyes staring up at the towers of the Sommet.

      “I got a bonus out of it,” he said.

      “Ah, yes. An undefined bonus, that’s not in writing, for doing work that’s not even part of your job.” Fia scowled. “You had us over the barrel and you just let Alessia play hard ball.”

      “If she kept playing hard ball, do you think I’d be the sort of guy to negotiate my pay when she calls me up while Lionetti Tower is under attack?” he asked.

      Fia’s lips thinned and she leaned back against the bench. Her fingers plucked a cigarette from her coat. She offered another to Vince, who waved it off, before deftly lighting it with a flame from a finger.

      “I think I understand why you’ve been going nowhere as an enforcer,” she said, tone somewhere between annoyed and exasperated.

      “Oi,” he muttered.

      “You are. Fucking Juliet Forest took a swing at you and failed. Your dragon made the damn news and scares the police. And while Nina talked you down a bit, I don’t buy that you can’t defeat Pola. Despite all that power, you do small jobs for Immanuel. You should be out there, treating the conglomerates like clients with everything to lose if they don’t pay you properly.”

      “Are you saying that I should tell Alessia to pay up when her life’s in danger?” he asked, incredulous.

      “As a capo, no. As a friend?” Fia took a long drag of her cigarette. “You know how airlines charge obscene amounts when you try to book flights on short notice? It’s like that. And they do that to everyone. Businesses gouge everyone, no matter their cause. You shouldn’t feel guilty doing the same in reverse, no matter how much they squeal.”

      “We’re talking about Alessia, not some faceless corporation bribing judges and politicians to get their way.”

      She shrugged. “And we went at you hard when we offered you the job. Alessia knew she was offering a hell of a lot more money than you usually got paid, even if I didn’t know you apparently struggled with your damn rent.”

      He winced and she smirked at him.

      “If I’d known that, she might have lowballed you even harder,” Fia added. “You really need to understand just how much money companies throw around. That fancy lunch up there is a real show of wealth. You should have thrown it in Alessia’s face. Instead you’re relying on goodwill, while she still wants to convince you to marry Pola.”

      Again with the marriage idea.

      “Don’t make that face. My bet is that Alessia doesn’t want you to be too comfortable money-wise. If you do finally give in and fuck our lovely sottocapo, you won’t have much of an excuse to refuse marriage. That neatly handles one of Alessia’s biggest problems as the family head.”

      “What do you mean, not much of an excuse?” Vince protested. “Do you think I’m marrying Nina just because I’m sleeping with her?”

      “I think she’d be a very happy lioness,” Fia said drily. “And you’re going to need to handle the dispute between her and Pola when the two eventually fight over you. I don’t think Pola is getting over her crush anytime soon.”

      Rather than answer, Vince bit into what was left of his food. The wolfgirl gulped down her soda with a huge grin, her tail rubbing against his back and side in amusement.

      A motorcade of black SUVs rumbled past on the nearby street. Over a dozen police enforcers escorted it on motorcycles or by flying alongside. Each of them carried their foci in the open, resulting in an assortment of swords, batons, gauntlets, shields, wands, staffs, and other tools to be brandished in public.

      The nearby public watched in fascination. Many pulled out their phones to record video or snap pictures.

      In the rear of the motorcade traveled someone Vince recognized, but hadn’t bumped into for months now. He traveled on a foaming disk of water, which somehow left no traces behind it on the road as it moved. His figure remained resolute in a cross-legged position atop the disk while wearing a ceremonial police uniform and white cap. Shoulder-length snow-white hair swayed behind his muscular figure as he stared forward.

      Vince recalled the man’s name: Erik Frost. The water elemental in charge of the downtown police precinct and Ronin’s boss.

      This elemental had also been the one that had responded to the ruckus Vince had made on main street several months back. The only reason Vince hadn’t been utterly crushed by the police then had been because Frost hadn’t felt like it.

      “Damn, don’t see the blackshirt brass out and about often,” Fia said, glaring at the police as they drove off. “Ronin seems like a nice guy. Can’t believe he’s mixed up with those assholes.”

      Despite himself, Vince laughed. The statement was just too ridiculous.

      “What?” she asked, annoyed.

      “I’m sorry, but that’s what somebody might say about you getting involved with the mafia,” he said, grinning.

      “Nah, I’m a bad girl.” She waved her cigarette in his face to prove it. “Nobody would think of me like that. Plus, the Lionettis aren’t assholes.”

      “I’m sure that’s a widely held opinion.”

      She clicked her tongue and finished off her gyro instead of answering. Seems he’d managed to redirect the conversation with the help of a distraction.

      “Speaking of the Lionettis, why weren’t you in that branch family meeting? Seems like you’d have been welcome,” he said. “Vanna was there.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know,” she muttered. Her cigarette reached the end of its life, but she chose not to light another. Instead, she incinerated this one with a flick of her wrist. “I don’t go near branch family politics. I told you that my parents have become involved, right? Showing up as an enforcer in a meeting where your papa might be schmoozing with other highfliers is embarrassing as hell. He rumbled me once while I was with a few girls gambling and I think my face burned off.”

      “Looks fine to me.”

      “It didn’t at the time. I’m just glad Vanna wasn’t there.” Fia bared her teeth. “Can’t believe she came out up there. She knew damn well what was happening.”

      “Stefano has a crush on Alessia and Arnulfo disapproves?” Vince guessed.

      “Nah. From what I understand, the bad blood is because Alessia refused to marry Stefano when the branch families tried to arrange the marriage. She’s already 27. They want her pumping out kids to protect the Lionetti family line. Especially with only Pola left over, and nobody willing to risk their dick being bitten off by her.”

      Vince waited a few seconds to see if Fia would smirk or laugh at her own joke. She appeared deathly serious.

      “You mean they’ve actually given up on Pola? I thought you said she was a princess?”

      “She is and has her fair share of admirers. But after everything went down and she became the sottocapo, they’ve struggled to do more than admire her,” Fia said. “She’s not as aggressive with the guys in the branch families as those outside, but everyone wants to marry Alessia, not Pola. And Alessia has zero interest in putting aside her ambitions to become a mother right now.”

      He recalled the conversation in her office about expectations of children and her comments. Fortunately, he’d been sufficiently sympathetic to the pressure she appeared to be under, even if he hadn’t entirely realized she was the one being pressured.

      Fia abruptly stood and stretched. “Anyway, let’s head back to that park of yours. There’s plenty of daylight left to get some magic practice in.”

      They found her car after a short walk and began the somewhat faster drive back out to the park she’d picked him up from. On the way back, they made small talk. Primarily about their misadventures in high school, of which both of them had plenty to commiserate on.

      Once back in his little spot in the park, Fia rolled her shoulders and squared him with a look.

      He’d only just sat down, yet felt a lecture coming on. “Are you about to turn into Professor Fia?”

      “No. I’m not dumb enough to try to talk down to someone who can cast a meister-tier spell,” she said. “But I’ve gotten the feeling you’re not used to CQC.”

      He blinked.

      “Close quarters combat,” she elaborated. “Your spells are all about blowing stuff up. You have an absurdly strong barrier, but it’s vulnerable to grappling attacks. Plus, your dragon is all about large-scale area control and denial. I reckon I can give you some tips on where you can focus, as wolves are all about brawling.”

      “I saw you fight against Juliet,” he said. “You had a few neat spells. That explosion one, plus the flame swords. I’ll bow down and accept your teachings if you promise to give me your spells.”

      “Wow. Can I get you to bow down and do other things for me if I help you with other stuff?” Fia asked.

      “No. I have a hard cap of bowing down to each person once per lifetime.”

      “Damn. And here I’m wasting it on advising you.” She flicked his nose, causing him to recoil. “I’m not giving you my spells. Not because they’re anything special, but because I don’t want to spend all of my own time teaching you and because I don’t think they’ll help you.”

      “Really? Because those arm blades looked awesome.”

      “Thanks. They’re actually flame tonfas that I can expand and contract by clenching my fists, and they wrap around my forearms.” She preened. “But I’m still not teaching you them. Tell me, how much martial arts training do you have?”

      He winced. “Nina’s taught me a lot of the basics. I think she uses one of the ancient lion arts.”

      “So, basically nothing, given she can compress you into a ball and you probably can’t beat her in an arm-wrestling match by standing on her hand.”

      “I don’t think that counts as arm-wrestling.”

      “My point,” Fia said, eyes flashing, “is that you barely know how to brawl beyond throwing punches and keeping your guard up. Those tonfas will add a huge sword in front of your arms. Do you think that’s simple to use?”

      Vince nodded slowly. “Okay. I think I get it. But that’s where I’m lost. With only a few days, I’m not going to be able to get the spell down to an instant cast. It’ll take seconds. And if it’s going to take three to five seconds to cast, I want a wizard-tier spell that will last a while.”

      “Well, let’s talk about that. I can’t necessarily teach you my spells, but maybe I can give you some ideas. Does that count enough to make you bow down?”

      He tried to stand up, but she physically held him down.

      “I don’t want you to actually bow down,” she growled. “I’ve half a mind to light up, given how terrible you’re being, but it’ll get in the way. No wonder Pola likes you.”

      “I don’t mind if you smoke.”

      She shrugged. Standing, she fiddled with a pack of cigarettes and wandered a little into the clearing they sat in. A brisk wind blew through, rustling the trees shrouding them and causing her long blonde hair to flutter around her. No death sticks escaped the pack in her hand and she slid it back in her coat.

      “I think I know a few more spells than you,” she said once the wind died down. “Especially in CQC. I have three in particular.”

      “That’s three more than I have,” he admitted.

      “Oh? What happened to that ‘hot hands’ spell?” Her eyes glittered, proving she knew he’d lied all along about that being a real spell. “My first spell is a twist on the old torch spell, used for providing light using flames. Torca.”

      Fia held her coffee in one hand while pointing one palm toward the sky. A flare of flame burst forth, before immediately dissipating.

      “That’s initiate-tier,” Vince said.

      “Yup. Unlike you, I suck at silent incantations. This is one of the few I can use without speaking, so it’s useful in emergencies.” She sipped her coffee. “My next one is that wizard-tier explosion spell I showed off against Juliet’s crew. I’m not casting that one here. It’s a panic spell to chase people away.”

      “That really does sound useful.” He narrowed his eyes. “But not right now. If it takes me five seconds to cast, I’ll be an exploding corpse by the time I cast it.”

      “Exactly. Plus, it’s a bitch to keep from burning stuff down. You’re good at that, but you’ll find it hard to find a place to practice.”

      He nodded, but waited to hear about the third spell.

      “My third is the tonfa spell we just talked about.” She tilted her head back and chugged down the remainder of her coffee, then tossed the empty cup to Vince. “Bastum.”

      Flames surged around Fia’s forearms, covering the sleeves of her coat in a thick barrier of fire. She moved her arms around to show that the spell hugged her body closely.

      “Yeah, that’s the spell you used against Juliet,” he said.

      White-hot swords of flame jetted out from the front, as if projected from her hands. They remained in place, causing the air to shimmer from the raw heat. Then she placed her hands on her hips. The arm blades vanished the moment she unclenched her fists, but the fire around her body left her clothes unharmed.

      “This is a flame tonfa spell. I know how to brawl, and don’t really have the time to learn how to fence or swing around proper arm blades. The idea is that I can basically fight normally, throwing punches and grappling, but with the added benefit of scorching hot fire.”

      He opened his mouth to protest, then closed it. “Alright, I see the advantage there. Also why that won’t help me too much. I’m not trying to punch my opponent, as much as just get them away from me if they’re in my face.”

      “Which is why I’m thinking you’ll benefit from the focus on the emergency spells more than a weapon spell,” Fia said. “You’re not a brawler.”

      “You just said—”

      “Just because you can’t steal my spells, doesn’t mean I can’t help you,” she chided. “You’re at least smart enough to realize the explosion spell was the most useful idea. The problem is that it’s difficult for you to learn right now and by the time you think you’ll need it, it’s too late.”

      “Pretty much, yeah. It’s a spell I won’t start casting until somebody’s in my face.”

      “What if you learn an emergency spell like it, but that works from a longer distance? Something you can use the moment you think somebody like Pola is coming for you?”

      Frowning, he drummed his fingers against the bench he sat on.

      “Unconvinced?” Fia asked.

      “I’d need a firmer idea,” he admitted. “I get my inspiration from seeing others use spells.”

      “Where’d you get inspired for that dragon?”

      “Domain spells. Powerful sorcerers can effectively convert their home or atelier into an extension of their own magic, allowing them to cast spells anywhere. I wanted something like that, but mobile.”

      She let out a whistle. “Alright. You aimed high for your meister-tier spell. Trying to give yourself a summonable magical lair. Um, inspiration… What about your flame cage? The one Pola whined about because she nearly burned down the club when she blew it up?”

      “I mean, there’re lots of examples of—”

      “I mean, can you use that as inspiration? An emergency spell that restrains an attacker.”

      “Huh. Like some sort of cage I shoot at attackers.”

      “That’s called a net, Vince.” Fia tilted her head and her tail wagged rapidly. “Maybe try a fire net? It’d be long range, an effective weapon, and it would last a while. Plus, once you find more time to practice, you could even learn how to control its size and how hot it burns.”

      “And probably turn the flames off and on,” he mused. “I’ll look some up.”

      She nodded.

      Unfortunately, while he found some footage taken from circuses and various entertainment acts of flaming nets being shot across stages, nobody seemed to provide any public demonstrations of fire nets, let alone assistance on learning one.

      “Don’t you have some spell references?” Fia asked, leaning over his shoulder. Her hot breath washed over his ears, cheeks, and neck.

      “One. It’s terrible, though.”

      Case in point, it lacked any fire nets. Evidently their idea wasn’t part of the classical fire mage repertoire.

      Fia pulled out her own phone and began checking it. After several long, quiet minutes, she let out a noise.

      “Found one,” she said. “Hopefully the description and image of it, plus the guide on the channeling elements speeds things up.”

      The real reason they wanted a reference or guide was because it provided a clearer mental image. Right now, all Vince had in mind was a flaming net. He could probably cast that relatively quickly, but it might not be what he needed.

      More problematically, wizard-tier spells often had elements that made them much harder to cast than expected. Vince could probably shoot a flaming net, but would it act as a net?

      The problem sounded simpler than it was. Flames burned people, but weren’t physical impediments. A net wrapped around people and knocked them down, as it had weight and a specific structure. Converting raw fire into something with a physical presence, like with his fire cage, required him to cast the spell in a specific way.

      A guide helped him along the way, by giving tips on how to bind magic to the spell or how he might envisage it. Vince still needed to do the hard yards and actually construct his own version of the spell to accomplish everything.

      So that’s what he did. As no stranger to putting in hard work, he buckled down with Fia and got to learning a new spell.

      Vince spent close to an hour simply trying to get the basic version of the fire net down. Each cast took a good minute, and he sometimes took four or five minutes between each one, thinking about what had gone wrong or consulting the reference or Fia.

      She provided advice or tips, and let him grouse about a minor problem he had with the net not wrapping around the target near the end of the hour. They used one of the empty soda bottles from earlier, tossing it into the air with each cast to see if the net would behave like a real net. His control over fire enabled him to prevent the bottle from incinerating instantly.

      Nothing drastic had gone wrong. He hadn’t burned down the park or accidentally fired a net the size of a skyscraper.

      Afterward came the tweaking. While Fia had suggested making the spell better later, he pushed and tried to fix it now. He needed some way to adjust the size of the net, plus the velocity and how far he wanted it to travel. Complex stuff that took hours.

      While he focused on his spell, she took up residence in another corner of the secluded clearing and practiced casting spells. Unlike when she usually used them in fights, she refused to use incantations. This proved difficult for her, as she often stared red-faced for extended periods of time, accomplishing nothing.

      But little was accomplished without practice. If Fia wanted to use silent incantations, she needed to put in the effort.

      They took a break as the sun began to set and the cold of late fall set in. Fia had vanished and returned with a couple of energy drinks.

      “Thanks,” he said. “I forgot to bring any.”

      “I can tell you planned ahead,” she said drily.

      He shrugged. “It’s not like I couldn’t have bought one. Unlike in the middle of a fight.”

      “Fair. What are your plans for the rest of the week? You heard Alessia, after all. I also doubt we’ll be moving the moment the conference starts.”

      He cracked open his energy drink and slugged a fair bit of it back. Her ears twitched as she watched, as if shocked.

      “This’ll be how things are for a few days,” he said. “Just practicing out here until I can hit the next two sites.”

      “Good work ethic. I figure I’ll join in, then,” she said. “I’m stuck with you until this job is done. Might as well keep you company.”

      “Stuck with me?” he asked, keeping his tone light. Her ears twitched again at his light accusation.

      “Somebody needs to make sure you don’t fall down some stairs and cark it before you can finish the job.” She poked him. “It’s probably easier for me to give you a lift out here, so we should organize a time. And make sure you don’t collapse due to running low on magic.”

      “Nina will bitch if I come home each day smelling like you,” he said.

      “I’m sure you’ll suffer as she rubs her scent into you to get my stink off your skin.”

      “Absolutely. I think your cigarettes linger a little.”

      Fia frowned and sniffed her own clothes. “Damn. I’ve probably gotten used to it. A lot of the family enforcers are not so good at the smelling part. Too much time in dingy holes full of crap. Only Alessia picked up on Nina after all.” Her frown abruptly turned into a deep scowl.

      “Something wrong?” He remembered the look of shock on her face when Alessia first questioned him about Nina.

      “Do you mind if I lean in and smell you? Not in a weird way.” She paused. “I’m guessing you showered this morning. Your conditioner and bodywash are cheap shit, but I would have definitely smelled sex all over you when I first met you.”

      “Thanks.” But he nodded.

      Not that he’d mind if Fia smelled him in a weird way.

      Dealing with his attraction to other women while being together with Nina would prove difficult. She’d commented something about how he could take multiple partners, but wrapping his head around the idea might take a little while.

      At least he wouldn’t get his head ripped off by her for being a little appreciative of Fia, especially when she flirted back.

      Speaking of flirting, she leaned in and took some big whiffs of his clothes. Her head stayed well clear of his lower half.

      “Okay, yeah, you have a lingering scent of a lion on you,” she said. “It’s not strong, though. But I really should have guessed what race your roommate was. It’s ingrained deep enough that there’s no way you don’t live with her. No wonder Alessia picked up on it.”

      “My clothes smell like Nina just from being around her?” he asked, incredulous. “You’re basically saying the air itself stinks of her.”

      “That’s what homes are like, yeah. Assuming she’s not rubbing her face in your clothes when you’re not home.”

      Vince sipped on his energy drink while staring meaningfully into the distance. Slowly, giggling erupted from Fia, followed by outright laughter.

      “You knew she was doing that, but weren’t fucking her?” she asked, holding him with one arm as if she might fall over.

      “I’m joking,” he said. “But she did tend to steal my shirts. Given the size difference, they weren’t for sleeping in.”

      “No shit. She’d suffocate in her sleep if she tried to wear one.”

      “Nah, she just looks like she put on clothes from her childhood.”

      “Speaking from experience, huh.”

      Both of them finished their energy drinks. Fia tossed both of them in the trash.

      They only snuck in another hour or so of practice before it got too dark and cold to bother continuing out here. While he could continue elsewhere, that would annoy Nina and start burning more magic than he really needed. Plus, the time spent mulling over the spell would help cement it in his mind. Sleeping would help his mind piece together the pieces of the spell subconsciously.

      Fia dropped him off home, where he’d have to see how Nina fared after a foul day at work. Especially now he was coming home smelling of Fia and Alessia. Maybe Nina really would remove their scent the hard way.
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      The moment Vince entered his apartment, the heavenly smell of browned butter greeted him. Nina stood by the cooktop, bent over a large pan filled with golden liquid. A bubbling saucepan signaled that some pasta boiled away, if Vince guessed correctly.

      “Cooking something new?” he asked, shutting the door behind him.

      “Fia told me about an Italian deli that sells fresh pasta. I stopped by and grabbed some ravioli and pancetta on the way home, so I’m trying something new,” she said.

      Without looking up at him, she scooped up a little of the sauce and tasted it. A hum of approval escaped her. Then she waved him over.

      “You should try some. I always worry that I put in too few herbs and spices, because they hit me harder,” she said, holding up a full spoon over a cupped hand.

      He stepped up to her and she fed him the hot liquid. It tasted like herby, toasted butter. Which is to say, it tasted amazing.

      “It’s fantastic,” Vince said, blinking in surprise.

      “Do you think it needs more salt? More sage?” she asked.

      “Nina, I’m happy with burned cheeseburgers. Do whatever makes you happy.”

      She glared at him and salted the sauce angrily, as if annoyed that he couldn’t provide her more advice.

      Not like it was his fault that she had a fancier palate than him.

      “Also, you smell like cigarettes, cheap meat, and wolves. Shower,” Nina ordered him as she cut up a lemon and some walnuts. “I’ll be a few more minutes.”

      “Yes, ma—” He paused before finishing what might have been a sentence that doomed him, but she bared her teeth at him anyway.

      “Nice save,” she muttered. “I’ll let you pass this time.”

      He showered, using the new bodywash that Nina had picked up. It promised to remove any and all scents, including magical and cursed ones with 300% effectiveness. Truly an impressive statement.

      Vince wondered what a cursed scent was. Did demihumans rub their scents into their exes or rivals in order to cause them romantic trouble?

      Afterward, he made sure to switch into some clean clothes. Ordinarily, he’d tell Nina to deal with Fia’s lingering scent on his shirt, but he had spare jackets to wear around the house and his roommate seemed to be in a mood.

      He returned to the main room to find her serving up the pasta onto two plates. There seemed to be an awful lot of it.

      When he joined her on the sofa, she handed him a plate. Without even trying, the scent of the dish invaded his nostrils. Sage mixed with butter and cheese, plus a hint of the fatty smell from the crispy pancetta that poked up from the golden sauce.

      “If you’re cooking something like this, was it a good or bad day?” he asked.

      “It was a day,” she said dourly. The TV remained firmly off as she dug into her plate, spilling melted cheese from the ravioli. “Let’s not talk about it. How’d you go? Keep a low profile for once?”

      “What do you mean, ‘for once?’”

      “Well, yesterday you managed to get involved in a brawl with a vampire assassin and get threatened by one of the most powerful demons in the city.” Nina glared at him. “An assassination attempt you didn’t mention.”

      He leaned against her side but avoided looking at her. She bopped him on the side of the head lightly.

      “Don’t play cute with me,” she chided. “Was that assassination attempt the tantrum Quintus mentioned? I saw something had happened down below when I slipped into the club. That was you? Not a peep online about it.”

      Huh. Vince figured somebody would have brought up an attack by Juliet, given she had a following online. Hot and crazy worked well to attract guys, and they tended to go missing.

      Something told Vince those missing men didn’t get lucky with Juliet as much as she used them as a snack and vaporized the evidence. She seemed to give no shits about lesser races and had barely even reacted to the jibes thrown her way in the fight.

      “The one and only Juliet Forest showed up, acted strangely, killed one of her allies, and then fucked off before the police showed,” Vince said. “Not as dangerous as I expected, to be honest. No clue how to kill her, though. I didn’t get a chance to use my dragon.”

      That was a lie. He had a chance but blew it.

      Nina lowered her fork to her plate slowly before pushing him off her. She then punched him in the arm. Lightly. At least by her standards. He rubbed the slightly sore spot where she’d struck him.

      “Hey. Use words,” he said.

      “That barely counts as a love tap,” she said. “And you should have fucking mentioned if Kaziern sent somebody so expensive after you. Juliet’s rates are ridiculous. You think the lions offered you a lot to take out the Lionettis? She makes that look cheap. Her business model is to extort ridiculous money out of desperate clients, because she can’t be killed and has powerful backers.”

      Vince frowned. “Backers? And it sounds like you know her.”

      “Somebody hired her to take me out once and I had to bail on a job. Never worked out how to kill her, as nobody knows what country she’s originally from. Name’s fake, nobody knows her age, and she changes her accent at will.”

      “It really sounds like you know her well.” He noticed Nina hadn’t brought any drinks to the table, and got up to get some. “Want a beer? I’ll stick with water if we don’t have anything else.”

      “Beer is nice. I grabbed you some iced coffees. Figured you could use some caffeinated stuff that isn’t full of magic.”

      Nothing like mixing cheap iced coffee with fancy pasta. He grabbed a beer and a small can of what was apparently coffee. When he cracked it open, it at least turned out to be black and not drowned in sugar.

      “Why does it matter where she came from?” he asked when he sat back down. “And you never explained the backers part.”

      “Forget everything you think you know about vampires. Everything you find online is garbage. There’s an entire cabal of ancient bloodsuckers that flood the net with misinfo, because they don’t want anyone to know how to kill them,” Nina explained. “Killing a vampire comes down to two things: where they came from, and when they were turned.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Well, there’s more to it, but you can handle them with just that.” She slurped her beer, then ate a piece of ravioli and made a face. “Urgh. These do not go together. I should just eat the pasta and then drink the beer.”

      He decided to hold off on more of the iced coffee then.

      “There’s only one type of vampire, despite everything you hear. What changes is the person. A vampire from Ancient Rome is different from a Romanian one, and different again from a Ming Dynasty one,” Nina continued. “Their abilities change a little, but more importantly, so do their two main weaknesses.”

      “Two. You’re telling me vampires only have two weaknesses? Not the laundry list they have in myth?” Vince said. “That’s bullshit.”

      “They’re immortals, Vince. If you could wave some garlic in their faces and kill them, they wouldn’t be feared. The three ways I was told you could deal with them are as simple. Overwhelming amounts of magic, but you need to be far more powerful than the vampire, and fire, water, and light schools work best.”

      “Great. So I’ll use my dragon,” he said.

      Nina looked at him and he shut up.

      After a few moments of silence as they ate, she continued, “The second is called their ‘binding weakness.’ This will weaken or immobilize them. Dracula’s was infamously a wooden stake in his heart.”

      “So that was real?”

      “Supposedly. Lots of stories about its effect, from freezing him entirely, to just slowing him down or blocking some of his magic. Juliet can teleport, right? Supposedly the binding weakness blocks a lot of their mobility spells.”

      “And to kill?”

      “Well, that’s the hard one. It’s never sunlight, by the way. That can be a binding weakness. In truth, killing a vampire involves a ritual. Stuff like ‘chop off their head, then incinerate it under a full moon while a wolf howls.’ Weird ritualistic crap like that, often tied to the religious beliefs of the time the vampire was turned.”

      Vince was reminded of Fia’s earlier comments, which had indicated that vampires varied based on region.

      “This matches Fia’s research,” he said slowly.

      “Yeah, she told me about Juliet. I said I’d talk to you about it.” Nina shook her head. “It’s not a cheap thing to research. There aren’t many people with the right knowledge, and they don’t part with it for cheap.”

      “And we don’t even know Juliet’s background.”

      “Yeah, which was the real nuisance. I had a contact in a mage college who hooked me up with their records. For a princely sum, I could have known the weaknesses of any vampire older than a century. All I needed was to tell them where and when Juliet came from and she’d be my bitch. Instead, I became hers and backed down.” Nina fixed Vince with a serious look. “You need to be upfront with your boss. Even if you can drive Juliet away and somehow find her background, you’ll need a lot of cash to pay off a mage college.”

      “What, they charge six figures or something?”

      “For outsiders? Yeah. They know if you’re asking, it’s because you plan to kill a vampire and the elites of the city will flip their shit.”

      This hadn’t been how Vince hoped his plans to deal with Juliet panned out.

      The two of them cleaned up, while he pondered the possibilities of fighting the vampire. Before they even got through all the dishes, Nina began leaning against him and sniffing his hair.

      “Mmm, I like this much better,” she purred. “You already smell like me, and we’ve only been together for dinner.”

      “Should I take that as a compliment?”

      “You can take it however you like. But I’m still going to ride you and enjoy this.” She rubbed her face against the top of his head.

      “I’m trying to clean here, you know,” he pretended to grumble.

      “Uh huh.” Her arms wrapped around him. “Before I completely lose myself to enjoying you, I wanted to say one more thing about yesterday.”

      “Hmm?”

      “You said Kaziern offered you retirement money, right? Well, what if their idea of retirement is death? They tried to off you when you said no. Their big boss seems like a real sleazebag. Not the sort of guy to follow through on a contract.”

      “He’s flush with cash. Seems easier to just pay me than double cross me.”

      “Yeah, but what if he fears you? Not everyone is like Quintus and thinks they can survive the Second Coming.”

      “Maybe. It doesn’t matter. I’m sticking with Alessia.”

      “With Alessia, huh?” Nina growled in his ear. “I guess I really am going to have to expand the pride and defend my position as the head of it, aren’t I?”

      “Nina, what are you—”

      She nipped his neck while swinging a leg over him. Her face hovered in front of his as she straddled him on the couch, her body heat pouring into him through her thick, muscled thighs and massive tits as they crushed against him.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” she whispered in his ear. Her hands undid his pants and reached into his briefs. “You wanted to hold me down and fuck me all morning, so that I couldn’t go to work. But then you get home smelling of another woman and all you want to do is talk, talk, talk. I want to breed, Vince.”

      His cock shot to full mast in her hands. Nina grinned at him. This close and in this position, her height advantage became more apparent. Not that he complained, as the enormous swell of her chest beneath her shirt hovered directly in front of his eyes.

      Vince slid his hands beneath her top and rolled it up. Her solid black bra came into view as her tits bounced free. As he reached around to unhook it, Nina bent down and captured his lips in a kiss.

      “Don’t just focus on my tits,” she mumbled into his mouth.

      Her hair fell around him, covering him in shadow. Their tongues licked and sucked one another, and he pushed her back into her mouth, just so he could hear her moan. At no point did Nina stop rubbing his cock with both hands. Any bead of precum he released became lube for her handjob.

      “You can complain about that when you don’t immediately go for my dick,” he said.

      “You love it when I go for your dick,” she said.

      He unhooked her bra and it dropped to the floor below them. His hands closed over her mounds—or tried to given their immense heft and size. Nina reeled with a moan, biting her lip and lidding her purple eyes. Vince got a great look at his girlfriend’s chest, which had been hidden from sight all day.

      Such a travesty. With Nina working nine-to-five weekdays, he needed to make sure he got his fill each night.

      “I just said not to focus on my tits,” she whined as he massaged them. Then she gasped.

      He closed his mouth over one hardened pink nipple and suckled. Nothing came out, naturally. But that didn’t stop him from trying. His efforts caused Nina to stop pumping his cock and her arms wrapped around his head, pressing him against her soft body.

      His cock rubbed against her tummy as she ground against him. He kept his grip on her breasts tight and kept his mouth firmly in place.

      “Fuck. You know I’m not pregnant, right? Nothing’s going to come out,” Nina breathed out.

      She bent her head down to one side and closed her mouth over his ear. He didn’t budge an inch.

      Her voice turned into a whisper. “But we could change that, you know. I stop taking these pills, you don’t take any. Imagine all the sex we’d have knocking me up, plus how great it would be to fuck me while I’m full of our baby.”

      Vince was already rock-hard, but his body did its best to get harder. He suppressed the tiny brain inside his cock.

      Pulling his mouth off Nina’s nipple, he looked at her. She pulled herself off his ear and looked at him, eyes full of desire.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I think we can wait a bit before kids, Nina. It’s been, like, two days.”

      She pouted. “Fiiine. So long as we start within a couple of years. I want at least four kids.”

      Damn. Nina had plans.

      While Vince’s plans ceased to exist past around 2AM at the latest, and mostly involved railing Nina on his bed.

      His girlfriend took advantage of his daydreaming to peel her pants and underwear off, leaving her lower half bare. Only her top remained on, even if it was folded above her tits.

      One of his hands slipped free of a breast and ran across her slit. Nina grinned as his finger slipped inside her.  Her lips pressed against his, even as he began to fingerfuck her.

      “Keep going,” she mumbled against his face. “I want my scent all over you. Your mouth, your fingers, your cock”—she gave his dick a pump—“and every other part of your body.” Her hands pulled his shirt up and she broke the kiss.

      He slipped more fingers inside her, inviting a warm and wet reaction as her juices gushed over his hand and crotch. Moans escaped Nina as she bent down and licked one of his nipples. Then she nipped at it, before repeating the process with his other nipple.

      “Mine,” she said, practically crouched over him on the couch, purple eyes seeming to glow as they looked up at him. “You’re mine, no matter who else you bend over and turn into your mate. Fia, Nicki, these mafia pups—doesn’t matter.”

      A fierce heat rose within Vince. Pride at being Nina’s “mate,” as she thought of him. But also a desire to claim her as his own.

      His fingers responded to that desire. He pumped them into Nina’s pussy while rubbing against her clit, eliciting a breathless scream of ecstasy from her. Her back arched and her long hair flared across the room, nearly hitting the TV.

      “Fuck! Fuck, Vince, you’re—”

      He went harder, reducing her to breathless moans. She clung to him, whimpering into his neck. Her legs clamped down on his body tightly. An orgasm poured forth from her as she gushed over his fingers.

      When she finished, he slid his fingers out, aware of the mess she’d made of his crotch and pants. Nina’s eyes tracked his hand.

      Then he placed them against her face and slid them inside her mouth. She sucked his fingers clean with half-closed eyes.

      And he missed her raising her hips, as he was enraptured by her sultry expression. Only when she grasped his cock with one hand did he look down.

      Nina sank his cock inside her, taking him all the way inside. Her tits wrapped around his head as she straightened up.

      “Now it’s my turn,” she said. “Let’s see how many loads I can squeeze out of you tonight.”

      Smothered by her breasts and enshrouded by her mane of hair, Vince couldn’t respond. Not that he wanted to. Nina began to bounce on his cock, at first in slow, luxurious strokes, then in a rapid pumping motion that filled the room with the wet slapping of flesh.

      His hands wrapped around her back and he matched her pace, slamming his cock into her womb as she dropped down to meet it. She nestled her chin on the back of his head, only moving her lower body. Vince wrapped himself in his girlfriend’s body and pussy, ready to fill her up even more than he already was.

      “Just a little faster. A little—” Nina moaned out. “Oh, fuck. Right there. If you’d done this to me this morning, I’d never have gotten out of bed.”

      “I tried,” he said into her tits.

      “Try harder. Oh, ohhh!”

      He began pumping into her even faster, taking control of the rhythm. His hands reached up and pulled her head back, then crushed her against his face in a kiss. He dominated her tongue at the same time he rammed his cock against her womb in one final thrust.

      Nina’s body quivered against his as he painted her insides. She contracted around him, desperate to milk him for everything he had. Her instincts wanted him. She wanted him.

      Because Nina was his. His girlfriend and mate.

      He broke the kiss and watched as she pulled back in a daze. Her body rose slowly off his, cum drooling from her slit all over his crotch.

      Which brought her back to reality. “Oh, fuck. The couch!”

      She practically threw him off it and began swearing at the wet marks she’d made.

      No matter how much she glared at him, he’d put his load inside her. This problem was entirely one-sided.

      “And who caused me to gush all over the couch, huh? A fucking invisible fairy?” She shoved him. “Clean this up, then join me in the bedroom. We’re not done tonight.”

      She strode into his bedroom, cum smeared all over her thighs from where it dribbled out. His cock fought desperately to remain hard at the sight.

      Turning with a smirk, Nina looked at his crotch. “And make sure you’re ready. I really want to make up for today.”

      It was a good thing he wasn’t busy tomorrow.
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      Vince awoke late the next morning. Late enough that Nina had already left for work. A bowl of shakshuka sat in the fridge, ready for him to reheat in a pan and add some eggs to.

      By the time he’d done that, Fia called.

      “You up?” she asked, the sound in the background indicating she was driving.

      “I hope you’re calling handsfree,” he said.

      “I’m a girl of vices, not death wishes.”

      “Then yes, I’m up. Just having breakfast.”

      “Wow. You’re a breakfast guy. I figured you to be the sort to drink a coffee or energy drink then hold off until lunch.”

      “I was, but Nina eats breakfast so I fell into the habit.”

      A whipping noise came over his phone. He ignored it.

      “I’ll be ‘round in ten. Head down when you’re ready and we can get back to spell practice,” she said before hanging up.

      That turned out to be the task for the day.

      He’d finished tweaking his new fire net spell yesterday. That meant today involved practicing it. Over and over again.

      He got the casting time down to ten seconds by midday, but any further would take far more time. Every hour shaved a second off. His gains rapidly diminished.

      Nina worked late that night. Late enough that he grabbed some sushi with Fia for dinner before heading home and spent the night fruitlessly looking up information on vampires. As he’d been told, the net was a swamp of misinfo and bullshit. Even knowing what he knew from Nina, everything proved useless.

      By the time his girlfriend got home, she wanted nothing more than to cuddle in bed. Work had exhausted her.

      Wednesday was more of the same. By noon, Vince had the spell down to four seconds.

      “I can’t believe how fast you learn,” Fia said as they stopped for lunch.

      She’d brought some wrapped sandwiches with her, complete with parchment paper. Vince guessed they came from some Italian delicatessen, but didn’t ask. He didn’t want to learn that Fia could make sandwiches that looked better than the food he cooked. Prosciutto, plenty of melted mozzarella, and greens oozed out of a large bun, and there appeared to be plenty of olive oil in the mix.

      “I wouldn’t call myself a fast learner,” Vince said. “If I was, I’d know a lot more spells, and probably more than just fire magic.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve picked up a brand new spell with no tutor in a few days. It takes me weeks to manage the same, and I can’t dedicate the same amount of effort. Just slamming the spell, day after day, hour after hour. How are you not dead on your feet?”

      “Good food? Good company? Flirting?” he suggested.

      Her tail hit him, and she followed up with a light rap on his skull with her knuckles. “Your mind might be addled, but I don’t think that’s from the spellcasting. The hell did you become an independent enforcer for? With focus like this, I’d have thought you’d have gone somewhere.”

      He scowled. “Do you think that little of independent enforcers?”

      “No, but everything I’ve gathered on you suggests your reasons for becoming one are run-of-the-mill. A job you took because everything else sucked more. Not exactly Ivy League material.”

      “Maybe.” He focused on his sandwich long enough that Fia’s gaze grew concerned. “Magic and school are different things. One’s interesting and lets me do amazing things, and I can choose how and why I’ll learn and use it. The other put me in classes that taught me nothing and resented me for respecting them as little as they respected me.”

      “Yeah, you really have a thing against education, don’t you?” Fia asked. “It came up briefly when we talked about the use of meister-tier spells the other night.”

      “It’s not a thing…” He sighed.

      “Sounds like a thing.”

      Huffing, he stood and began to pace. His sandwich sat on the bench, and Fia wrapped it up for him to eat later. She continued nibbling on her own. Despite her petite frame, she ate more than her fair share. While she ate less than Nina, he’d noticed her hefty appetite from the other night when they ate steak. If he didn’t finish his sandwich soon, she’d devour it as well.

      A few minutes passed as he got his thoughts in order. This topic, among others, riled him up. Ronin knew well enough to leave it alone after years of friendship, as well as a childhood spent together watching things fall apart in Vince’s life.

      “It’s difficult to care for something that I feel fucked me over,” Vince finally explained, keeping his voice as steady as possible. “I had to work to pay rent for my mother. I’d be late, or have no time for homework, or be targeted as a ‘troublemaker.’ Once I fell behind at school, they only made it worse. There’s no ‘catch-up system.’ I was written off and stuck there because that was the law.”

      Fia remained silent. Odds were, she couldn’t understand. She’d admitted to going to a wealthier school that catered to demihumans, well away from the general public.

      Resentment surged inside him at that realization. He suppressed the feeling, as primal as it was. It’s not like Fia controlled life at that level or made decisions about her childhood.

      Vince ran a hand down his face. “Ronin got into the police academy, despite his grades being as terrible as mine. But everywhere else felt closed off to me, or utterly pointless. I might be able to cast better spells than half the apprentices in a mage college, but they cared about my chemistry grades and attendance. But I am good at magic, and I know it, so I stuck to what I already knew.”

      “Working for demons,” Fia said.

      “Basically. Humans get treated like shit as enforcers unless they go for safe jobs or have some sort of sorcerer background. Quintus, as awful as he was, kept the work rolling in and usually avoided throwing me into the meat grinder.”

      She bit her lip. “I don’t quite know what you mean by meat grinder.”

      He laughed and stopped pacing. “Immanuel is massive and has its fingers in all the pies. Smuggling, dealing, protection, prostitution, security, bodyguards, running fancy casinos and shit, assassination. But they also jockey with the other conglomerates all the time. Gang warfare like that is where Nina made her name.”

      “So I’ve heard. It’s where a lot of enforcers cut their teeth. You get in some brawls, learn how to fight and take blows, and discover if you’re hot shit or not.”

      “Are you?” Vince asked.

      “I’m hot enough.” She shrugged at his look. “I’m not a natural like you at vaporizing everyone around me, but I can put other enforcers under easily enough. But I wouldn’t think of gang warfare as a meat grinder.”

      “In Immanuel, it is for the independents. We’re expendable. Even if you are hot shit, as you call it, there’s always someone hotter. A bigger fish. Someone like Nina who would rip my spine out through my ass without even blinking. Hell, the stronger you are, the more likely you are to meet the big fish. Nina ran with so much gear and prep because she knew that any job she was on risked some other hotshot being hired to stop her.”

      “Didn’t sound like that happened.”

      “She says it did, but was smart enough to always back down. Better to lose a contract than your life.”

      Fia narrowed her eyes. “And you? Your terms are nasty if you pull out.”

      “I’m crazy enough to commit to my jobs.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll admit, now that I’ve made the news before fighting the Golden Path, I’m worried. Juliet’s not the only problem. I don’t think anyone will have worked out the trick behind my spell, but the Golden Path will send much stronger enforcers than they otherwise would have. I was confident I could have repelled the assault long enough for the police to step in. Now…”

      No further words were said.

      Vince wished he had more time. More tricks. A pile of cash to buy fancy magic tools and an enchanted outfit like Nina’s.

      In the end, he had to make do with what he had and keep training. Once he dealt with Kaziern, he’d turn his mind back to the Golden Path. With any luck, he’d have the time to practice more.

      “Alessia wants to meet tomorrow,” Fia said abruptly. “The NASTA conference starts then, and the blackshirts are already pulling back.”

      “Why not tonight?” he asked.

      “Because it’s too obvious. We’re also worried that Kaziern will pull something. They tried to hire you to take us out and have Juliet in their pocket. That means they want to end this. If they move first, we want you available to stop them. Otherwise, we’ll strike on Friday, after the blackshirts withdraw and hopefully before Kaziern realizes our true intentions.”

      Sounded like a plan.

      He spent the rest of the day practicing. His progress stalled, with his new fire net spell barely falling to three seconds to cast.

      He’d likely need to slowly work on it over the next few months to get it down to a rapid cast.

      On the way home in Fia’s car, he shot Nicki a text to let her know he’d need her on Friday or possibly the weekend. A thumbs up shot back in reply.

      No sign of Nina by the time he got home. A message let him know that she’d get back around eight, so he ordered some takeout to arrive around that time.

      While he didn’t care much for TV, he checked the news anyway. Nothing but NASTA nonsense. Some sort of pre-conference event took place tonight at a fancy French restaurant, and the entire police force came out to keep everyone else at bay. Newsbirds hovered high above to try to get video of the guests while police birdfolk harassed them.

      Vince wondered whether the news next week would be about the police assaulting the news crews. Then again, the last time that had happened, the local media baron had showed up with a camera.

      Given Garn Trippych was an ostrich birdfolk who stood about eight foot tall, was built of muscle, and had been a mageweight boxing champ in his youth, the police took very little action. Even in his fifties, the billionaire could probably send an enforcer flying through a city block with his haymaker.

      The TV abruptly focused in on a trio of Japanese foxes exiting a limo. While the news anchors rattled on about whatever natter they preferred, Vince tried and failed to place the foxes.

      No markings on the limo, and no badges or emblems of affiliation to be seen on any of the foxes. The male leading them wore an immaculate jet-black suit, but the two women flanking him wore elegant multi-colored Japanese kimonos. Or something similar to them. Vince was far from an expert on traditional Japanese clothing.

      Each fox had seven tails, which he knew made them old and powerful. Only the very upper crust of Houou had as many tails. Hell, Houou’s CEO, Saito Fujiwara, only had eight tails.

      Were these new foxes representatives from Japan, sent here for the conference?

      The camera moved on, and Vince lost interest. He cleaned up a little and took a shower.

      By the time Nina got home, the takeout had arrived. He munched on the orange chicken he’d ordered for himself and waved at the other box.

      “You could have waited for me,” she whined, taking off her shoes but remaining in her office clothes.

      She practically jumped on top of him, nearly knocking his food out of his hand. Her face rubbed against the side of his head, and she took a deep sniff of his hair.

      “You used my conditioner. Nice to see you noticed what I used this morning.” Purring rumbled off her. “And you even got rid of that wolf’s scent without me asking.”

      “If I got rid of her scent, how do you even know I met her today?”

      “Your clothes.” Nina picked at his jacket. “You wore the same ones after washing. Plus, this jacket is full of her cigarette stink from being in her car this week.”

      Vince sniffed his jacket. He couldn’t make out cigarette smoke.

      “I don’t care what you can smell,” she said. “Anyway, there’s no helping it. I’m realizing that you’ll smell of the others once you form a proper pride. What matters is that I have some way to make it clear you’re mine, first and foremost.”

      As if to prove her point, she nipped at his neck and her hands wandered across his lower body.

      “Can we eat first?” he asked. “I also need to talk to you about work. The moment you start, we don’t stop.”

      “We could stop,” Nina suggested, clearly feeling horny after a day of work.

      “Uh huh. We have never stopped after we start so far.” He pushed her hands away. “Eat your food, grab a drink, and let’s talk.”

      “Fiiiiine.” She took another sniff of his hair, then did as he asked.

      They ate in a comfortable silence as Nina rubbed against him, her tail tickling the back of his neck.

      Once finished, he tossed the trash and grabbed her a beer. He stuck to an energy drink, as he wanted to refill his magic after a long day.

      “So?” she asked.

      “The conference is on. That means I’ll be hitting Kaziern shortly. My plan hasn’t changed, but I wanted to check whether you thought of anything or have any… complaints.”

      Nina sighed. “I was mostly bitching about your job out of jealousy. Work sucks and you were spending your time with other women. But everything I said about the two sites you need to hit is true. Depot first, then office. Avoid getting caught in a big brawl in public. The police will eviscerate you. Your little stunt is water cooler talk.”

      “Do offices even have water coolers anymore?”

      “No. But every chat group I’m in at work has talked about what happened on Saturday night at least once. It even came up in an all-staff meeting yesterday. The mayor will strangle you to death himself if you embarrass him again.”

      Bad news, then. Vince would definitely be embarrassing the mayor again once the Golden Path reacted.

      “Thanks,” he said regardless. “Tomorrow should be fine, but I’m guessing the weekend may be another write-off between taking out Kaziern and the counterattack.”

      “Hmm. I wouldn’t expect an immediate counterattack.” Nina took a swig of her beer. “If you’re catching them by surprise, then they’ll need to assemble enforcers. Strong ones they think can stop you and take out the Lionettis.”

      “Didn’t you suggest they were already prepping to take me out?”

      “Sure, but they won’t necessarily be preparing to recapture Kaziern’s territory in Albion.”

      Vince took the good news at face value. If true, he’d have more time to plan and train.

      The next day started quietly. Fia told him that she’d pick him up when Alessia organized the meeting. So he took it easy after a few days of hard work and training.

      All work and no play… Well, Vince couldn’t use that line given he’d been playing with Nina every night this week.

      Fia collected him in the early afternoon. They drove to Albion at her usual glacial pace.

      “What can I expect today?” he asked.

      “A meeting and planning,” Fia said. “It’ll just be us, Alessia, and Pola.”

      Oh. Lovely.

      His first encounter with Pola since rejecting her and sleeping with Nina.
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      The last time Vince visited Lionetti Tower during the day, he’d sat inside Fia’s car while she went inside. He’d only seen it from the street.

      Even so, he’d known it would appear both more and less imposing than in the night.

      In the dark, the true form of Aulfair’s great skyscrapers transformed into looming towers of light, lit by various LED advertisements along their towering bulks or the handful of floors still illuminated for workers burning the midnight oil. The shadows of birdfolk flitted past them, but for the most part, the city bathed in an almost overwhelming glow. Sometimes a magical glow, in certain parts of the city.

      But in the stark indifference of daylight, every monolithic tower of Aulfair needed to stand on its own merits. The city center became a monolith of a different kind. One where architectural standards and building costs had resulted in a mass of eerily similar skyscrapers, save for cultural landmarks like the Tri Sommet. One could walk a half-dozen blocks and question if they’d moved at all.

      Standing beneath Lionetti Tower, Vince knew he wouldn’t feel that way.

      When he had first arrived here, he’d called it dated. The building was more stone than glass, with edges and columns jutting out to provide support. Much of it appeared to be aesthetic. Given the Sommet had been built in the 1930s, he guessed this tower might date back to the founding of Aulfair, even.

      That dated facade gave the tower a truly imposing appearance. It loomed over Albion. Businessfolk trooped by, often under the watchful eye of security personnel and a handful of wandering Lionetti enforcers, who were out in the open given the current ruckus.

      The lights of the illegal casino at the top of the tower remained lit, though. Presumably, the high rollers up there never stopped blowing cash. Vince vaguely wondered if there was some sort of swanky hotel supporting them and how many enforcers were dedicated to making it run efficiently.

      Or, given what Alessia had described, which branch family got to run it. Perhaps her family owned and ran it directly.

      “Done admiring the architecture?” Fia asked him as she wandered up with a couple of coffees.

      She’d grabbed them from some local café, naturally. Given her dislike of chains, Fia struck Vince as the sort of girl to avoid big brand coffee places at all costs. He wondered if her tail stood on end if she entered a chain store.

      “We’re not enjoying some fancy coffee from Alessia’s machine?” he asked her, taking the coffee.

      “No. We’ll be on the level, but in one of the conference rooms. I don’t want to bother her or anyone else for stuff,” she said. “Plus, her machine is terrible.”

      “It’s a magical espresso machine that probably cost as much as your car. The literal magic kind.”

      “Yeah, and it still sucks. Maybe the sorcerers who made it should have learned how to make coffee before they worked on the spells for creating coffee.” Fia stuck her tongue out at him. “When my cheap and cheerful moka pot can outdo Alessia’s Mercedes espresso machine, you know that magic has gone too far.”

      “No, I don’t think it has. It tasted a lot better than the shitty drip machine in my place.”

      Fia stared at him in horror. Actual horror, rather than mock horror.

      Evidently terrible drip coffee did not pass for real coffee in her mind.

      “No wonder you live on energy drinks,” she said.

      “Oh, fuck off.” He walked past her and toward the entrance to the tower.

      A half-dozen suited security thugs patrolled the atrium. They froze up as Fia walked past and she waved for them to return to work. If any enforcers were nearby, they likely holed up in the hidden security room.

      “You have a stove-top, right?” she asked him as they entered the elevator.

      “No, I cook my food on top of a clothes iron.”

      Fia’s eyes widened and her ears and tail shot up. Before she could say or offer anything too foolish, Vince placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned in.

      “That was a joke,” he said.

      Her ears drooped. “Oh. I knew that.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Totally weren’t thinking you lived in some condemned building or something.”

      “I live with Nina, you know. Do you think she would put up with something like that?”

      “Dunno. Maybe she retired because the police bankrupted her. Wouldn’t be the first enforcer who got hit with a multi-million dollar fine.”

      Vince stared at the door for several long seconds. The elevator hummed around them, working its way toward the upper floors, where Alessia’s office resided.

      “You hadn’t heard about that?” Fia asked, surprised.

      “I knew the fines got bad, but not that bad,” he mumbled.

      “Yeah. The city can get real pissy. Sure, the courts oversee the fines, but that involves getting a lawyer and you can’t operate as an enforcer if you don’t pay the fine or get the court to suspend it.”

      Vince knew this part. He’d gotten a nasty citation for the shit he pulled on main street. When he’d asked about fighting it, he’d been told it would have cost thousands of dollars and been worse than a waste of time.

      The cops had set rules when they gave out fines to enforcers, even if Fia suggested they got insanely huge. But a judge could make the fine far, far worse. The lawyer Nina had sent him to told Vince he might have his enforcer license suspended for years. So he’d paid up.

      Fia continued, “The courts are how corporate enforcers get off, as they either have ways to ‘influence’ judges or else make oddly lenient plea deals. Most enforcers only get one get-out-of-jail free card from the blackshirts, though. It also doesn’t apply for really serious stuff.”

      “I’m pretty sure we can still go to jail for serious stuff,” Vince said.

      “Not that type of serious. I’m talking like major property damage, inflicting economic peril on Aulfair, or anything that attracts federal attention.” Fia frowned. “There’s a specific list of stuff I was taught, because even as a Lionetti enforcer, committing it means I’m pretty screwed. Burn down an office building in the city center and you’re probably ruined. At a certain point, you’re not getting a citation, you’re getting charged like everyone else.”

      “Federal attention?”

      “You know, making the national news as a violent enforcer during a conference that’s about convincing the federal government to loosen its restrictions on the catalyst trade. I don’t think it’s literally written that way, but it’s the same effect.”

      Vince stared at Fia, and she smirked at him.

      The doors opened.

      “Hey, what are you two doing looking at each other like that?” Pola asked.

      She stood only a few feet outside the elevator, leaning toward them with her tail lashing the ground. Her nose twitched as her eyes latched onto Vince.

      Pola, like her sister Alessia, looked utterly gorgeous. Short, stacked, dressed in designer clothes, and effortlessly catching Vince’s attention. Unlike Alessia, she had silver hair that cascaded messily down her back, green eyes, and a single ragged silver wolf’s ear. Nina had torn off the other during a battle five years ago, when she’d been hired by Houou to take out the Lionetti Family.

      Right now, neither sister knew about Vince’s relationship with Nina. A precarious situation given the history between Nina and the sisters. Sure, Nina had walked away before killing Pola. The thought of killing a teenager distraught over her father’s assassination and raging to defend her family stopped Nina in her tracks and eventually caused her to retire as an enforcer entirely.

      “I was suggesting that Vince buy a moka pot,” Fia said.

      “You were?” he asked.

      “Good coffee is important.”

      “He doesn’t have an espresso machine?” Pola asked, the confusion in her voice surprisingly genuine.

      Fia and Vince looked at the Lionetti princess, who simply blinked back at them.

      “No, Pola, he doesn’t. I don’t.” Fia rolled her eyes as she left the elevator, pushing Pola aside.

      “You can definitely afford one,” Vince said.

      “Maybe, but I have other things to spend my money on. Like booze, cigarettes, gas, steak, booze, gambling, drugs—”

      Pola’s eyes turned into slits. “You said you quit.”

      Fia froze. “That was a joke, Pola.”

      Pola winced and rubbed the back of her neck. Both wolves gave Vince sidelong glances, but refused to look directly at him.

      Huh. Seemed Fia’s involvement with drugs might be a sore point. Vince had figured she used at least a little, given her background.

      This response suggested something worse might have happened. Not that he had any business getting involved in Fia’s past or private life. She seemed like the sort of girl who could take care of herself.

      Vince stepped out of the elevator and came close enough to Pola to make himself nervous. Her nose twitched again.

      Any second now, she’d tear him a new one over Nina. Just as Alessia had, once given the opening.

      “Alessia’s in the war room,” Pola said.

      “We have a war room?” Fia asked.

      “It’s the old office that Papa used to use for family matters,” Pola said, tone softening. “We haven’t used it since…”

      Fia bit her lip. “I didn’t think anyone went in there.”

      “I think Alessia still keeps Papa’s old study the same. The maintenance spells keep everything pristine.”

      “Wait, there’s another office bigger than Alessia’s?” Vince blurted out. “You’re telling me that the castle-like one she’s using isn’t even the one for the head of the family?”

      Both women looked at him with amusement.

      “No, hers is far bigger,” Pola said, lips quirking upward. “This floor used to be dedicated to managing the Lionetti family. The boss, underboss, and advisor worked here with a team of staff. Capos came up here for planning and meetings pretty often. Alessia and I were learning as well.” Her eyes clouded over.

      “These days, it’s far quieter,” Fia said quickly. “Alessia works out of her father’s old office, but he also had a private study for less public affairs.”

      Vince suspected the use of “affair” might have been at least partly intentional. But whatever intimate activities the former Lionetti patriarch got up to, Pola’s expression and the care Alessia took for the old room suggested it played an important role in their lives.

      “We should meet with Alessia,” Pola said. “I don’t like leaving her alone up here, knowing she’s wandering around more of the floor.”

      They set off farther into the building. A small team of enforcers guarded the exit from the lobby that the elevator opened into. They’d studiously ignored the group until now, instead playing cards the entire time. Pola nodded at them, and they nodded back.

      One of them shot finger guns at Vince and grinned at him. He recognized her and many of the others from the night at the shopping mall.

      “Isn’t she often up here alone?” Vince said once they exited the lobby.

      Pola winced. “I mean, yeah. But not ‘alone’ alone. She sticks to her office and maybe the big conference room that we meet in with the capos once a week.”

      “Sometimes,” Fia corrected. “Every so often, Pola’s gotten half of them plastered and they’re no good for the meeting. So I have a drink with Alessia in her office and we go over the plans, which I pass onto Pola in the bar. Or with the other capos in a half-dozen other places across our turf.”

      That felt as disorganized as it got. No wonder the Lionettis struggled to regain territory.

      Vince wondered why Fia hadn’t gotten some sort of promotion. Then again, there didn’t appear to be an official role above capo. Alessia was the boss and Pola ran the capos. Every capo was supposedly equal in rank.

      Beyond the lobby lay a corridor full of closed doors with silver labels. Alessia’s office door remained open, but nobody was inside. The corridors emitted no noise save for their footsteps as they wandered through them. No cleaning staff or enforcers lingered.

      Pola led them past Alessia’s office and through the corridors. Every door remained closed. The labels varied from elaborate names for meeting and conference rooms, to toilets, kitchenettes, and office rooms. Vince wondered how large the staff that had worked for the old family patriarch had been.

      Eventually, he saw another open door. A pair of familiar enforcers stood outside it, including Lucia. Neither were in suits today, but they were the same bodyguards as always. Vince wondered whether they got days off. Their phones dangled from their hands as they stared down the corridor. They appeared to be expecting Vince and the others.

      He finally realized that of the trio, only he made any noise as he walked. Fia raised an eyebrow when he looked at her.

      “Feeling a little lead-footed?” she asked.

      “I’m surprised you don’t have those fancy floors that creak no matter how quietly you walk on them,” he said.

      Pola snorted. “You think we can’t walk silently on a nightingale floor? We’re wolffolk. No pathetic human trick would work on us like that.”

      “Also, if we really need to detect people, the entire building is rigged with sensory magic,” Fia said. “Not to mention all the other wards and defensive measures we have. More than a few rivals have taken swings at Lionetti Tower in the past. There’s a reason Houou waited until…” she trailed off with a pained expression and looked away.

      Pola’s own expression had darkened, but it returned to normal. She clicked her tongue. “It’s fine, Fia. Let’s go.”

      The sottocapo strode past Lucia and into the room beyond. Fia grabbed Vince’s arm before he followed her.

      “Um, sorry,” she said.

      “For?” he asked.

      “I’m close to Pola. It’s easy for me to bring this stuff up, but I forget that she doesn’t like to talk about it around others, even if I feel comfortable talking about it around you.” Fia sighed. “Anyway, there’s some good news. Her nose might be as busted as mine.”

      “Talking about all that fun our boy is clearly having?” Lucia said, grinning.

      Fia glared at her, and she only grinned wider.

      “Yeah, that,” Vince said drily. “I expected Pola to tear me a new one. Or do something.”

      “I expected the meeting to be put on hold for a few hours,” Fia said.

      Vince opened his mouth to reply, but she dragged him into the room.

      He stopped dead the moment he crossed its boundary, and Fia’s hand slipped from his jacket. His eyes soaked in the “war room,” as Pola had described it.

      Old maps hung from the walls next to magical amulets and tools. Those maps depicted Aulfair’s boundaries in varying states and ages, often with water sources that had long since been redirected or built over. The shaded territory on it waxed and waned, but covered vast swathes of the city.

      A far cry from the Lionetti Family of today.

      An old computer sat in the corner, hooked up to what appeared to be a ceiling-mounted projector system. One wall remained clear of cruft, presumably for that projector. But, curiously, so did the center of the room, which also contained a raised platform roughly three feet in diameter.

      He noted that the doorway seemed oddly thick. The door itself looked identical to every other one he’d seen, though. An old, thick wooden log with both a regular doorknob and a separate deadlock. No deadbolts, though. As much as the Lionettis cared about security, they didn’t care for being locked out of their own property.

      “Curious about our security?” Alessia asked.

      She stood by a bookcase in the corner. Rather than books, it contained reams of leather ring binders, each in a separate case. One lay open in her hands as she flicked through the pages inside it. Her clothes today turned out to be a simple white and black skirt and top combo, with minimal frills or accents save for the lacy edges of her white stockings.

      “The Lionettis use ring binders?” he asked, ignoring her question in favor of getting to the bottom of his own bemusement.

      “We used to. While we’ve purged many of the family’s records to avoid any contradictions between reality and recollection”—Alessia smirked at her own comment—“much of my predecessors’ activities have been studiously recorded on paper. High-level financial records, branch family movements, family trees, political ructions—the works. Anything that wasn’t so sensitive it couldn’t be written down or that didn’t need to be destroyed to avoid legal issues.”

      “Like lying about one thing but having written records saying another,” Vince said.

      “Yes, exactly.” Alessia closed her binder delicately and replaced it on the bookcase. “There’s not too much here of value. Much of it was digitized by my father, and he moved away from written records himself more than twenty years ago.”

      Vince’s eyes locked onto the computer in the corner.

      “Not on that computer,” she said drily.

      “I was going to ask if he had a time machine.”

      “If he did…” Alessia bit her lip and her tail stiffened.

      An awkward silence descended.

      Well, shit. Vince should have thought before running his mouth. Fia poked him in the back with one finger, which didn’t go unnoticed by Pola.

      “Uh, sorry,” he said, scratching the back of his head. “I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s fine. The mood is a touch dour in here, I’ll admit.” Alessia strode over to the computer and began clicking away at it. “But this room is better equipped for this sort of planning. Both in terms of security precautions but also presentation. Detailed maps of the city are stored here. Although they’re no match for up-to-date scouting of any location we need to hit.”

      Pola looked away as Alessia gave her a pointed stare.

      “I take it there’s a story behind that,” Vince said, glad for the change of topic.

      “Pola once organized a getaway for a raid that went through an alleyway,” Fia drawled. “Only that alley turned out to be a solid building.”

      “How was I to know they’d rebuilt the hotel and claimed the entire alley?” Pola whined.

      “Maybe by looking at it? Or checking the address on the news?” Fia shook her head. “We Googled the place and the first hit was a news story about how the hotel had driven out commercial neighbors by blocking off the alley and their rear loading bay.”

      Pola bared her teeth, ready to go to war over an old story, while Fia rolled her shoulders and grinned.

      “So we’re not going to rely entirely on outdated maps,” Alessia interrupted, glaring at both women. “Although I do recall that Saturday’s situation started because you fought Kaziern while scouting, Vince. Did you take any photos?”

      “A couple. Not sure if they’ll be any good. I usually rely on memory.”

      Despite that, he pulled out his phone. Pola and Fia appeared next to him, their heads hovering just below his and their tails thumping against the back of his legs.

      “Oh, those are some pretty good photos of the depot,” Fia said. “I only gave the place a brief look a few weeks ago, when we first started talking about this operation, but they’ve got a pretty sweet setup there.”

      “You haven’t checked them out more recently?” he asked, surprised.

      “I ordered everyone to steer clear of major Kaziern sites unless it was part of their usual travel or duties,” Alessia said. “If we started poking around, they’d know we were planning something.”

      He nodded.

      Weeks, huh. No wonder Alessia had an offer for him so quickly. Who else had she planned to hire for the job, he wondered.

      “With the depot like this, they can’t protect the yard and the main building.” Pola poked his phone and accidentally swiped to the next picture. She then swiped back. “We can—”

      “Do nothing,” Alessia growled. “You’re not part of the assault force, Pola. And I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Vince, send me the photos so I can put them on the projector. Then we’ll start this strategy meeting. I had an agenda but…” She looked at her sister, who continued to swipe through the photos on his phone. “Well, I’ll make do.”

      “As always,” Fia drawled.

      Pola blinked and looked up. “Hmm?”

      “Who do I send these to?” Vince asked.

      Fia shrugged and looked at Alessia. Pola remained oblivious.

      Now it was Alessia’s turn to teleport to his side. “May I?” she asked, holding her hand out for his phone.

      He wasn’t one to hand over his phone to anyone. Only Nina, usually.

      Even so, Alessia held the purse strings. Refusing this request couldn’t hurt.

      He handed his phone over and her fingers deftly tapped away for half a minute. Then she handed it back before returning to the computer. There, she tapped away.

      After another minute, the projector above them clicked on and whirred to life. Lights shined down on the raised platform and the blank wall. Then the one on the platform turned off.

      The photo of the transport depot appeared on the wall.

      “Let’s go through these,” Alessia said, holding up a small remote that presumably controlled the projector. “Then we’ll talk about other matters.”

      “There are other matters?” Pola asked.

      “Yes. Like defense.” Alessia shot her sister a look.

      “Oh. I thought I already had that handled?”

      “You do, but…” Alessia sighed. “Look, we’re briefing Vince, right? Do you remember talking to Vince about this stuff?”

      “No. But…” Pola’s mouth made an “O” shape, and her face reddened. “I get it.”

      “Good. Now, let’s talk business.”

      Business turned out to be recapping much of what Nina had already told him about both sites, but refreshing his memory proved useful. Fia eyed him curiously throughout the “briefing.”

      The two locations were simple: a transport depot moving Kaziern’s illegal supplements out of Aulfair, and an old factory-turned-office that was being used to cut those supplements with magical catalysts. Presumably, Houou supplied the catalysts in the industrial quantities that Kaziern needed, but the lions held the customer book.

      Vince cared little about the business side of things, but he at least understood the basics. Kaziern were both a middleman and retailer for Houou’s illegal catalyst import business. Aulfair acted as the US’s gateway for almost all the magical catalysts the country needed, but with the recent federal restrictions on catalysts, it became safer to manufacture using the catalysts inside Aulfair as well.

      Kaziern weren’t drug smugglers. They were an agribusiness company, with the customer book to match, and they usually specialized in importing expensive farm equipment and huge quantities of restricted goods such as fertilizers. Houou needed their knowledge of agriculture to target the right goods and their customer book to sell to the right people.

      Which left Vince with one question he didn’t ask: what did the Lionettis plan to do once they defeated Kaziern and took their business from them?

      In the past, he got the impression that Kaziern had been subordinate to the Lionettis. Did that mean the Lionettis had used Kaziern for the same trade? Would Alessia just take over the illegal crop supplement business in the same way that conglomerates often started supplying the many middleman drug dealers in their turf?

      If so, Vince knew he’d be in for plenty of work even after the Golden Path had been pushed out. The Lionettis weren’t merely taking back turf. They were taking business, and with it, profits.

      And with Pola less than reliable as the chief enforcer, he’d have challenging and well-paying work.

      “You don’t seem to be paying much attention,” Fia said, interrupting his thoughts.

      He winced. “Uh, we’re going over a lot of what I already know. The depot will be heavily defended and warded, other than the yard. If they have any warning, they’ll lock the place down heavily enough that I’ll struggle to break in even with my dragon. But the office will be easy to break into, even if it might be a huge maze inside that might turn into a real brawl.”

      “That’s a good summary,” Alessia admitted. “You’ve prepared for this.”

      “I had some advice from a veteran.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but a small smile rose to her lips. “I can guess who.”

      “You can?” Pola asked quietly, her expression hardening. “Really?”

      The other wolves looked at her, then Vince.

      “I know some fairly talented enforcers. It’s important when you’re in the trade,” he said, only half-lying.

      Well, he told himself that he was only half-lying.

      Pola didn’t even nod. “Uh huh. If the depot is the most heavily defended, then you’ll hit the office first. That will create a distraction. Kaziern won’t know our real target. They’ll send everyone to retake it, just like they tried to take the shopping mall back. But we’ll be ready this time, and they can’t use the police to defend them inside a corporate building. While we fend them off, you go take the depot.”

      Vince stared at her. That actually sounded like a real plan, and more or less what he’d first thought of before Nina told him not to go through with it.

      “Taking both sites in one night is too ambitious,” Alessia warned. “The risk—”

      “The risk is high no matter what,” Pola growled. “The police might lock down the entire area again for the lions. Maybe the Golden Path have an attack force already prepared. Or Kaziern drop Houou’s cash on some sorcerers to erect emergency wards around the depot.”

      Fia and Vince nodded.

      “It has to be done in one night,” he said. “Mostly because of the Golden Path. They’re already preparing to move.”

      “You’re sure?” Alessia asked, eyes wide.

      Pola glared at the wall, while Fia shot her a concerned look.

      “A friend of a friend told me,” he said.

      “So Pola’s plan—” Alessia began to say.

      “Was my original plan,” he admitted.

      The wolf in question looked at him, her ears and tail rising as her breath caught. Fia rubbed the back of her neck, likely guessing what came next.

      “Original,” Pola said slowly. She seemed to deflate. Her tail fell first, followed by her ears flattening, and then her eyes closed. “Fuck. I thought I had this one. It’s obvious, right? If you hit the depot first, it’ll take longer and there’ll be an army at the office. Kaziern will also know this is a huge deal. They’ll scramble everything and call in every favor from Houou.”

      “It’s risky, but so is hitting both sites in one night,” he said. “I’ll hit the depot first because I need to take it out before they can activate the defenses. Once they do, I can’t break into it without attracting police attention.”

      “Of course.” Fia nodded. “I figured you might be able to crack those, but I guess your dragon doesn’t give you magical ward penetration spells, huh?”

      “No. I wouldn’t be surprised if the depot had a meister-tier ward on it, but even wizard-tier ones powered by a generator would be difficult to penetrate. I’ve had to do it before. It’s like trying to break through a thousand barriers.”

      Active wards and barriers acted like supercharged protection spells, but could use external power sources, unlike measly mortals like Vince. His barrier shattered once it got hit hard enough. A building’s barrier could absorb as much damage as either the output rating of the spell or generator, or until the power source ran dry.

      Fortunately, there was no such thing as a centralized magical power grid. But building-level barriers could theoretically withstand nuclear weapons with enough magic backing them.

      “How will you handle the enforcers who scramble to defend Kaziern’s turf?” Alessia asked.

      “With my dragon. I beat them all last time. I’ll do it again,” he said.

      “And at the depot as well?” She frowned. “I suppose you did take your dragon with you when you fled the shopping mall, given the footage I saw of your escape.”

      He shook his head. “Absolutely not. I can only maintain the dragon for so long before it starts tearing at me inside, even if I’m downing infusions. And good infusions cost me a ton. I’ll need the dragon ready for any Golden Path counterattack.”

      “Smart. That brings us to the next topic.”

      Alessia fiddled with the computer and the photos vanished from the wall.

      In their place appeared a single image of a dozen mystic foxes lined up on a wooden floor, all of them kneeling in front of a huge stage full of strange metallic statues of foreign figures. At the same time, the raised platform in the center of the room lit up. A glowing image of Lionetti Tower appeared there.

      “We’re currently preparing for some sort of direct attack against either myself or Pola,” Alessia said. “Houou is aware that we’re moving against them with force, and with more success than previously. They’re pumping funds into Kaziern, allowing Tobias Gawlik to throw almost anything at us.”

      “Like a vampire,” Vince said.

      “Yes. Like Juliet Forest. Her failure to deal with you is gratifying to my decision to hire you, but worrying nonetheless. It shows that Gawlik cares not for the expense of stopping us. Whatever debts he owes to Houou pale in comparison to what he feels he gains with victory. I suspect he will stop at nothing short of destroying us this time. Perhaps his masters have grown tired of him.”

      “Wouldn’t the foxes get in shit if they publicly took over the area?” Fia asked. “I thought that’s why they always operated through Kaziern.”

      “I’ve heard rumors that things are changing. There are massive funds flowing into Aulfair during the conference, and they’re not entirely related to the sorcerer association holding it.”

      Vince narrowed his eyes. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with the unknown foxes I saw at that fancy dinner event last night?”

      “You were there?” Alessia sounded deeply confused.

      “No. I saw everyone arriving on TV.”

      “Oh.” Alessia shook her head, as if dispelling the thought that he’d somehow broken into the restaurant. “Yes, you’re correct. They appear to be representatives of a major Japanese trade association. At least on the surface. I have my suspicions as to the true source. A lot of money is flowing into Aulfair through them. It’s difficult to track and many sorcerers don’t want it to be tracked, either. If Japan is willing to buy their loyalty, they’ll happily go along with it, especially given how difficult relations between sorcerers and the current US government are.”

      Vince felt his mind wandering. This sounded less like something that affected him directly and more like weird trade politics that shifted with the wind.

      Sure, he’d feel it. But in the same way that a butterfly could flap its wings and apparently cause hurricanes.

      “Do you think Houou will attack directly?” he asked.

      “Never,” Alessia said flatly. “They always act through the Golden Path unless dealing with other conglomerates or with threats they truly want to quash. At worst, they’ll assign a fox or two to the Golden Path if they can’t find an enforcer talented enough. They won’t risk the public embarrassment of police arrests, given many of their enforcers have other roles in their clans. They’re very focused on face and their public image.”

      “So that means Kaziern is the true threat.” Vince looked at the tower. “Are you locking down this tower?”

      “Close enough. Pola and I will remain here for the next few nights until you launch your attack—”

      “I’ll attack tomorrow, if there’s no issue.”

      Pola nodded happily. “Great.”

      Her sister rolled her eyes. “Regardless, we’ll lock down the tower. That limits the ability of Kaziern to attack us directly. It also means we’ll deploy to assist you from here. When you seize the transport depot, Pola and her enforcers will use one of our teleport rooms to come to you. Fia will give you a beacon before you leave that will let them focus on you.”

      A low whistle escaped Vince. Teleportation was usually the stuff of magic shows and fancy movies.

      Sure, almost every magic school could technically do it. The hard part was doing it quickly, surviving in one piece, and getting to the right location.

      Almost everywhere emitted some level of magical distortion that made focusing on it hard. The idea of hit squads teleporting in to whack somebody and teleporting out failed because of both spellcasting speed, but also because the natural distortion mages gave off ruined teleportation spells.

      Most times, the teleporting mage wound up inside solid rock and ended up dead instead of his would-be victim.

      “Wait, you’re supporting me?” he asked.

      “We need to defend the territory after you capture it,” Fia drawled. “I’ll be remaining here to provide advice and support. If that earpiece of yours doesn’t do anything more than translate, I’ll give you one that can receive signals.”

      “It does.”

      “Then we’ll sort that out before you leave today.”

      Everything else turned out to be of little consequence. After Alessia went over everything for good measure, Vince sorted things out with Fia.

      Then he left. Assuming Kaziern didn’t try anything, tomorrow would be the big day.

      He’d take Kaziern’s facilities and all but finish this job. All that would remain would be surviving the Golden Path’s onslaught afterward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of Thursday passed uneventfully. Fia even went on a late-night shopping trip with Nina and Nicki.

      Vince could continue banging his head against the wall and practice his magic for a few more hours, but he’d been ignoring other priorities. Namely, Juliet.

      He knew people who might be able to help. In this case, one of Immanuel’s succubi who hooked Vince up with deals for various odds and ends.

      His destination for the night proved to be a rundown nightclub on the southern outskirts of the city center. Demihumans and humans mixed here. Often physically. The succubus in question owned and ran the place as a front operation for Immanuel, and that meant it acted as a pleasure den. Drinks at the bar at the front, dancing in the club in the center, open fucking in back and orgies on the weekends.

      Vince steered clear on the weekends. He’d made the mistake of visiting the succubus here to buy something one Saturday as a teenager and nearly got reeled in. Just as vampires fed on blood, succubi desired the emotional energy of people. The nightclub turned into a whirling den of sex, with alluring magic in the air.

      Not that she ever seemed to join in the festivities herself. While she drew Vince in to play, everyone else here stayed firmly out of her reach.

      The moment he walked in through the front door, a slim demonic bartender pointed upward. “She’s waiting for you, V. Don’t think you’re getting lucky tonight, though.”

      “Not what I’m here for,” Vince said flatly.

      What sort of guy did they think he was?

      He wandered up the stairs to a locked door, which opened before he had the chance to even knock. The room beyond smelled of chamomile, lavender, and some woody scents he didn’t recognize.

      Calming stuff, unlike the heady scents that indicated his succubus contact was in the mood for fun.

      The entire room remained shrouded in darkness, save a long violet sofa in the corner and some oversized computer monitors displaying a screensaver of animated orgies. Vince knew a massive bed occupied the other corner of the room, and that the walls would be covered with all sorts of weird knick-knacks, often religious in nature, and most of them defaced in some way.

      Case in point, he saw a naked figure of the Virgin Mary above the sofa, with some mysterious white paint covering her body.

      A slim figure reclined on that sofa, wearing a sheer nightgown that didn’t even reach her crotch and a pair of panties so tiny she might as well have left them in a drawer. Four curly black horns soared out from her shoulder-length black hair, which was done up in perfect curls, and her red eyes locked onto his. Her skin appeared to be a light lavender today, but she changed it according to her mood.

      As one might expect of a succubus, her figure was alluring, her complexion perfect, and face beautiful. For now, she affected a slim figure with a massive bust, but like everything about her, it changed from day to day. Vince recognized her by the feel of the magic she gave off.

      “What’s with the moody greeting, Heather?” Vince asked. “It is still Heather, right? You haven’t changed your name again, yet?”

      Her name wasn’t truly Heather. She changed it every year. In April, she’d been Carol, and last year she’d been Charity. Quintus called her Eva, but the one time Vince had been foolish enough to use the name, Heather had spat out some nasty magical curse that had caused him to black out and awaken hours later in her lap, feeling as though his stomach had fallen out his ass.

      “For now,” Heather purred, patting the sofa next to her. A cigarette appeared in one hand and she somehow smoked it without lighting it. “I was thinking of a new one. Something fun. What do you think of Salome?”

      “That sounds inciteful.”

      “Great. Call me Salome, then.”

      The succubus now christened Salome patted the sofa more insistently, and Vince finally took a seat. She placed her hands on his shoulders and leaned her head on them. Her eyes locked onto his. Power oozed from her, but did little other than discomfort him. Lavender-scented smoke drifted from her cigarette and caused his body to react to her more than usual. He did his best to ignore the feeling.

      “So, you finally enjoyed that lion of yours. Going to claim a kingdom?” she asked.

      “Not what I’m here about.”

      “I know. Quintus flipped his shit the other day. Not often I see him fly off the handle. I can only imagine what you did to upset him, but it’s not my business. I help with logistics in his operation, but he’s not really my boss.”

      Vince nodded. He knew this already.

      Immanuel was one of Aulfair’s most powerful conglomerates and ran entirely by demons. Quintus Hierum was responsible for their less-than-legal operations, including organizing the independent enforcers that protected their smuggling runs and ensuring the supply of product in and out of the city.

      Yet for all the power that ancient demon held, he was only one of several of Immanuel’s senior executives. Immanuel’s fingers remained in the pies of countless industries through its financial and private equity operations, and they had their own fiefdoms. Salome fell under one of those other fiefs, and merely assisted Quintus using her legal operations.

      Much like how the Lionetti branch families assisted the illegal operations of the Lionettis themselves, Vince realized.

      “In that case—” he tried to say.

      “No can do. Quintus would chain me up in one of his dens for a few decades if I crossed him now,” Salome interrupted. “Even if he’s not my boss, he has power and influence. Nobody will give a shit if he destroys me, especially when it’s about keeping somebody in-house.”

      “I’m an independent enforcer. I’ve never been in-house.” Vince struggled to keep the irritation out of his voice.

      Salome stroked his cheek with her free hand. “Oh, V, V, V, V… You’ve barely changed since that time I got you to fuck me in exchange for some energy drinks. Quintus thinks he owns you. Men like him don’t appreciate being reminded that they can’t bend reality.”

      This time, Vince couldn’t help but let his cheeks redden. Salome giggled at his reaction.

      “So cute,” she said, and her hands wandered lower. The cigarette vanished, but its effect lingered in his pants.

      “Not now,” he muttered, pushing her hands away.

      Surprisingly, she did stop. Which was unusual for her, as she’d usually press ahead. It’s not as though he complained too much in the past once she undid his pants, but he sincerely wanted to avoid any fun with her tonight.

      “Well, we can continue when you’re in the mood, oh lion tamer.” She grinned at him. “Anyway, even if I can’t help you right now, I might as well hear what you’re here for. Maybe I can organize it for you once Quintus calms down or you take another job for him.”

      “Do you know much about what annoyed him?” Vince asked.

      “I can guess. You made the news working for the mafia. I don’t feel their essence in you, so I can guess you’ve yet to rail any of them, save for that one wolf you fucked a while back.”

      “Did everyone know she was mafia except me?”

      “Probably.” Salome grinned. “So, worried about your new employer? Think you’re going to get a gangland special?”

      “No. My target hired a vampire to take me out. I need—”

      “Ah. Let me guess, Miss Retributive Night and the cringe-ass speeches?” Salome scoffed. “Okay, I actually can’t help you with her. Not immediately. She’s better at covering her tracks than most vampires and has rock solid mental defenses. But…” The succubus peeled herself off Vince and rose.

      The room lit up, revealing the hidden furnishings from earlier and the tacky decorations. Salome strode across to a small bookcase by the oversized heart-shaped bed, which was covered in a jet-black blanket.

      Rather than reach for a book, Salome placed a finger against thin air and somehow produced a small electronic tablet in her hands. She tapped away at it while wandering back over to Vince.

      “This is off the books, but I don’t much like that vampire myself. She’s been in Aulfair for a few decades now and got in the way of a business deal a few years back. Killed my sister with one of her meister-tier spells and I couldn’t find a way to get back at her.”

      “Your sister? I didn’t think demons had actual siblings.”

      “Spirit sister. I’d known her since the French Revolution, and we had a lot of fun.” Salome shrugged at his look. “Anyway, buying info on Juliet will cost you a fortune. ‘Sell your soul’ levels of fortune. Assassins like her usually die or retire by now. But I like you and want to see the bitch either dead or in a very compromising position, so I’ll do you a favor.”

      “You just said—”

      “This will take me long enough to sort out that I doubt I can help you before Quintus calms down,” Salome said. “And if he asks, I’ll tell him that I’m acting of my own accord. He likes that sort of thing. Immanuel is all about personal drive. The whole ‘I think, therefore I am’ stuff. And right now, my thoughts are about your cock driving Juliet into the floor while I watch.”

      Okay, that hadn’t been where Vince’s thoughts had been going. Salome was a succubus, though. Dream demon of sex. Made sense she had her own dreams about sex.

      “I can promise I’ll try to kill her,” he said drily, heat rising to his face again.

      “Well, that’s a nice silver medal. Try to do it somewhere public or get somebody to record it so I can watch it on repeat for a few centuries.”

      His phone buzzed and he looked at her. Salome nodded.

      An email in his inbox contained a dossier on Juliet. Photos, her measurements, some compromising photos, and a very rough list of background info. Most of the information was guesswork or excluded ages and places she couldn’t be from, but the true gold mine was a list of spells Juliet had ever used.

      “She knows three meister-tier spells?” Vince asked, eyebrows rising.

      “Yup. I’m guessing she used only one? She likes to keep people guessing.”

      Damn.

      Each of the spells looked specialized. The one Juliet had used against him was exactly as she’d described: a shadow pocket dimension that made her effectively immortal and consumed magic and matter alike.

      Another appeared to be a defensive spell that mirrored spells back. The final one was an offensive spell that struck a target’s magical essence.

      “I don’t understand what this means. Magical essence?” Vince asked.

      “You’re human, so it’s meaningless to you. But it’s basically a way of striking magical beings directly,” Salome said. “Essence is what makes immortals immortal. We exist partially outside of the purely physical. When you use magic against us, you also strike at our essence. That’s why you can kill demons, because you’re like a magical He-man.”

      “So I’m magically buff?”

      “Very,” Salome purred, her eyes lidding. “But attacks in the physical world can be blocked physically, as you might guess. This one bypasses barriers and other spells, unless they’re dedicated magical defenses. It’s an immortal killer. Demihumans might feel nauseous at worst and humans might think a nasty breeze blew past at worst.”

      Vince guessed this was how Juliet remained so dangerous. The spell she’d used against him wouldn’t faze a demon, given how much magic they had, but the opposite applied with this one.

      “What about the mirror one?” he asked.

      “She almost never uses it. Not many people throw around magic dangerous enough to bother.” Salome shrugged. “Maybe if your dragon dong worries her. Don’t get cocky.”

      Great. So Juliet wasn’t the pushover he’d expected. At least not unless he got the jump on her with his dragon.

      “Thanks,” he admitted, pocketing his phone. “I still need to work out her background to stop her, though.”

      “Like I said, I’ll look into that. If you find it yourself and deliver her to me, I might even find a way to reward you.” Salome slid into his lap and her fingers traced his chest. “Very generously, mind you.”

      “Um…” He bit his lip.

      She blinked and stood up. “Oh, right. You said not right now. Anyway, did you need something else? I can’t fix you up with any infusions with the conference on and Quintus’s temper, but I have tons of cigs and energy drinks. If you’re interested in some fun stuff for your new lion pet, I do have these lollipops that make demihumans go into an induced heat. They even work on birdgirls, and my boss is trying to make some that will work on the artificial ones.”

      Vince stared at the bed, imagining the sound of his bones shattering as Nina went at him in heat.

      “No thanks,” he croaked out. “I like being outside of the hospital.”

      Salome laughed. “Aww. I’m sure I can fix you up with stuff that makes you feel big and strong. I have plenty of muscle strengtheners for handling demihumans in bed.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said.

      She clicked her tongue, but escorted him out of the room. “Don’t be a stranger. And I wouldn’t mind a video or ten of you and your new pet together.”

      Nina would flay him alive. Vince retreated home, but not until after he bought a few cases of cheap energy drinks. Salome’s business even arranged free delivery.

      Later that night, his girlfriend, partner, friend-with-benefits, or whatever they were calling each other returned with two large bags. Her face reddened when he asked what was in them but she clammed up.

      That suggested he’d find out soon enough. Given he did the laundry, he’d probably find out even before then.

      Friday passed just as uneventfully. Nina went to work, but not before getting up early to do her own laundry for once. She insisted he couldn’t look in the dryer, except to open it up at the end. He chose to be a good boy and didn’t peek inside when doing so.

      Why ruin the surprise?

      Late at night, well after he’d had dinner, Fia sent him a message.

      Go time. Get out to Albion and let me know. We’ll touch base, she said.

      Which meant he needed Nicki to fly over and give him a lift to Albion. She’d been chomping at the bit all week due to his forced convalescence. Tonight would be the first time she’d get a chance to work for him since Saturday’s excitement. Nearly a week of no pay, save for her boring data entry job.

      “Do you have your infusions?” Nina asked.

      Vince pulled one out of his jacket pocket and waved it in front of him.

      “What about the healing ones?”

      “Yes.”

      “Aren’t you going to wave one of those in front of me?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m not some kid heading off on his first day of school, Nina. I have my gear.”

      She lounged on the sofa with a beer in her hand. Her tail waved back and forth above her as she smirked at Vince.

      “Your cane, your healing infusions, magic-restoring infusions, your jacket, your earpiece, your phone,” Nina listed off, holding a hand up and lowering and raising fingers to count along. “How about an energy drink for the road?”

      “Too bulky. I don’t know how much running I might be doing. The buildings are big, and I’ll need to move around a lot in the depot.”

      The one item Nina had missed was the teleport beacon, but she didn’t know about that.

      “Ooh, you’re even thinking ahead. Maybe you are ready for your first big mission.”

      Unexpectedly, Nina’s expression hardened. Vince let his annoyed expression fade and waited for her to say something.

      Instead, silence reigned.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “This sort of job is where things can go horribly wrong,” she said, voice deadly serious. “Scuffles over drugs, catalysts, or a warehouse are one thing. Those seem like life and death, because they are to the enforcers. But when entire companies throw their weight around, you get reminded of how little individuals matter.”

      “I’m reminded fairly often how little I matter, Nina.”

      “Not like that,” she snapped. “Vince, you don’t like killing. I’m partly responsible for that. But don’t hold back, even if you feel bad for the poor saps you’re lighting on fire. Kaziern’s fighting for its life, and you don’t know what that might cause them to do, or how their enforcers might behave. There’s no room for posturing and surrendering. They either flee, or they get blown away.”

      “You spared Pola,” Vince said, a little accusatory.

      “I did. I left the industry not long after.” Her eyes bore into his. “You know the drill. To use magic is to walk with death. That applies especially to an enforcer. Once you can’t kill an opponent, you’re done. Because they’ll kill you when your back is turned. Don’t be stupid, Vince. That’s all I’m asking.”

      After a very long second, he nodded. “That’s what I told Alessia. I’d try to spare the wage slaves, but that I’m not risking my life for it. That hasn’t changed.”

      Nina grunted. “Good. If you said anything less, I wouldn’t let you head off to school.”

      He groaned. Before he could retort, a series of taps sounded throughout the apartment.

      Nicki stood by the balcony door, which remained locked. Vince opened it up and she stepped inside.

      For the first time in a while, she wore her skintight lycra, revealing her lithe frame and every curve of her body in the light of the room. Every inch of her body was covered with the stuff, save for her head, talon-like legs, and wings. Vince tried not to stare, as Nicki didn’t even wear a jacket or shorts over the getup.

      “You dyed your hair,” he said. “Or is that the illusion dye?”

      “Nah.” Nicki placed a hand on one hip while running the fingers of her other hand through her hair. “I played around with that stuff earlier in the week, but don’t want to waste it. This is just regular black hair dye.”

      Her usually red hair previously possessed some dyed white highlights, but now shined jet black to match the two pairs of dark wings jutting out from her back and hips. The usual dark cushions remained in place over her talons.

      “All ready to go?” Nicki asked. “I already ate and everything. Didn’t want to slow you down, plus it’s already late. Avoided drinking anything, too.”

      Vince nodded. “Anytime you’re ready.”

      “Then let’s shoot. I’ll bring him back safe and sound, Nina.” The harpy paused. “Uh, assuming he doesn’t end up in some huge orgy with the wolves after this.”

      “He better invite me if he does,” Nina growled.

      “There aren’t going to be any orgies,” Vince said. “My job isn’t even finished tonight, and the wolves will all be busy defending the new turf.”

      “Oh, right. Well, I’ll bring him back so you can ride him as a reward for a job well done.” Nicki gave a mock salute, then trooped back outside.

      Before Vince followed, Nina gestured him over with a curled finger.

      “Be nice to her,” Nina whispered. “She’s taking this very seriously.”

      He nodded. That explained the comments when Nicki had first come in about eating earlier. She’d had a penchant of bumming food off him, but tonight wasn’t the night for that.

      Outside, he found Nicki already crouched on the railing.

      “Give your girlfriend a goodbye kiss?” she asked.

      Vince blinked. He probably should have.

      “Be right back,” he said, before ducking back inside.

      “Vince!” Nina whined when he did exactly as Nicki suggested. “I’m fine, go do your job.”

      “Now we can go,” he told Nicki upon returning. “Good idea, by the way.”

      “You’re such a sap,” she said, but grinned as she closed her talons around his body and took off. “How long do you reckon this will take? Nina and Fia both had their own ideas, but they were wildly apart.”

      “No clue,” he admitted.

      The night air rushed past him as Nicki soared west, past the city center and over the bay that split the city in twain. Albion lay on the other side of Aulfair, and he needed to reach the far north-western reaches of it.

      “Really?” Nicki asked.

      “There are too many factors involved. I need to capture both the transport depot and office, sure, but then the Lionettis need to maintain control of them. There’s almost certainly going to be a harsh counterattack from Kaziern, but that might take hours. I might be out until 4AM.”

      “Do you get overtime for being up so late?”

      “It comes with the job. I took a nap earlier and dosed up on caffeine just in case.”

      “You brought an energy drink for the road, right?”

      He groaned. “I’ll grab one while we’re out if I have to. There are convenience stores nearby. You might want to camp out in one to avoid the fighting, plus they’ll have cameras.”

      Nicki remained silent for nearly a minute. They passed over the bay in the meantime, and the lights of the ferries and nighttime entertainment vessels glittered beneath them.

      “In case somebody takes a swing at me, despite being a civilian,” Nicki said.

      “Yeah. This time, you’re getting a little close to being involved. It’s one thing if you just happen to be around or transporting me to and from places. But if Kaziern takes a swing at you, their corrupt police friends might not care too much if there’s no evidence. CCTV backed up to the cloud might make them think twice, though,” Vince explained. “If you think somebody is tailing you, give Fia a call if I don’t answer.”

      “She said the same thing. I guess I really am a getaway flier now.”

      Despite the imminent threat, Nicki’s voice remained firm. She hadn’t even brought up her pay for the night.

      After several more minutes, the transport depot came into sight. As did the security drones flying above it, with glowing white barriers around them. A solid dozen of them kept the skies above the depot secure.

      “I see why Wings marked the depot as a no-fly zone. Steer clear,” Vince said.

      “Leave the flying to me,” Nicki said snippily. “I know what I’m doing. The skies are my domain, and I know how to avoid attracting attention. Wings hit us with demerits if a drone so much as looked at us funny and passengers don’t like being fired on, even if the drone is only using binding spells.”

      “They’re non-lethal?” he asked, curious about the drones.

      “Supposedly. I never looked up the specs or anything. But like most drones, they have a magic tool in them that lets them fire off a specific spell, and it just grounds fliers. They might have others.”

      “It would. Drones are just a conglomeration of magic tools. They use them to fly, be controlled, attack—the works. I’ll try to avoid engaging, just in case they have something nastier.”

      Vince hadn’t done enough research on the depot to know what he was tangoing with when it came to the drones. For that matter, if he wasted time fighting with external security, the wards protecting the main building might switch on and shut him out.

      Nicki brought them down several blocks down from the depot, but on its side of the main road. If she couldn’t fly him over it, crossing on foot would be an easy way to be spotted. He’d approach on foot.

      “This good?” she asked, looking around the alleyway she’d dropped him in.

      “It’ll have to be,” he said. “The office will be easier to get into. But going in any closer this time will alert them sooner than necessary. Find somewhere to camp out, read some magazines, and drink some coffee.”

      “Wow, I plan to do none of those things,” Nicki drawled. “Who reads magazines these days?”

      “They make digital ones, you know.”

      “Yeah, and they still suck. I have a whole season of a new show to binge, so I’ll watch that while I wait.” Nicki gave him a mock salute, then shot off into the air.

      A moment later, she messaged him on his phone.

      I’ll keep an energy drink cold for you to drink between jobs, too, she said.

      How sweet.

      But the time for serious work had come. He checked that his earpiece was in and set it up in the app according to Fia’s directions from yesterday. Then he shot her a message.

      Seconds later, her voice rumbled directly in his ear, “You got out here sooner than I thought you would. Vanna and the other capos are causing a ruckus in the Lionetti turf close to the shopping mall. That should keep them distracted and convinced this is a simple gang war. Time for you to shine and incinerate some lions, V.”
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      “As much as I love being told to blow stuff up, I’d love it more if you had any intel on tonight’s security,” Vince said.

      As he talked, he made his way toward the transport depot. Streetlights and the glow from nearby stores and apartment windows lit his path. The deeply overcast night forced him to rely heavily on that light, but he knew better than to expect to remain hidden from demihuman enforcers. Almost all of them possessed some form of innate night vision.

      “I don’t have much, sorry,” Fia said over his earpiece, and he heard some tapping in the background. Presumably she sat in front of a laptop. “Most of what we know is from long-term observation. They have a couple dozen Lockheed Wagner drones buzzing about. You can bet they’re non-lethal only, as the blackshirts don’t appreciate autonomous drones shooting civvies.”

      Vince’s expression darkened. Kaziern had splurged to put those drones around a transport depot. Lockheed Wagner was known far and wide for the military aviation equipment they made with the help of a dragon. Their civilian lines barely existed, save for some favoritism shown to Aulfair by said dragon.

      “I don’t plan to tango with the drones,” he replied. “Fighting external security gives whoever’s inside a good chance to shut me out. What else they got guarding the place?”

      “Patrols, mostly. A few girls ran by the place either for jobs, errands, or whatever excuse they could find. Nothing that might raise eyebrows. One even sent her little brother by, and he’s one of those weirdoes that streams his life online.”

      “Wow. So thousands of people saw the depot we’re about to hit?”

      “Try nobody. He got sent out precisely because his big sister covers his rent while he’s trying to break out.”

      Rough.

      “Anyway, what we saw wasn’t too out of the ordinary. They’ve beefed up their patrols a little, but nothing more than we’d expect with a turf war taking place a stone’s throw away,” Fia explained. “There’s a constant perimeter patrol, plus the enforcers guarding everyone loading stuff in the prefab stuff. Didn’t look like they brought any trucks in tonight.”

      Vince closed his eyes. Damn. He hadn’t even thought of the possibility that the depot might be full of civilian personnel—or close enough for his line of work—loading and unloading product.

      “I guess they don’t want to risk running their supplements and catalysts on the roads right now,” he said, taking a shot in the dark.

      “That was Alessia’s guess, and I’m inclined to agree. I had actually hoped to take out some of their trucks as a distraction, but they all vanished the moment the blackshirts vamoosed.”

      “Vamoosed? Did you spend some time with your grandmother, Fia?”

      She hissed over the earpiece. “Fuck you, Vince.” A cough. “Anyway, try to avoid blowing up the prefabs. The stuff in them is valuable and—”

      “Done. I don’t plan to fuck around outside, Fia. It’ll be up to Pola and the other enforcers not to blow them up during any counterattack.”

      A sigh. “Good point. Kaziern might try to ice their product and prevent us from using it. I’ll pass that on to Pola and the other capos heading in.”

      “Do you know the numbers on patrol?” he asked, trying to stay on topic.

      By now, he’d gotten fairly close. The cars and trucks of the nearby main road rumbled, but even they were few and far between this late at night. With only a block or so between him and the transport depot, Vince remained put in a small street, lurking between the street lights.

      “Probably a few pairs on perimeter patrol, and a good dozen in the yard,” Fia said. “We’re pretty sure they have a little security post in one of the prefabs. The enforcers who protect the exterior are low on the totem pole. Wagies that wear the uniform but are just glorified security.”

      He nodded. “I’ll ignore them, then. I doubt they’ll even faze my barrier. Any clue if I’m tangoing with lions inside?”

      “No. Assume you are. Luscarne herself is stationed out here now, and a bunch of her lions are dealing with Vanna. If she’s smart, she’ll have a lieutenant in every facility they care about.”

      Vince hoped Kaziern’s chief enforcer wasn’t smart. He hadn’t been terribly impressed so far.

      “What’s your plan to sneak in?” Fia asked.

      “Sneak?” He laughed. “Fia, I don’t sneak. Do I look like some special agent? I’m going to run in, pop my barrier the instant I think I’m spotted, blow up anyone dumb enough to stand in my way, and get inside the main building before they can activate any big nasty wards. Even if they do, building wards of this power take minutes to charge up. I can bust in before they’re at full strength.”

      “That sounds exactly like what I’d expect from you. You and Pola really should just fuck.”

      Some noises came over his earpiece, and he heard Fia talking to somebody nearby.

      He took the opportunity to make his way toward the depot. His briefing was over, and he didn’t need Fia’s assistance at the moment.

      The depot was massive, naturally, and he stood in a side street facing the massive concrete wall surrounding it. Despite the age of the depot itself, the wall appeared new and fairly clean. Likely cleaners removed graffiti from it at least weekly.

      Massive lamps showered the entire street with stark, sterile white light, leaving no shadows to hide in. Concrete overhangs spaced evenly along the wall held black domes, within which little red lights blinked. Given the depot took up a couple of city blocks, it stood to reason that Kaziern relied primarily on security cameras. Most of them would be fakes, but Vince had no clue which.

      No sign of any foot patrols, though. This entire side appeared to be clear. He remained in the shadows after a quick glance, wary of being spotted by anyone on the cameras.

      “You there?” Fia asked abruptly.

      “Scoping out the perimeter,” he said. “Pola heard you?”

      “Shit, did you become telepathic?”

      “I guessed. Did she take offense?”

      “No. She didn’t realize I was talking to you and wanted to chat.” Fia’s voice became muffled again, then returned. “Still wants to, even though I’ve explained that this is an actual job.”

      “I guess the chitchat makes her think we’re having phone sex. Shall I put on my robe and wizard hat?”

      “You know, I’ve never played any tabletop RPGs. Are they any good?”

      “Fucked if I know. I use magic in real life. Not sure I need to roleplay it.”

      “Don’t they make sci-fi ones? My baby twin brothers are really big on this space opera one where they’re rulers of some distant solar system cut off from earth and fending off ancient threats or something.”

      Vince had to admit that sounded interesting and like some neat escapism. He wouldn’t mind being the ruler of somewhere far, far away from all the shit he dealt with day to day.

      Before his mind could wander too far, he focused on the perimeter wall. As ordinary as it appeared with its lack of paint and solid concrete appearance, his senses told him otherwise. Magic lingered within the wall. Nothing too strong, though.

      Foundational materials often came with some level of magical reinforcement to hold them up, if not to the extent that something like the Tri Sommet needed. Massive apartment complexes tended to collapse less if their support beams, penthouse swimming pools, and parking garages were constructed with rebar that had been reinforced with even initiate-tier spells.

      But when it came to defensive reinforcement and wards, anything short of wizard-tier might as well not exist. Vince estimated he could cut through this concrete wall with his flame laser spell as though it were made from butter.

      The depot itself was comprised of very little in the way of major landmarks. A big yard full of half-cylinder prefab buildings, each large enough to fit a truck inside, the big wall on the outside, and a blocky brick building that the legal work was done in. Plus, Vince guessed a lot of the product remained inside the main building when not being loaded for security reasons.

      And, sure, they likely used the main building for any legitimate transport. Kaziern were an actual agribusiness enterprise. Operating their smuggling business from the same transport depot as their legitimate orders seemed unwise, however.

      Nicki had dropped him on the side of the depot closest to the main building. Despite that, he’d still need to cover at least some of the yard.

      “I’m heading in. Talk later,” he said.

      Stepping out into the bright lighting of the street, Vince drew the sword from his cane. He glanced each way down the street. Still no foot patrol. They must be on another side of the depot. Or taking a smoke break.

      Not his problem.

      After pointing his sword at the wall, he focused for a moment and incanted his flame laser spell in his mind. A brilliant beam of fiery death burst forth from his sword, coalescing around it like some sort of solar flare.

      The concrete of the wall disintegrated on contact, and a good hundred feet of it lit up with purple sigils in a failed effort to repel his spell. Vince raised his cane and drew the shape of a door in the wall. Shouts raised from beyond it by now, no doubt due to the flaming lance blasting through the buildings beyond.

      Vince suspected he might be causing a little collateral damage. He’d blame it on other people if Fia asked.

      No alarms went off, though. And definitely no telltale shimmering or gigantic glowing barriers cutting off the main building looming ahead of him in the darkness.

      Once he’d finished cutting the wall apart, he walked up and pushed against it. Groans escaped him as he heaved, trying to move the massive chunk of concrete off balance. When it finally shifted, he danced away as fast as possible.

      As one might expect, the concrete block swayed inward, toward the yard. Then it stopped and teetered backward. The instant it rocked on its shaky foundation, the multi-ton mass unbalanced and crashed toward Vince, exploding all over the street into powder and debris. Good thing he’d moved out of the way, or he’d be part of that debris.

      “Oi, asshole, what the fuck do you think you’re—” somebody screamed at him from the far side of the street.

      Vince answered with a fireball before rushing through the opening he’d made. Something glanced off the wall behind him and reminded him that the first spell he should always cast in a fight was a barrier.

      So he did exactly that after sheathing his sword inside the cane. A solid wall of red light surrounded his body, so thick with magic that none of the weaker enforcers on Kaziern’s payroll could hope to touch him.

      An utter mess awaited him on the far side of the wall. A line of prefab buildings stood directly behind the wall he’d carved open, and he’d split several prefabs apart like the cheap shit they were. Concrete, steel, tin, plastic, and tiles collapsed in piles where buildings had stood. One of them contained a truck, but Vince’s spell had sliced apart the rear half.

      Guess he’d already broken his promise to Fia not to blow the prefabs up. Whoops.

      Five uniformed Kaziern enforcers stood around the wreckage. White barriers surrounded each of them, but they didn’t trust them enough to get close to the destroyed buildings. A couple even hid behind other prefabs.

      The moment Vince appeared, all five unleashed spells they’d prepared. He’d barely gotten his barrier up before they blasted him.

      Fire, ice, lightning, and light roared around Vince. Not a single mote of magic touched him. He kept running, ignoring the dust kicked up by the spells. A cough escaped him, though. Not from this dust cloud, but some of the concrete dust from earlier.

      “Vince, are you hurt?” Fia asked.

      “I’m fine,” he grunted. “Talk later.”

      A fireball slammed into him as he ran past the enforcers, who stared at him. A couple seemed utterly confused as he ran.

      “Don’t just stare, fucking shoot him,” the fireball slinging enforcer snapped. “He’s going for the main building. That asshole’s the one from the news!”

      “The news?” A moment passed, then a shrill shriek escaped a female enforcer. “Fuck that! I don’t get paid enough to be eaten by a fucking dragon.”

      The lack of non-fire spells chasing Vince down as he ran across the dirt toward the main building suggested his reputation preceded him. Turned out blowing up all of Kaziern’s elite enforcers scared the shit out of their mooks.

      Far more powerful magic roiled off the old brick building towering over him. He glanced up at it while slowing down now that he’d reached it.

      No windows on the ground floor. Vince lacked the ability to fly or make inhuman leaps, so that ruled out smashing one of the weaker windows and breaking in that way.

      A pair of huge loading bay doors remained closed, but he guessed they’d be stuffed to the gills with defensive wards and magical reinforcement. Their size made them a big target and all the goods would be near the loading docks.

      Vince didn’t risk taking any potshots at the doors either. If he was unlucky, there might be automated wards. He might only have one good shot before stronger defenses came online. Hell, the fact the interior enforcers still hadn’t reacted remained fortunate. He couldn’t even sense the activation of the main defenses.

      Maybe Kaziern had forgotten how. Not like they often turned on the wards. More than a few strongholds fell because nobody read the manual on the multimillion-dollar defense system.

      That left the front door, or the equivalent. Some old concrete steps led up to a pair of steel doors.

      Vince stopped dead in front of them. Flames burst on his back as an enforcer kept trying his luck at breaching his barrier. Utterly unworried by his pursuer, Vince drew his sword once more.

      A muffled shout croaked out from behind him, and he heard footsteps racing away. No more fireballs, he guessed. Kaziern either needed to pay its enforcers more or they paid them too much, as they had more brains than the thugs that Immanuel hired and knew when to run.

      Focusing, Vince tried to replicate the degree of power he used recently. Back when he’d penetrated the protections of Lionetti Tower to demonstrate his flame laser in front of Fia and Pola. If he summoned up every ounce of willpower he had, his spell would obliterate any defensive wards contained within the door.

      He pointed his sword at the top of one of the doors, where any locks, chains, or bolts might be. Then he cast his spell.

      Once again, the solid beam of fire shot forth. The steel glowed white-hot in an instant. Slag poured forth, bubbling down the door’s surface as Vince’s laser boiled away the solid metal within seconds. His senses told him that he’d punched through it, as he felt flames catch on far less dense materials. He used his flame manipulation magic to limit any fires within the building.

      Then he lowered his sword, drawing the laser slowly through the rest of the door. Whatever might hold it closed melted.

      At the same time, he felt the thrum of the entire building in his bones as the defenders finally activated the wards. The brickwork shimmered green, indicating that a wind mage had originally cast the protective wards. Yet the steel door continued to fall apart to Vince’s might.

      A barrier would eventually spring to life over the entire building. Maybe several. If Vince was lucky, he might be able to punch through it at first, as the building’s power sources attempted to feed it. If he was unlucky, he’d be stuck outside.

      His laser had reached the bottom of the door by now, maybe twenty seconds after the depot’s wards activated. Vince sprinted toward the entrance. He crashed into the door he’d targeted and it slammed inward, the noise of it clattering against the interior wall echoing across the reception hall.

      A lion enforcer stood to one side, holding up a charred wooden staff. Shimmering red light encased the lion. With a growl, his entire body flared with blood red magical energy.

      “You’ll go no farther, Lionetti pet,” the lion snapped.

      His staff slammed into the ground before Vince even had the chance to react.

      The room transformed into fire. Vince blinked.

      No, he’d been trapped inside a solid ball of flames. Only the floor remained intact, formed from some sort of cheap vinyl covering. Vince reached out and felt the ball crackle at his barrier.

      He frowned. While he might be able to force his way through the spell, his barrier might fail. If that happened, he’d be dead, or lose whatever body parts were stuck in the flames. Vince’s barrier kept him from melting if the lion turned the heat up, at least.

      More to the point, he didn’t need to worry about breathing. Normal fire consumed oxygen. A solid ball of it would leave Vince breathing in nothing but smoke and carbon dioxide by now. He’d suffocate within a minute.

      Magical fire required nothing but the caster’s magical power. No smoke erupted from the ball of flames, and Vince retained access to valuable oxygen. This would only change if the lion lost control of his spell and lit the whole place on fire. Even if the magical flames didn’t chew up oxygen, the flames they produced on physical matter certainly did.

      “Neat trick,” Vince said.

      “Thank you. It will hold you until Lady Luscarne deals with you. I recommend not struggling. My will and focus is powerful enough to oppose yours,” the lion said. He sounded a touch upper class.

      So Luscarne had kept some decent enforcers in her pocket. This lion knew his magic better than the moron that Juliet had hired.

      “Shall we test that?” Vince asked.

      “Oh? You wish to go head-to-head with a noble lionfolk such as myself? Your use of a meister-tier spell is impressive, human, but one’s ability to cast a spell does not denote mastery, and my kind have an inherent advantage with fire magic.”

      Annoyance twinged in Vince’s mind. Humans were the ones that specialized in fire magic, not lions.

      “I thought your kind were earth magic users,” he said, straining to remain polite as he grasped for the spell around him with his own fire manipulation spell.

      “All things related to the scorching nature of the Earth are our playthings. The earth itself, light, wind, fire—our affinities are many,” the lion said, likely puffing up with pride.

      That sounded like a load of bullshit.

      Vince gripped the spell with his mind, along with the flames. Shattering it proved impossible. The lion’s raw power vastly outmatched his own. As one might expect from a demihuman, they could pump out more magic than a human. Even if Vince was a bruiser by most standards, that merely allowed him to throw punches in their weight class.

      Yet Vince knew he had the upper hand in terms of raw talent. The lion merely stood there, maintaining a spell, confident in his strength. Just as a dagger could slide between the plates of steel armor, so too could Vince split this spell apart at the seams.

      He looked at his sword cane, which remained in two pieces as he’d drawn the sword. He pointed the sword in the direction he heard the lion’s voice from. His opponent appeared to be stationary, so this should work.

      Then he focused his fire manipulation spell at the small spot directly in front of his sword. With every ounce of magic he mustered, he pulled the ball of flames open. A gap opened up, little by little.

      The green eyes of the lion stared at Vince. Then they blinked.

      “You think this will avail you?” the lion asked, amused. “My spell isn’t a wall. It cannot be torn apart brick by brick.”

      “No, it can’t. You’re absolutely right,” Vince said. “But a hole is good for lots of things.”

      Then he cast his flame laser spell. A hole appeared in the lion’s head, and his barrier shattered the same instant. The wall of flames vanished.

      Vince sighed and sheathed his sword. A grimace crossed his face.

      “First fight of the night and I’ve already killed someone,” he said. “Nina did warn me.”

      “Killed?” Fia asked. “You cut out for a while there. Had me fucking worried.”

      “Some hotshot lion put me in a ball of fire. It probably interfered with the signal.” Vince looked around and confirmed nobody else had entered the reception lobby while he’d been busy. “Can’t hear anybody else around here. They might have a skeleton crew present. I’ll clear the place out, shut down the wards, and signal you.”

      A simple layout of the depot stood on a wall nearby, indicating that the depot had two loading bays, a primary and secondary warehouse, plus some offices between them on the upper floors. Utility rooms resided underground, beneath the secondary warehouse.

      Vince figured to hit the utility rooms first. The biggest and baddest enforcers would likely hole up there, defending the generators powering the wards.

      He stepped out of the reception into the primary warehouse. The floor lit up beneath him at the same time it exploded upward around him. Dirt and dust clouded his vision, even as blasts of light burst from the heavens. His barrier crackled and popped in time with the light show.

      If only he’d learned Fia’s explosion spell. Vince found himself surrounded by pillars of earth, which had failed to break through his barrier.

      Without his new focus, he wondered if he’d have survived the attack.

      After a few seconds, the dirt pillars retreated. Vince was ready for his enemies with fireballs in hand.

      By the time he left the warehouse, he had to admit he’d done a little too much damage to the place. Fia had been right and he’d been wrong, though. The shelves appeared to contain little, suggesting if Kaziern stored anything here, it was likely in the prefabs outside.

      He stalked the halls of the building, finding little more than a few lions and some other enforcers trapped in here with him. No elite hit squad or powerful defenses. Not even drones. They’d evidently deployed all theirs outside for aerial defense. Vince felt let down.

      All his preparation suggested this building should have been the big one. Lions with powerful magical defenses at the ready.

      Instead, the worst he found were a pair of lionfolk in Kaziern’s bulky uniform guarding the basement entrance.

      “You can surrender, you know,” Vince called down to them.

      They stood at the bottom of the stairs. A terrible defensive position.

      “The same goes for you. You’re outnumbered,” one lion called back, a bog-standard white barrier shrouding his body.

      Footsteps clattered on the concrete floor and Vince jumped back. A third lion rushed him, hatchet in hand and glowing. A wall of orange light covered his body.

      The first blow missed, but would have struck Vince’s head. Or the barrier where his head would have been.

      A rumble ensued as a fissure split apart a good ten feet of brickwork and filled the corridor with dust. Vince gripped his cane and focused on his newest spell, aware of the distance between himself and his opponent.

      A flame laser would end the fight, but could easily miss. The closest corner or doorway stood at least fifty steps away. That lion moved fast. Fireballs might not penetrate his barrier. Even the fire cage might prove too little, given the power in the spell cast on the hatchet.

      Especially as it glowed once more. Whatever spell the lion used, he cast it in a moment.

      “Now,” the lion barked down the stairs, before facing Vince again.

      That had bought him a couple of precious seconds to cast his fire net spell.

      The lion blurred forward even as Vince raised one hand. That axe snapped toward his head again, far faster than he could step away.

      A net exploded around the lion’s axe, then his body. Roaring, he tumbled down the corridor under the momentum. After a few moments, he came to a stop. Then he tried to move.

      The flames burst forth from the net, and the lion screamed. A blood-curdling noise roared off the walls as his barrier shattered after only a second. His axe clattered against the floor. Vince let his fire sear the lion for a little longer, worried that his foe might get back up.

      Sure, he might not kill all his enemies, but they had insurance. If the lion got some third-degree burns, at least he’d stay down and not put an axe in Vince’s back.

      The other lions reached the top of the stairs, just in time to see their comrade collapse. Also just in time to catch a pair of fireballs. One went down instantly, the barrier cast by his armor unable to protect himself from the spell. The other cast his own barrier to supplement his equipment and tried to attack Vince.

      “Stay down,” Vince said, pointing his sword at the lion.

      For once, a lion actually listened. He lowered his hands.

      Vince nearly walked past him, leaving the lion be. Then he recalled Nina’s words from earlier.

      Right as he turned to face the lion, he saw the enemy enforcer raising his hands, magic coiling in his body.

      When Vince descended into the basement, he left behind only two living lions outside the basement entrance.

      The utility room proved a confusing mess. Locked breaker boxes, gas lines, closets with confusing labels such as “PML23G.”

      All he needed to see was a huge glowing area that suggested Vince should blow it up or press a button. No wonder the enforcers took forever to turn the damn defenses on.

      “Fia, do you have any clue how to turn the defensive wards off?” he asked.

      “Look for big steel boxes or closets marked with some sort of arcane symbol. It might be in a corner. They’re probably unlocked, given the lions just turned them on,” she said. “Common ones are a tri-star symbol, a twin comet, crossed wands, or—”

      “How about a pentagram?” he asked.

      “What’s on the pentagram?”

      “Uh…” He squinted at the scribble scratched inside one point of the pentagram he’d found on the front of a steel closet. “I think it’s the number one.”

      “Wow. Truly a difficult puzzle.” She didn’t hide her laughter.

      “Yeah, laugh it up.” He strolled along the length of the utility room. “Problem is, there are only four closets.”

      “The last one is probably where the wards are actually inscribed, but you don’t need to go near them. There should be something to switch off, and do it in reverse order.”

      With the grand mystery of Kaziern’s defensive wards solved, Vince did as Fia instructed.

      Once finished, the building rumbled, then fell still.

      “We’re clear,” he said. “Or close enough. I might have missed an enforcer or three.”

      “Good enough. The lions bailed on our distraction the instant you hit the depot, so Pola doesn’t want to waste any time,” Fia said.

      That sounded bad.

      “Get upstairs, find a big open space, and pop the teleport beacon on the ground. Then step away. Your magic will interfere with it,” she continued.

      As he made his way to the primary warehouse, he listened out for any other enforcers. Nothing. No sounds of combat or alarms, either. Then again, none had gone off when the wards activated.

      “If Kaziern pulled out from the turf warfare the second I got here—” he began to say.

      “They knew we were pulling something, but not where, when, or how,” Fia growled. “Which means somebody is betraying us. Somebody high up enough to know Alessia has big plans for Kaziern. That suggests a capo, as none of the lower enforcers know shit about what your job is beyond blowing stuff up.”

      He recalled discussing the details in the bar. Any capo there might have overheard him and Fia talking details and known about his targets. Or Alessia might have talked about her plans in the past, before she hired him.

      “So my next target will be a real fight,” he said.

      “Yes. Luscarne herself is heading there. That only further proves somebody fed her info, as there’s no way she could know exactly where we’d strike next unless a mole knew.”

      Vince nodded, but a smirk rose to his face. He’d get his chance to see if he was truly superior to the chief enforcer of a company. Quite the opportunity.
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      The teleport beacon turned out to be a solid silver pyramid, half the width of Vince’s thumb and completely lacking in any details or inscriptions. Almost like a paperweight. He suspected the mundanity of its appearance was intentional. Although it might be easily lost, an enforcer could drop it somewhere and ordinary people wouldn’t think much of it unless they had keen magical senses.

      Once removed from his jacket and away from his person, the pyramid emitted fine magical pulses that he barely sensed. Vince knew that immortals such as demons possessed senses tuned to frequencies such as this and wouldn’t be so easily fooled.

      He reached the primary warehouse, which remained empty. The chaos from his earlier battle met his eye and he winced.

      “No hiding this,” he muttered.

      “What do you want to hide from me?” Fia asked.

      “I burned down the transport depot and all the product.”

      “That would be on the news and police scanners.”

      “You have police scanners? I thought their encryption hadn’t been cracked yet.”

      Fia snorted. “Remember how many police enforcers and ordinary patrol officers there are in the city, V. Do you think we need to crack their fancy encryption to listen in? Although the elites don’t use the same bands as the ordinary blackshirts. Either way, I’m quite confident there’s no great conflagration consuming north-western Albion.”

      “Big words. Conflagration.”

      “Unlike you, I went to a fancy school.”

      “That just meant you drank and gambled with fancy girls, instead of lowlifes,” he countered. “Was it some cute all-girls’ school?”

      While bantering, Vince found an open area to drop the beacon. Fia hadn’t told him how many wolves would teleport in, but he’d seen a few rooms in the tower. Given the wide-open spaces in the warehouse, he doubted any of the wolves would appear inside metal shelving.

      Fia gagged over his earpiece. “Hell no. It was demihuman only, though. I can’t imagine how much worse Pola would be if it had been an all-girls school.”

      Once again, her voice became muffled as she argued with the nearby sottocapo of the Lionettis. Vince rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      So much for moving quickly. Pola wasn’t in position.

      “Fuck’s sake, Pola, get in the fucking room. You’ll see him in a minute,” Fia barked, loud enough that Vince heard her. Then she spoke properly over the line. “Are you set up?”

      “Yes. Once Pola’s here, I’ll organize transport to the next target.” He paused. “You haven’t heard anything from Nicki?”

      “Nah. I messaged her and she sent me a thumbs up, too. So I’d assume all’s good.”

      Vince felt himself relax. The hardest part of the night—or what he thought to be the hard part—had gone off without a hitch. Despite Kaziern’s response, he doubted they had anything to counter his dragon.

      Save Juliet, he thought darkly.

      “Any sign of the vampire?” he asked.

      “Nope. But if the lions are sending her to stop you, she could teleport into position without us spotting her,” Fia said. “Be careful.”

      The little silver pyramid began to glow, indicating the end of his conversation. Vince moved farther backward, giving the incoming wolves plenty of clearance. His barrier remained active as well.

      Just in case.

      He doubted a double-cross, especially with the job half-done, but beacon hijacking was a common plot in movies. Whether it was even possible remained unclear to him.

      Over a dozen wolfgirls blinked into appearance around the pyramid in a fifteen-foot diameter circle. A prismatic aura surrounded each woman and motes of twinkling light ascended from their bodies. Red and blue light shifted in Vince’s vision. He swore he saw double for a moment.

      Then all he saw were the wolves, decked out more heavily than he’d ever seen them.

      Vince counted three capos alongside Pola. The rest appeared to be ordinary enforcers. Everyone but Pola wore the usual casual clothing of the Lionetti wolf pack, yet some of their jackets and pants shimmered with the telltale signs of enchantments. The capos sported a variety of tacky rings and jewelry—magic tools to supplement their natural abilities with embedded spells they could cast on demand. One even wore a mask tied to the side of her head. All of them carried magical foci.

      Yet he found Pola to be the center of attention. A clawed steel gauntlet covered her right hand and it glowed with the green light of her sorcery. A skintight designer one-piece dress hugged her figure, but it lacked any frills or adornments and barely reached her thighs, giving her full range of motion. A green fabric jacket lined with fur hung from her shoulders.

      Her clothes shimmered as heavily as Nina’s enforcer outfit. Vince saw the barrier built into them, even.

      Beyond her clothing, he saw at least a dozen magic tools. Necklaces, rings, wands, a tiny gun barely the size of her finger—Pola’s arsenal probably netted more than Vince’s apartment.

      “Are we clear?” Pola asked, her single ear twitching as she looked around.

      “Right now? Yes. I don’t know if there are enforcers left in the building,” Vince said. “The defensive wards are down. They’re that way if you need them.” He pointed in the direction of the utility room.

      “We won’t,” Pola said. “Let’s go with the plan.”

      The capos nodded. One peeled away with a pair of enforcers, and they sprinted down a hallway.

      “Do you even know the layout?” Vince asked.

      “We do now,” Pola said as she strode toward him. “Our senses are keener than yours. The moment we get inside a building, we know everything we need to.”

      “Like who’s still here?” he asked drily.

      She scowled. “Not that much. But we have sensory magic, and that lets us navigate better than you can. We’ll clear the building and chase away everyone outside.”

      Outside…

      “Shit. There are still some fancy drones outside. I didn’t see controls for them in the utility room, or a control room elsewhere. I’ll need to take them out before Nicki can get me out,” he said.

      What a fuck up. He should have been looking for a control room or something to disable those Lockheed Wagner death machines. They’d ignored him on the ground, but he wanted to avoid running two or three blocks away to make a getaway.

      Juliet might ice him if he did something so foolish.

      Pola’s brow creased. “The Wagner drones, right?” She grinned toothily and caressed his chest with the tips of her claw. “Don’t worry. I’ll happily turn them into spare parts for you, Vincent.”

      “Call me Vince,” he said gruffly.

      She blinked and pouted. “Vinny?”

      “Vince.”

      “Vin?”

      “Vince.”

      “I want a name for you that the others don’t call you.” Her voice sounded smaller than usual.

      The enforcers stared at their boss as if she’d grown a second head, while the capos grinned and giggled behind cupped hands.

      “I’ll try to think of one,” Vince said, trying not to look at the puppy dog eyes Pola made at him.

      She looked hot as hell in her outfit. Sure, he’d promised Nina no orgies, but if Pola kissed him again…

      Well, hadn’t Nina been the one talking about expanding the pride? He felt his thoughts wander while considering what that meant.

      “How about Vindick?” Fia growled over his earpiece. “Because you’re thinking with it right now.”

      He blinked and realized Pola had practically pressed herself against him. The warmth of her impressive bust bled through his shirt and jacket.

      So he took a step back. She scowled at him.

      “We’re on the clock,” he said, willing the blood out of his crotch and focusing on the mission. “We’ll talk about this once we’re back in Lionetti Tower and celebrating over the Dom Perignon.”

      Pola perked up, then scowled. “I hate champagne.”

      “You said that you always celebrate with it.”

      “Maybe I want to celebrate with some good whisky.”

      “Sure. Then we’ll enjoy a belt of scotch when we’re back at the tower. But let’s finish the mission first. Help me take out the drones so I can go melt Luscarne’s face.”

      She grinned at him. “I can do that.”

      Outside, they found little resistance. Kaziern’s enforcers had long since fled and no new ones had turned up yet. A siren in the distance caused Vince to tense, but it wailed off into the background. A false alarm.

      “Wow. After the mess you made of the warehouse, I expected to see the yard in fucking rubble,” one of the capos said. “This is nearly pristine.”

      She poked her head in one of the prefab half-cylinders as they checked for any traps or hidden enforcers. “Full of shit, too. If Kaziern expected us, they didn’t think much of us. We just looted a gold mine.”

      “We’ll need to keep them from blowing that gold up when they hit back,” Fia said. “You already have inbound. One of the girls spotted a half-dozen of their trucks coming from their HQ.”

      The enforcers nodded as one. Evidently, she played handler to everyone for this mission, not just Vince.

      High above them, the drones continued to circle. Their programming seemed intent on enforcing the no-fly zone, but ignored ground intruders.

      As nasty as they had sounded when Fia read them out, they proved to be target practice for Pola.

      But she didn’t use her claws. Rather, she pointed her gauntleted hand at each drone. Seconds passed as she focused her magic and the glow around the magical focus increased.

      Then a maelstrom of wind burst into existence around the drone, blasting it apart. Screws, metal scraps, and plastic rained down from above each time she cast her spell. She finished the job after only a couple of minutes.

      Vince frowned at Pola’s magical focus, even as she beamed at him, her tail wagging. She expected praise, and her ear twitched in anticipation.

      “I appreciate the help,” he said slowly. “But you’re entirely reliant on your focus to cast spells, aren’t you?”

      She froze.

      Fia cackled in his ear, causing Pola to growl.

      “It’s a common problem,” Vince continued. “I avoid practicing spells with a focus for that reason. If you become used to the boost provided by a focus, channeling magic or focusing on the incantation can become impossible. It’s like a crutch. You need to walk without one if you want to walk properly.”

      Pola bit her lip and looked at the ground. Her tail stopped wagging.

      “But thanks,” he said. “I’m not exceptional at long distance stuff.”

      Although his flame lasers might have been able to snipe them anyway. His spells lost some level of oomph, but the drones appeared to be softer targets than he’d expected.

      His words cheered Pola up, and she nodded as she handed him the teleport beacon again. “This turf is ours now,” she said. “Take their drug lab and the lions will be done. The Lionettis will be on top once again.”

      He half-expected some cutting remark from Fia, but supposed she agreed with Pola’s fervor on this. So he nodded, pocketed the beacon, and called Nicki.

      While he waited for her to answer, Pola and the enforcers continued to investigate the otherwise empty yard.

      “Ready?” Nicki answered the moment she picked up.

      “Yes. The no-fly zone is clear and there are no enemies here. Fly in, pick me up, and head to the next site,” he said.

      “No break?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Got it. See ya soon.”

      She hung up. Only a few minutes passed before he saw her dark figure illuminated against the glow of a nearby apartment complex. She soared directly toward him, then circled and snatched him up from behind.

      Pola squawked as he vanished. He looked back to see her preparing to blow Nicki away, before she realized what was happening. As he waved back to the wolf, she cautiously returned the gesture.

      “Um, was that a mistake?” Nicki asked as she rocketed away from the transport depot.

      “No. Pola’s just being Pola. Focused on her own world and forgetful of others,” he said.

      Fia laughed. “You understand her already. Yet you seem to be interested in fucking her.”

      “I’m not…” Vince sighed.

      “You can’t deny it. I can’t see what’s going on, but I heard it, and I’m not stupid. If my lovely sottocapo had asked to breed, I wonder if we’d be calling off the mission.” Fia paused. “Alessia might not mind that, to be honest. She’d take that as a nice runner’s up prize.”

      “I know what my job is, and I’m not ditching the mission.”

      “Who’s ditching?” Nicki asked.

      “Nobody,” he insisted.

      “Oh.” Her wings flapped once as she maintained her rapid speed, although it remained slower than her getaway speed from the night the police had chased them. “This office or drug lab or whatever isn’t a no-fly zone. How close should I get? Fia seemed concerned that your enemies might be expecting us.”

      “They are. All the more reason to drop in close,” he said. “Put me down on a rooftop nearby. I’ll need some time to prepare. Then you can drop me on the street and fly off. I won’t need a rapid getaway this time.”

      “Got it.”

      “I had one of the girls arrange a safe house nearby,” Fia said. “She’ll be fine there.”

      After a few minutes, Nicki began to descend close to the old offices. They looked vastly different at night than day. Several remained lit up despite the late hour, including the Kaziern one used to cut their illegal supplements with magical catalysts.

      Nicki flew well clear of the office building itself and brought him down on a nearby rooftop. They lacked any overlook of the target, but Vince recalled the large roller doors that should lead into a rear loading bay.

      “I spotted a ton of enforcers milling about the perimeter as I came in,” she said as they rested against the rooftop entrance of the building they’d landed on. “Big trucks and cars everywhere. No barrier on the building, though.”

      “I saw that,” Vince said. “I’m not worried about the numbers, though.”

      She unslung a tiny backpack from her back. It looked to be one of those nylon ones that wrapped up tight when not in use, so she’d probably held it in a pocket earlier. She retrieved an energy drink from inside and tossed it to him.

      “I’m guessing you don’t need an infusion yet,” she said.

      “Nah.” He snapped open the can with a hiss. “Although I probably would have taken one after I cast my dragon just in case. Might not have had the chance once I got down there. So, thanks.”

      “No problem. It’s nice to help.” Her eyes scanned the sky. “I expected the police to have responded by now.”

      “I’m guessing any cops are busy with the turf war that has been abandoned by now,” he said.

      “Got that right,” Fia said. “But only a few turned up to hassle us. Vanna nearly got arrested as they chased her down pretty hard. Another brick in the wall for the mole theory.”

      “Is it a theory at this point?” he asked rhetorically.

      No answer, as he’d expected.

      He drank his energy drink in silence. No signs of any magic thirst, so he assumed he remained fine despite the extent of his magic usage. Despite what he’d told Nicki, the amount of magic he’d used was extensive. Powering his barrier for that long, plus using that many flame lasers of such intensity, and so many spells in fights…

      Casting his dragon might not exhaust him instantly, but he carried a handful of magic-restoring infusions for good reason. What he worried about was his body giving out before his supply of infusions did. He remained human, and pushing himself to the point he began to vomit would kill him if it happened in a fight, dragon or no dragon.

      “You should stand back,” he told Nicki as he tossed her the empty can.

      She nodded while doing so and shoving the can into her bag.

      Ordinarily, casting his dragon created enormous openings. It also attracted attention.

      But with no cops around and his target right in front of him, Vince saw no reason not to cast his best spell in advance.

      Why give his enemies a chance to sucker punch him when he didn’t need to? That thirty seconds he needed to prepare could be done in relative safety. Kaziern didn’t even know he was here yet.

      His thirty-foot-long dragon burst into flaming existence on the rooftop, dripping lava from its mouth and spouting flares of fire into the air.

      Nicki reached out as if to stroke it, but stopped a good foot short. “I shouldn’t do that, should I?”

      “I mean, it won’t hurt you. I control what it burns,” he said. “But you won’t feel anything. It’s fire.”

      Naturally, she touched it. Then scowled.

      “How boring,” she said.

      “Such is reality.”

      “Why a Chinese dragon? I figured you’d go with something from the movies that could stomp on buildings.”

      Shouts erupted from below, as Kaziern’s enforcers likely felt or spotted his spell. He gestured for Nicki to get into the air. Her eyes widened and she shot upward.

      After she picked him up and began lowering him to the ground, he took the time to answer her question, “Flexibility. The point is to extend my spellcasting radius, not to have a gigantic monster. Anyway, drop me off and leave. I’ll take over here.”

      “Good luck,” she called out as she soared away.

      The moment Nicki vanished, he grabbed one of the small pink vials in his jacket and downed it. The energy drink might have helped a little, but he wouldn’t chance it now he’d cast his meister-tier spell.

      Blood pumped through his body in response to the little dose of magic that had slipped down his throat. He saw stars. Flames roared from his dragon, causing spot fires and searing the brickwork of a nearby building before he got them under control.

      “Ally delivers,” he gasped out.

      The shouts of Kaziern’s enforcers rose in intensity. Seemed they were coming to him, despite what they knew of him.

      That suited Vince just fine.
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      The first pack of enforcers rumbled into the alleyway Vince had been left in. His dragon rested in the air above him, tail lashing between the brick walls of the apartment complexes beside him. At the sight of Kaziern’s thugs, Vince popped his barrier.

      Despite the sight of him at full power, the enforcers still tried their best. They fired off a series of wizard-tier spells. Textbook stuff: lightning bolts from the sky; water jets capable of rending cars apart; a tornado that carved thick gouges in the brickwork; and even a blinding beam of light that would work as a good movie prop for a space laser.

      Vince’s dragon curled around him and consumed every spell before it even got close to him. The enforcers stood there in the aftermath, hands raised as if to prepare more spells. Thin white barriers covered each of them.

      They were all demihumans or human enforcers. No lions yet. Far from the elites. Presumably, Luscarne kept them close to her inside the drug lab itself.

      “As cliché as it is, this is the part where you run,” Vince said. “Or I can start blowing stuff up.”

      “Fuck you,” one of the enforcers said. “We’ve been told about your trick. There’s an entire army of—”

      Whatever nonsense they’d been told about his “trick” proved incorrect. The dragon roared fire and that enforcer vanished.

      When the flames stopped, a smoldering wreck of a person collapsed to the ground. Vince doubted he was dead, as he’d controlled how much of the flames harmed the man after his barrier burst.

      “Great trick, right?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “Care to see me do more? How about two at once? Or should I skip right to as many as I can manage, just to prove I can?”

      They scattered. Vince hoped they didn’t run back to their friends. If they did, like hell he’d spare them a second time.

      Fool him once, etcetera.

      Aware of the constant drain of his meister-tier spell, Vince ran down the alley after the fleeing enforcers. Shouting greeted his ears.

      “Get back here! You call yourselves warriors of Kaziern!” a booming voice called out.

      That would be a lion, Vince guessed.

      He emerged onto the narrow street behind the building. Unlike the depot, the street remained shrouded in darkness. No oversized lamps filling every inch with sterile white light. His dragon changed that the instant he stepped forward.

      The drug lab proved easy to spot. The roller doors at the rear stood wide open, and a dozen lion enforcers stood behind them. Even more uniformed security massed in front of those lions. Catfolk, birdfolk, humans, and even a few rarer types like goats and mice. Kaziern proved themselves to be an equal opportunity employer.

      When Vince stepped onto the street, every demihuman spotted him. Nearly fifty magic-using paramilitaries turned to face him, and the humans joined in, aware of their comrades’ enhanced night vision. Spells glowed in their hands.

      “Ready your spells,” the same voice from earlier boomed. It came from a particularly large lion enforcer in the rear, who stood some nine feet tall and carried a conductor’s baton in one hand.

      Then Vince’s dragon landed in front of him. The unearthly glow lit up the street around him, ensuring nobody missed either him or the huge, mobile spell battery.

      “I’m ready,” Vince drawled.

      “They can’t hear you,” Fia said. “Less talking, more—”

      He used his dragon to start blasting before she could finish criticizing him. Even before he did so, half of Kaziern’s enforcers began sprinting away. They’d seen the others fleeing and understood why now. Vince did his best to spare them.

      His best might not be enough, though.

      Pillars of flame exploded from beneath the mass of enforcers, large and hot enough to vaporize several if Vince wished to. A flame laser shot out of the dragon’s mouth and slammed into the lead enforcer. Despite the fury contained within it, the lion’s barrier didn’t shatter and instead he went flying out of sight, deep into the building.

      The dragon shot forth. A few spells chased it, as a handful of remaining enforcers held firm and tried to fend it off.

      This happened almost every time. The enemy tried to fend off the dragon rather than Vince. They misunderstood the threat, thinking that the mass of magical flames could be opposed, as if it were a summon.

      Which, Vince had to admit, was entirely the damn point.

      So masses of water, ice, earth, and light crashed into the dragon harmlessly. Its coat roared even stronger and hotter, as if powered by the magic being used against it. That wasn’t the case, but Vince liked to give off that appearance.

      Within a minute, the remaining enforcers scattered. Most of the non-lions fled. Their uniforms and measly paychecks meant nothing in the face of a spell capable of ending their lives or at least putting them in the hospital for longer than they cared to be.

      At some point, a lion tried to lower the roller doors. Vince sent his dragon right through the doors, causing them to melt. With a spin, the fiery conjuration turned the doors into molten wreckage that flew across the street and pooled in corners for the street cleaners to pick up tomorrow.

      Vince strode into the office building. Or what had been an office building at some point.

      As Nina had told him, these had originally been really old factories. They were tall enough to have multiple levels, but Kaziern appeared to have stripped out any upper floors at some point.

      All that remained were row after row of warehouse shelving, the loading bay he’d just entered, and a walled off area at the far end. Vince guessed the wall separated the storage from the drug preparation. Possibly in case of accidents.

      “I’m inside,” he said. “No sign of any production here, either. Guessing Kaziern put everything on pause.”

      Fia didn’t respond. He opened his mouth to follow up, but was interrupted by someone he’d forgotten.

      The warehouse shelving twisted and warped, then shot off from the ground and began to form a body of its own. A titanic body nearly as tall as the multi-story building Vince stood inside.

      “You’re not the only one capable of utilizing summons, boy,” the giant lion enforcer from earlier growled.

      He waved his conductor’s wand as he strode out behind the growing golem formed from the steel shelving. The concrete flooring of the loading bay peeled away and began to form armor around its skeleton.

      Given enough time, Vince figured the summon might be genuinely impressive.

      “You’ve spent a lot of time perfecting a bunch of wizard-tier spells,” he said.

      “Mastery of one’s school of magic goes a long way,” the lion said proudly, his orange barrier almost as solid as Vince’s own. “I can tell from the power oozing from your barrier that you understand your own magic well enough. Yet where you’ve chosen to chase a higher tier of spell, I’ve worked within the domain I understand.”

      Lots of talk. Unlike the last lion with some talent, Vince realized he was being stalled.

      Every second allowed the golem to grow stronger. Sweat poured down the lionfolk’s brow as he waved his baton.

      Part of Vince wanted to test his strength against his enemy. See who was the strongest.

      “I don’t have time for this,” he said.

      “No. I’m afraid none of us have time in the middle of a fight for survival,” the lion said, almost sad.

      Vince blinked. Then he ducked and threw himself to the side out of pure instinct.

      A sword came down and slammed into the ground where he’d been. A foot-wide circle of concrete exploded, sending shards clattering against the walls fast enough to sound like bullets. Vince’s barrier turned them into powder even as he rolled away.

      Luscarne stood there, face warped with fury.

      “You don’t give your foe warnings, Gaeryl,” she snapped at the other lion.

      “It’s no matter. We shall end this,” the male lionfolk, Gaeryl, said.

      The golem creaked and raised a fist.

      “Not we, all of us. Together!” Luscarne raised her head and screamed.

      A dozen lion enforcers charged out from behind the wall in the distance. They all carried magical foci, and appeared to be preparing spells. Yet they needed to run quite some way to reach Vince and the battle.

      And his dragon remained all too ready.

      “I think you’re forgetting something,” he growled, not bothering to pull himself off the ground.

      Flames exploded around both Gaeryl and Luscarne, even as the dragon fired a massive flame laser at the golem. The arm it had raised in the air to crush Vince glowed white-hot for a second, before the fire cut through the mass of cheap, mass-produced steel. It exploded upon impact with the ground, nearly crushing Luscarne.

      Gaeryl lacked the time to worry about his summon, however. As he tried to wave his baton to control or repair his golem, Vince’s dragon shot toward him. Its tail slammed into the lion and this time the blue flames that consumed him penetrated his barrier.

      No time to celebrate. Vince saw one of the lion enforcers dashing toward him, moving nearly as fast as Pola might. Luscarne pushed through the flames on her side as well.

      Somehow, she appeared utterly unharmed by them. Her orange barrier glowed as bright as ever and she moved as if aware of her immortality.

      “Don’t you lions know when you’ve lost,” he snapped, but kept his distance from the woman.

      A flame cage stopped the sprinting enforcer dead, particularly when he smashed into the fiery bars, burst his own barrier, and collapsed to the ground with searing burns. Others tried futilely to destroy the dragon. Flame lasers blew them across the room. At least one collapsed with a hole torn in his torso.

      “Ignore the damn lizard,” Luscarne shouted. “Kill him!”

      Ah, the magic words he needed. If they wanted him dead, he saw little reason to hold back. Especially as these were Kaziern’s elite.

      He pulled his dragon back, letting it coil around him as spells rained down. Focusing, he cast the largest fire cage he could muster.

      The ground rumbled around him as Luscarne assailed him with earth magic spells. She stood in the distance, sword plunged in the ground while casting spells. Chunks of earth exploded harmlessly on his dragon. If she attempted to explode the concrete beneath him, it failed as the raw magic exuding from Vince’s spell warded her off. Flames washed over her in response.

      Rather than burn, she roared and charged him. Luscarne now tried to physically climb over the dragon, as if convinced she could not be harmed by it. Apparently, that proved true. Even direct flame lasers failed to so much as scratch her barrier.

      Yet the raw depth of magical power in his dragon kept her at bay. She couldn’t physically harm it or him, as her actual strength fell far short of anything capable of harming Vince.

      Finally ready, his dragon roared and surged forward. The lions shifted to avoid it. Time and again, they’d instinctively move or fire spells at the dragon despite Luscarne’s orders. Vince’s barrier held up to the few times they directly fired at him. Shelves crashed down across the building interior during the chaos.

      Eventually, he found his chance. A fire cage sprung up around the enforcers, capturing all but a couple. Those few went down to concentrated fire from the dragon.

      And then, slowly but surely, Vince filled the cage with more and more fire using his dragon. The lions crowded toward the center.

      Only Luscarne remained alone.

      “Enough,” she snapped, and pulled a small egg-like object from within her uniform. “I came prepared for you. Haven’t you realized that you can’t harm me?”

      “Obviously,” he drawled. “It’s a little hard to miss after how easily I blew you away last time. Why do you think I focused on your minions?”

      She glowered at him, still holding up the egg.

      “What? Do you want me to act surprised?” Vince affected a shocked expression and spoke in a high-pitched, almost childish voice. “Amazing. You purchased some amazing magic tool using the unlimited line of credit Houou gave you. It is truly amazing that you have the ability to withstand my onslaught of brute force.”

      “Shut up,” she snapped.

      “This is Aulfair. I’m aware that knowledge is power, Luscarne. By revealing my trump card, it lets others counter it.” He pointed at the egg. “Let me guess, that’s some sort of endless well of magic? I’m guessing you’re powering your barrier in the same way that building defenses are powered. I don’t think it consumes magic, as I would have felt my spells being sucked up.”

      “Close. This is a soul egg, a mystery of the Orient, and one of Houou’s—”

      Vince blinked. “Wow. Is that a real one? I’ve heard the genuine ones are worth literal millions. Cursed gods and ancient mystic foxes are trapped inside them and provide an almost limitless power source for the user.”

      “… so you know what it is, and how pointless it is to oppose me.”

      He stared at the tiny iridescent egg in her hand. It looked real, or at least close enough to the images that Imperial Japan cared to share of the handful of the ancient artifacts whenever they showed them off in museums. Whether they contained actual gods remained a mystery, but movies loved to use them as world-ending plot devices.

      Which is why he sincerely doubted one rested in the hands of this idiotic enforcer.

      “If that’s a real soul egg, why aren’t you casting super spells using your endless supply of magic?” he asked. “Go on. Take your best shot.”

      He pulled his dragon back and let it coil around his body once more.

      Silence fell. Luscarne’s enforcers watched from within the cage, as the flames stopped encroaching on them. They wanted to see their boss use the financial power of their backer to destroy Vince.

      Instead, she bit her lip. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “Because it’s a knock-off. Some cheap magic tool that acts as a large magical battery but nothing else. You’re too untalented to use it for anything other than powering your barrier. Or maybe it’s too cheap to do anything else.” Vince snapped his fingers and the flames began closing on the lions. “So now we know how this works, let’s make an actual deal.”

      “What!?” Luscarne’s eyes bulged.

      “I’m an independent enforcer. That means I’m all about deals. This one is simple. You hand me the egg, and I don’t kill all your subordinates.”

      Holy shit, he sounded like a genuine villain. Quintus would be so proud right now.

      Yet, Vince realized, Fia had yet to say a damn thing. This seemed like the perfect time to chime in with a witty remark.

      Luscarne looked down at the egg in her hands, aware that revealing it had been a mistake. The cries of her subordinates grew, as they tried and failed to repel Vince’s vastly superior magic.

      “We’ll destroy you the moment you stop,” she mumbled.

      “Uh huh. I said that I won’t kill them if you give me the egg. I’m a man of my word, unlike your boss,” Vince said.

      “How dare you—” Luscarne stopped herself.

      Seconds passed. At least one of the lions’ barriers shattered, but the others pulled him above them to protect their vulnerable comrade.

      Luscarne hurled Vince the egg.

      The flames vanished around the other lions. Before anyone moved, a flame laser shattered Luscarne’s barrier and turned one of her knees into a cauterized mess of gore.

      “Fuck!” she screamed, collapsing to the ground.

      “This is over,” Vince said. “Leave. I don’t—”

      “Nothing is over,” Luscarne snapped. “The Golden Path is already on their way, ready to take back our depot and crush you here. We were ready for you. Do you think they aren’t as well? Houou has too much to lose to let you and the stupid wolves win. Yet you have a chance. One that Tobias offered you and you’ve almost thrown aside. All you need to do is let me call him and change sides. There’s still time.”

      Vince rolled his eyes. “Good words after your lies earlier.”

      “Do you think I’m lying when I say we have a mole in one of Lionetti’s branch families?” She grinned. “Even knowing this doesn’t help you.”

      “Fia, you get that?” he asked aloud.

      No response.

      Panic rose within him. How long had it been since she responded to him? Or said anything at all?

      “Is something wrong?” Luscarne asked, her voice tauntingly sweet.

      Vince’s phone rang. He kept his dragon around him, but its maw remained pointed at Luscarne. None of the other lions dared to move, but they remained intent on continuing the fight.

      He pulled out his phone and saw the caller ID.

      Ronin.

      “What’s up?” Vince asked, forcing his voice to remain steady.

      “Vince, where the hell are you?” Ronin asked.

      Panic ran through Vince. No way in hell his friend rang him up like this over nothing.

      “Doing a job. Ronin, what—”

      “Are you near Lionetti Tower? It’s been hit by someone. Orders have come down to place the area around it on lockdown,” Ronin said. “Somebody used magic to cut off all comms in the area. It’s some sort of assassination attempt aimed at the Lionetti sisters.”
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      “Is something wrong?” Luscarne asked, her lion ears twitching as she no doubt eavesdropped on Vince’s call with Ronin. “Do you need to be somewhere—”

      Vince’s dragon roared and a flame laser created a new hole in her stomach. Luscarne tried to scream, but blood gurgled up in place of the noise she tried to make as she doubled over in pain.

      The wound might have instantly cauterized, but with a hole that big in so many organs, she’d need a healing infusion within minutes or be dead.

      Vince glared at her as his knuckles whitened around his phone. The other lions arced up and threw spells at him, but his dragon intercepted them.

      For a long moment, he considered vaporizing every single one of them. It would be so easy.

      Too easy.

      And utterly pointless. Vince killed when necessary, but sure as hell took no joy from it.

      “Enough!” he snapped, and a dozen pillars of fire burst from the ground around the enforcers.

      They froze. Ronin spoke over the phone, but Vince didn’t hear him.

      “Give me a second,” he told Ronin, then muted his phone. Turning to talk to the enforcers, he pointed at Luscarne and said, “Take her, get the fuck out, and don’t come back. If I see any of you again tonight, you’re dead. Anyone from Kaziern steps near this place and I’ll incinerate them. I’m done with these games. Leave.”

      Seconds passed amid the crackling of the flames burning the fallen contents of the shelving. When none of the lions moved, he turned and pointed his cane at Luscarne.

      “We’ll go,” one of the lions shouted, and rushed toward her.

      “Idiot,” Luscarne gasped out around the blood bubbling down her chin. “Stop him!”

      As if they could, Vince thought. The lions trooped over to their fallen commander and one forced a healing infusion down her throat before hefting her over one shoulder. They began to leave without a glance back.

      He placed his phone against his ear and unmuted it while watching.

      “Sorry about that. Needed to finish things here,” he said.

      “I take it you were dealing with Kaziern,” Ronin said. “This is their ploy, then. Hit the sisters while you’re busy with their enforcers.”

      “Smarter than I took them for,” Vince admitted. “Thanks for the heads up. Do you know if the police are deploying to assist Kaziern with any of their other facilities?”

      “We’re not. A couple of Lionetti enforcers got arrested for some fighting they caused near that shopping mall. Rare for corporate enforcers to get hit, and I doubt any charges will stick, but it will make the mayor happy. At worst they’ll get cited.”

      That might be Vanna. At least Vince knew he wouldn’t leave and find the place crawling with police.

      “I take it you’re not coming up north,” he said.

      “No. The Albion precincts are refusing support from the rest of the city. Be careful, Vince.”

      That sounded a lot like some corrupt cops might be involved in this mess, and everyone knew it.

      Right before he hung up, a sudden thought occurred to Vince. Something he’d forgotten to tell Ronin.

      “Shit. Remind me to talk to you about an incident at the fast food place Daryl works at later. A rogue enforcer beat him up. It’s not important now, but stuff is slipping my mind with all this shit going down.” Vince ran a hand through his hair. “Again, thanks for the help. I need to go blow shit up.”

      “Don’t get blown up yourself, Vince. Be careful.”

      “I’m always careful.”

      Ronin snorted, then hung up.

      Vince’s hand shook as he lowered his phone. He wondered why. This was just a job, after all.

      Sure, his paycheck depended on Alessia surviving, but sometimes shit happened in this line of work.

      Ironically, he realized why Fia had been wrong to tell him to press harder about a proper bonus for helping Alessia. When push came to shove, two things came to mind.

      First, if Alessia died, the job didn’t matter. Vince’s pay depended on her surviving. Pola would tear him to pieces if he refused to assist the Lionettis in their time of need, no matter what excuse he gave, assuming she even survived the night.

      Second, the thought of Alessia or Fia dying made him feel sick. Both of them were caught in whatever this attack was and his mind thought of nothing but ways to get back to the tower as fast as possible.

      Acting on those thoughts, his fingers tapped out a message to Nicki.

      Get back to the building right now. Forget everything else. I need you to pick me up ASAP and get me to Lionetti Tower, he messaged her.

      Then he rang Pola. They’d exchanged contacts yesterday as part of the briefing, just in case they needed to contact one another. He’d half expected her to spam him with weird sexual messages, but had received nothing.

      Her phone rang. Three rings. Then five. At ten, he canceled the call and swore.

      “Fucking hell, Pola. If you know something’s wrong, fucking tell me,” he snapped at the air and paced. One of his hands ran through his hair.

      Maybe he was racing to conclusions. If Alessia was under attack, Kaziern might be attacking Pola at the same time.

      He called Ronin back. His friend answered instantly.

      “Do you know if there are any other communications black spots?” Vince asked.

      “There aren’t any.”

      “You sure?”

      “Blocking any communication bandwidth is super illegal, Vince, because it can interfere with emergency services and other critical infrastructure,” Ronin explained “The mage colleges have to get permits to block them in some of their facilities. That’s why I know about the attack and why we’re locking Albion down. Whoever is attacking Lionetti Tower is committing a crime as well. They’re an independent enforcer.”

      Shit. Vince had a bad feeling who might be behind this.

      “Thanks again. Just wanted to check,” he said.

      That suggested Pola wasn’t likely under attack at the transport depot. Well, she might be, but likely not so bad she couldn’t answer her phone or tell him about an attack on Alessia.

      Nicki had replied by now.

      Gotcha, she said.

      Short and sweet.

      Vince tossed the teleport beacon amid the wreckage of the warehouse shelving. Then he quickly ran over and checked behind the walled area. He found a maze of rooms and decided not to waste his time further.

      If Kaziern kept some enforcers here, then the Lionettis would need to clear them out later. Protecting Alessia took priority. With any luck, he’d be able to teleport back using the beacon and finish the job.

      Stepping outside, he looked up and down the street. Not a soul remained. The warmth of the streetlights lit up portions of the road, but he didn’t need them. His dragon ensured Nicki would find him.

      Right now, he made a tantalizing target. His dragon burned in the night. Realizing how much magic he burned each minute, Vince downed another infusion.

      This time, no afterglow struck him. His magic reserves had run low and he hadn’t even realized. He checked. Still three more of the good ones, plus two cheap ones. Plenty for the night.

      He knew he might be regretting things in the morning. But he also knew if he dismissed his dragon, he might not get the opportunity to cast it upon arriving at Lionetti Tower. Who knew how bad things were there. The police might attack him on sight.

      Nicki descended from above, but didn’t land or pick him up. She hovered above him, biting her lip.

      “What’s up?” she asked. “Fia didn’t reply when you messaged me, and the enforcer with me panicked when I told her. I also noticed that the big Lionetti building is lit up like a Christmas Tree.”

      “Lionetti Tower is under attack,” Vince said flatly.

      Nicki’s face paled.

      “I need to get there right now,” he continued. “Fly as fast as you can. Just like when you got me away from the cops the other night.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I can do that,” she mumbled.

      Unlike usual, she swooped away and got a flying start before clamping down on him. They shot off into the air before turning toward their destination.

      As Nicki had said, Lionetti Tower was indeed lit up. Given the size of Albion, it couldn’t be seen from that far away, but up in the sky it stood out like a sore thumb.

      The entire structure glowed a vivid purple and it lit up the surrounding towers like a beacon in the night. Alessia had activated the tower’s defensive wards and barriers, which prevented entry and direct assault. They likely accompanied internal defensive measures.

      “Is… is somebody trying to take the whole tower down?” Nicki asked over the roar of the wind around them. “I only see barriers go up like this in movies and disasters.”

      “They’re probably tied to internal wards and anti-teleportation measures,” Vince shouted back. “Alessia’s office has windows. The external barriers would prevent somebody from shattering them to get in instead of forcing their way through from the inside.”

      And, yes, he admitted to himself that protecting the entire building was necessary in this situation. Building an impenetrable bunker-like room meant nothing if an attacker could bring down the entire building or collapse a floor. Earth magic users specialized in tricks like that. Nina had a few stories like that, although she’d never taken out a skyscraper.

      Mostly because of the expense. The city took a dim view of massive property damage and finding an employer willing to pay for the wholesale destruction of multi-billion dollar buildings proved difficult. Only untouchable criminals might attempt it, and enforcers like Nina stuck to lower profile attacks.

      Immanuel or Houou might cover up the collapse of a small office building or even an entire floor of an apartment complex, so long as casualties were minimized.

      In this case, Vince knew that if Lionetti Tower went down, a lot of innocent people went down with it. The highflyers in the casino, namely. Not even Houou could get away with that.

      Which explained the dozens of red and blue lights flashing in the aerial perimeters around the tower on police birdfolk and the police helicopter. Vince gulped as they approached.

      “Vince,” Nicki said as she saw the police.

      “Fly lower,” he said.

      No dice. One of the cops saw them and shot over like a hawk.

      Turned out, they were a hawk. He carried a shell-like shield on one arm and wore black and white lycra over his entire body with police markings.

      Nicki came to an abrupt stop when the police enforcer cut her off. Vince’s dragon raced through the air around them. Other police enforcers in the air began moving toward them. They hovered only a few dozen feet apart.

      The enforcer took one look at Vince, but his expression remained hidden behind a helmet. “You’re working for the Lionettis, right?”

      “Is that important?”

      “Orders are to stay out of the company conflict. If you’re on the clock, you can go through. Otherwise, this is an active enforcement zone and I’ll have to cite you if you try to proceed.”

      “I’m working for them,” Vince said.

      “Figured. Good luck. You’ll need it, but maybe you’ll limit how much wrap up we’ll need to do.” The hawk snapped off a salute and shot off, resuming his perimeter patrol.

      Nicki hovered there, staring. “Uh, what?”

      “You heard him. The cops have no interest in getting involved in a fight between Kaziern and the Lionettis. Whatever bribes Gawlik threw around fall short of dealing with this mess, now he’s gone this far. Take me down,” Vince said.

      They soared toward the base of the tower. Over thirty police SUVs and cruisers formed a cordon along the streets a good two blocks back, but they kept an opening clear. Vince watched as a black SUV rolled up to the cordon and was let in.

      Right before flashes of light snatched his attention away, toward the atrium entrances of the tower. Eight wolfgirls crowded behind the stone garden walls that lined the exterior. Strange, translucent figures shifted near the closest entrance.

      Beams of light shot forth from the translucent figures and blew chunks of stone and dirt into the air. The wolfgirls responded with a variety of spells, but to little avail. Little by little, they moved toward the street, pushed back from their own headquarters.

      Several bodies lined the pavement. Most wore suits. The building security that Vince had briefly tangoed with on his first visit, he realized.

      “Drop me on the street, then get clear,” Vince said. “Don’t get too close. Those are hostiles.”

      “Got it. I’ll stay in the air and—”

      “No! They might shoot you out of the air. Either get out or stick close to the police. I doubt they’ll touch you, so long as you don’t actually leave,” he pressed. “Bail entirely if they do. I don’t want you getting hurt. This is far worse than any enforcer fight I’ve been in.”

      Nina had talked about all-out war once. This felt like that, with Kaziern attempting to outright destroy the Lionettis. He regretted underestimating Gawlik.

      His feet felt pavement as Nicki dropped him off, then she wheeled in the air and shot toward the police cordon. He wasted no time and sprinted toward the wolfgirls, who spotted him and took cover rather than retreat.

      His dragon roared and shot forth. Flames consumed those mysterious figures around the entrance. No more beams of light assaulted the wolves.

      “Holy shit, you’re here,” a Lionetti capo said, her tail wagging. She’d been the same one that greeted him when he’d retreated here after fending off Kaziern the other night. “I haven’t been able to get through to fucking anyone.”

      “There’s a communications blackout,” Vince said as he crouched down next to her behind this row of stone edging. “I got word through my police contact. Where the hell is Pola? I can’t reach her and figured she’d be here already.”

      “She hasn’t gotten here. Some others have turned up.” The capo’s eyes tracked something behind Vince.

      He turned and saw the black SUV from earlier pull up and disgorge a half-dozen wolfgirl enforcers, including another capo. Beams of light immediately struck the vehicle. The girls raced toward them.

      “Fuck, those phantoms are already back,” the security head said, as Vince decided to label her. She must be important to the tower’s defense, given she’d been deployed here both nights the Lionettis moved out.

      He looked over the garden and saw the translucent figures had reappeared. They appeared to be people, but floated in the air and lacked distinguishable limbs or even faces. Beams of light burst forth from their chests as they hovered in the general direction of Vince and the Lionettis.

      “Necromancy?” he asked, shocked. “I think I’ve met one necromancer in my fucking life. It’s not forbidden, but it’s so arcane that I never hear of it outside of mage colleges and movies.”

      “There’s some mousegirl in the atrium,” the security head said. “A whole team of enforcers swept through, blew through our security before we knew it, and then summoned an army of these phantoms. They’re immune to anything weaker than wizard-tier spells and use their own light spells. Even when we destroy them, they come back almost instantly.”

      Vince stared at the mass of necromantic phantoms. He was fundamentally out of his depth.

      Hell, even Nina hadn’t fought necromancers in her stories. Who the fuck was he fighting?

      “Did you spot anything more about the necromancer?” he asked.

      “Small girl. Solid black barrier. We tried taking her out but couldn’t scratch her.”

      He nodded. “I’ll try. If these are summons, I bet they’ll go down with the summoner, and I have a lot more power. And if all else fails, I want you to target her after I break her barrier. She might survive my attacks, but she won’t survive if her barrier goes down.”

      The wolves nodded and grinned. Fifteen Lionetti soldiers stacked up behind the stone wall, all looking to him for the go ahead.

      That gave him pause. Why the hell was he giving the orders to these enforcers?

      Then a series of beams slammed into his dragon. They glanced off harmlessly, but reminded him of the danger they remained in. To hell with it.

      “Stay behind the dragon. It’s immune to magic,” he said.

      Then he stood. The phantoms swiveled to face him. Their forms evaporated as a massive fire net burst through their insubstantial forms. He’d hoped to prevent them from reforming, but they’d exploded upon contact with his spell instead. A shame.

      “Let’s go,” he ordered, before rushing forward.

      More phantoms appeared from the atrium. A roar of flames disintegrated the first wave before his dragon leaped onto the mass. Light spells ricocheted off the flaming scales of his dragon and burst harmlessly on the tower’s barrier. Every phantom focused on the closest target, which Vince ensured was the dragon.

      The enforcers followed up far slower than he could, but with just as much force. Vicious explosions of earth, or thunderous bolts of lightning from above. They needed to use wizard-tier spells, whereas Vince’s dragon empowered even his initiate-tier spells to meister-tier strength. So even basic flames melted the phantoms.

      Without slowing, he sent his dragon hurtling through the entrance. Glass and steel melted around its form and was left to agglomerate on the ground. Vince stepped carefully around it.

      Hovering in the air dead center in the atrium was a tiny mousegirl, small enough that Vince almost thought she was a child. The tune of a flute filled the air, so high-pitched his aging ears barely made it out. Her eyes remained shut as she focused all her efforts on playing. Black smoke gathered below her, forming phantom after phantom with each passing second. A solid wall of black light obscured her features.

      Not that they mattered. Vince’s dragon crashed to the ground atop twenty phantoms, banishing them to whence they came. The necromancer continued to play.

      Flames exploded around her and fireballs hurtled forth and sent embers cascading across the tiles.

      Then the dragon roared and a flame laser filled the space where the necromancer would be.

      When the smoke cleared, she’d fallen to the ground. Unharmed.

      Yet that wall of black light protecting her vanished. She glared thunderously at Vince, then raised her flute to her mouth again. Ready to play.

      “Like hell,” the security head snapped.

      Fifteen wizard-tier spells struck the necromancer at once. Vince didn’t need to describe them in much detail. Flame lasers, earth columns, lighting spears, water jets, ice explosions, and the like.

      So much force combined that they hardly left a body.

      The phantoms evaporated along with the existence of their master. Vince heard whoops in the distance. Clearly he’d only fought on one front of the tower, and enforcers rushed in from the other sides.

      Yet no sign of Pola.

      “We need to get you up there,” the security head said, pushing Vince toward the elevator. “They’re definitely heading for Alessia. There’s a whole team of elites still there with Fia, but you need to help them.”

      Somebody hit the button to summon the elevators. They needed to wait for them to descend.

      That spooked Vince. He looked around and saw the fire stairs.

      “I don’t like this,” he said. “What’s stopping the attackers from blowing the cables while we ride up?”

      “They’re reinforced.”

      “Amazing. They have enough magic to threaten the entire building and left behind a single necromancer who likely used a meister-tier necromancy spell to hold off an army of enforcers.” Vince glared at the capo, who winced. “The elevators are death traps until we secure them from above. Plus, I can’t take my dragon up them.”

      “The stairs will take too long,” another enforcer insisted.

      “I know.”

      The choice between arriving too late or not arriving at all might not be any choice at all. Especially as both choices amounted to the same, save that he’d be dead in one option.

      An idea came to him. He pulled out his phone and tried to message Nicki. No reception.

      Of course. The entire place had comms cut off. He cursed.

      “Can somebody head out there and find Nicki?” he asked. “You know, the harpy girl—”

      “We know her,” one of the enforcers said, then rushed outside.

      With any luck, the police hadn’t chased Nicki out of the area.

      While the enforcers and capos bickered and grew in numbers—yet Pola still didn’t arrive—Vince waited. Nicki turned up after only a few minutes, racing across the atrium with an escort of two wolfgirls.

      “Um, why is everybody down here?” Nicki asked, wide-eyed as a small army of Lionetti enforcers stared at her.

      “I need a lift,” Vince said. “Do you think you can take me up those fire stairs?”

      She blinked, then looked at the small emergency door. “Um, will it even open on the upper floor?”

      “It’s not supposed to, but will that stop him?” An enforcer looked pointedly at Vince’s dragon.

      “Depends how strong the internal defenses are,” he admitted.

      “I don’t think we put barriers on the fire stairs. Individual rooms are warded, but it’s against the fire code to block off the emergency exits,” the security head said.

      She truly was the building’s security head, he suspected. Why else would she know about fire codes?

      “Nicki?” he asked.

      She ignored him and pushed open the door to the fire stairs, then looked up them. After she turned back, she nodded. “They’re fine. There’s enough of a gap in the middle that I can safely fly up them. Some are so narrow that I’d say no, but this one is good. You’re lucky.”

      He hadn’t thought of that. Turning back to the wolves, he said, “I’ll head up and…” He bit his lip.

      An enforcer looked at the elevators, which remained open and inviting. “Summon an elevator. No, two of them, but not all of them. We have overrides to force them down here, but that will make a good signal that you’re up there and in control.”

      “Good idea.”

      Vince followed Nicki into the fire stairs and his dragon coiled along one bank of the concrete steps.

      The birdgirl flapped her wings a few times, then eyed him. “Um, I’m going to need to carry you.”

      “That’s how this usually works.”

      “No, in my arms. If you’re dangling below me then you’ll throw my balance off. I can cope with that while flying forward, but you’ll move backward and forward if I’m just going up. In this tight a space, if you hit something, then I’ll lose balance and tumble. You’ll be fine with your barrier but I’ll break my wings. So I need to carry you properly.”

      “Fine. Let’s go.” He didn’t have time for this.

      Nicki nodded, then bent down and swept him up. Despite the fact he knew he weighed a fair bit and her arms lacked any visible muscle, she showed no signs of struggling.

      “Do you work out?” he asked.

      A laugh escaped her as her wings began to flap and she took off toward the upper floors. “No. But I am a demihuman. Our strength is in more than just our legs. We used to catch our prey and then rip them apart mid-flight. Or breed. We’re a nomadic species, you know.”

      “Should I worry about that when using Wings?”

      “Yes. So you should only ever hire me from now on.” She giggled. “But, really, harpies have way better food options these days than humans with shit diets.”

      “Like fast food.”

      “Exactly.”

      The ridiculous banter helped take his mind off the seriousness of the situation. Thinking too hard about what might await him above caused his body to shudder.

      “It’s fine,” Nicki muttered. “Fia’s strong.”

      “I know.”

      They said nothing more as they rose.

      Eventually, they reached the correct floor and he called out for her to stop. She lowered a few floors after overshooting, then deposited him on the steps. His dragon shot up to join them, as it had raced up the fire stairs behind them to keep pace.

      “Head back down,” he told her. “This might be dicey.”

      “Got it.” Nicki left without another word.

      He watched her descend. Then, as he’d done too many times tonight, he downed another infusion. He didn’t even feel this one. That boded poorly.

      If he drank a fourth, he’d be lucky. Or unlucky. Ally’s infusions were incredibly powerful, but his body was testing its limits.

      He held his arm out. The shakes might be from overusing his magic, the energy drink, or fear of what lay beyond the door. So he ignored them.

      Instead, he tried to open the fire stair door. It wouldn’t budge. He blinked, then recalled he needed to force it open.

      Given this was a literal fire safe door, anything less than a flame laser was unlikely to open it, barrier or no barrier. He backed up and let his dragon melt the hinges off. The door clattered to the ground, glowing red hot.

      The corridor beyond lay in ruins. Furnishings blown to pieces, pictures on the floor, and scorch marks along the walls. No bodies, thankfully.

      Vince had no clue where he was, relative to either the elevators or Alessia’s office. He heard explosions and shouting in the distance, echoing down the corridors.

      So he raced toward them. If he found a familiar room or location, he could double back to the elevators and bring the others up. But his mind focused on Fia.

      A wide-open door lay in front of him. Multiple, in fact. He ran through one and found himself inside a conference room. The desk had been split open and the wall-mounted TVs destroyed. Doors on the far side hung open as well.

      Unfortunately, the room wasn’t empty. A gigantic man loomed on the far side, his skin covered in solid steel. A hammer as big as he was crackled in his hands with orange light.

      “Thought I heard something,” he rumbled, his voice as deep as Vince expected. “Looks like Hamelin went down. This job is taking too fucking long.”

      Vince ignored him. His dragon crashed through the other door and incinerated the remains of the table.

      The intruder’s eyes widened, his hammer rising. “Wait, you’re—”

      Whatever Vince was stayed a mystery. His dragon cast a flame laser and a headless corpse collapsed to the ground.

      Vince blinked. “Huh. I guess the armor was for show. Wonder if he left his barrier off.”

      He stepped out the far side of the room. Instantly, he knew where he was. The elevator lobby stood to his left, and he saw multiple bodies laying in it. Alessia’s office to the right, along with corridors that led farther into the level.

      Horror slammed into Vince, causing his stomach to lurch.

      Alessia’s office door and the walls around it lay wide open, having been battered down. Gargantuan holes had been carved open by an attacker. The sounds of battle sounded from within.
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      Vince burst through the opening into Alessia’s office and found the raging battle he’d overheard since entering the floor.

      The length of the gargantuan room had been torn to shreds, with the furnishings blown apart or turned to cinders. Steel shutters closed off the floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end and a solid purple barrier glowed atop them. Little else protected the interior. He suspected the room’s protective wards had long since been breached.

      Fia and two other wolfgirl enforcers fought desperately against a familiar if shadowy foe. While Fia danced directly with the intruder, the others hung back, launching practiced wizard-tier wind spells such as tornadoes and wind scythes across the room. The three wolves acted as a team.

      Which Vince found impressive given the injuries all bore. The pair hanging back included Lucia and another of Alessia’s bodyguards, and blood poured from gouges in their torso and arms. Empty vials from infusions littered the floor. Crushed glass elsewhere suggested many more had been used.

      The reason being their target couldn’t die. Juliet teleported as Fia exploded into a fiery blaze with a shout of, “Excandesco!”

      Grinning, the vampire appeared next to the other two wolfgirl enforcers. A wall of wind appeared in front of them and tore apart the snarling wolf heads formed from shadow that tried to crush them.

      “You’re testing my patience. I refuse to waste my true power on mutts like you,” Juliet snapped. “Why don’t you make this easy and tell me how to disable the security.”

      Fia answered with a flame laser, and Juliet teleported again. Then the wolf spotted Vince standing in the entrance and her tail and ears shot up.

      Only for Juliet to appear next to her, shrouded in shadow.

      “Fine. I’ll take it from your very body the hard way.” Juliet sneered as wings of shadow appeared around her.

      Only for her entire upper half to vanish in a puff of shadow as Vince’s dragon vaporized her with a flame laser.

      Fia dashed away, moving so fast Vince wondered if he’d already overdosed on magic and was unable to follow movement properly. After a moment, he realized this was how fast Fia could move with the right equipment. An old-fashioned pocket watch sparkled with white light from a chain around her neck as she ran.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Vince?” she snapped at him, backing up while coating her arms in her flame blades. Or tonfas, as she had called them the other day.

      “My job. Alessia is paying me to protect her,” he said, coiling his dragon around both of them. “Get rid of the stupid arm blades. Getting close to Juliet is suicide.”

      “It’s worked so far. I’m faster than her.”

      “Until that tool runs dry.” He grimaced and watched as Juliet’s body reformed, her expression fixed in rage as she flicked her rainbow hair with one hand. “I knew the Lionettis were loaded, but if you have all these magic tools, why the hell haven’t you used them?”

      “Because they run dry and many of the people capable of recharging them are dead.” Fia gripped the watch. “I’ve still got plenty of time on this one.”

      Vince wasn’t sure if that pun was intentional. He presumed not, given how serious the situation appeared to be.

      “Oh, boy. Here I am, doing a new contract and an existing one falls in my lap,” Juliet sung out, holding her hands in front of her body and swaying back and forth. “I’ll be eating caviar and filet mignon for years after this, while tucking into wannabe billionaires too stupid to see past my boobs and the guaranteed 1000% returns.”

      “Your taste in men is terrible,” Fia drawled.

      “I’m more amazed that anyone can’t see past your non-existent tits,” Vince said.

      Juliet bared her teeth at him, before regaining her haughty expression. “Oh, don’t misunderstand. I’m not interested in them as men. They’re garbage. But those types waste so much time on their bodies that they make great meals. Girl’s gotta eat, and why not enjoy some fatty blood cells from the wagyu of humanity?” The vampire laughed.

      Realizing he had nowhere near enough prep to deal with this immortal, Vince focused on what he could deal with. He turned to face Lucia and the other enforcer.

      “Head out to the lobby and summon exactly two lifts,” he told them. “Clear the floor. Leave this to me—”

      “Us,” Fia snapped.

      “Us,” he corrected.

      Both bodyguards nodded, oddly agreeable to his orders. They dashed away despite their injuries.

      A cackle escaped Juliet and shadows gathered around her. “Oh, do you think I’ll let my prey escape? Oh, no. They’re going—”

      Flame lasers forced her to teleport, but pillars of flame followed her. Her skin bubbled with a strange black, gooey substance and a shriek escaped the vampire the instant before her form vanished in a puff of darkness once more.

      “How dare—” she thundered, only to correct herself.

      The bubbles receded into her body, restoring her ethereal beauty and pale skin. Even her skimpy black skirt and shirt returned to normal. Her hands brushed off invisible dust, or perhaps ash only she could see.

      “I don’t think she appreciates your dragon,” Fia said, but her eyes glittered with excitement.

      His suspicion that brute force might work against Juliet proved true. Nina doubted him, but it seemed Juliet felt pain.

      Whether it would be enough was another matter. If both Nina and Salome fell short while fighting this annoying vampire, Vince had to admit he struggled to believe he could win just by throwing around a lot of fire. Something felt off.

      He pushed down his doubts. They’d only get in his way.

      Juliet’s body reformed and she once more summoned a mass of shadow behind her.

      “I shall demonstrate to you the true power of the Retributive Night, pathetic mortals,” she said, voice echoing off the walls. “You shall be doomed forever more.”

      “Trave,” Fia snapped, firing off a flame laser at the vampire.

      Vince joined in with his own from the dragon.

      An inky shroud covered Juliet’s body before the attacks struck. Both lasers boiled away at the barrier and it shattered, but the vampire merely grimaced and continued to summon her power.

      The far half of the room descended into an impermeable darkness. Fireballs launched into it vanished instantly.

      “Truly, why did you think falling into my lap was a good idea? Do these wolves have you on such a tight leash?” Juliet asked, shrugging off further fire spells. Her power seemed to only increase, in contrast to her earlier display, but she launched no offensive spells of her own. “I am an immortal. An ancient being who has seen empires fall, monarchs beheaded, wars come and go. Your lives are but embers in the wind before me.”

      “You think I came unprepared?” Vince said. He tried to recall some information from Salome’s dossier.

      Only one piece of data came to mind.

      “Oh, is this where you tell me my nationality? My age? Go ahead.” Juliet laughed and said something in what appeared to be German, then something else in French.

      Vince had no clue what she’d said in either language.

      “I can try Swedish next if you like? My Chinese is a bit spotty, but nobody ever believes me when I say I’m from Asia. Apparently, I don’t hop around enough.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that’s exactly why they don’t believe you,” Fia muttered, resummoning her arm blades after her latest spell failed to accomplish anything. “Vince?”

      He nodded, then pointed a finger at Juliet. “Like I said, I came prepared. You’re a 32B, with a 34-inch bust size.”

      The room fell dead silent. Vince swore even his dragon stared at him in shock. Juliet’s pale face turned bright red as her fists shook with fury.

      “Vince, why do you know how big her tits are?” Fia said flatly. “Let alone her bra size.”

      “My contact tends to be thorough,” he half-lied.

      “You… you… pig!” Juliet screeched, the shadows in her half of the room quivering.

      “Oh, fuck off,” he said. “You just talked about literally eating people.”

      “Not literally! I suck out their soul essence with magic. Sometimes their blood if I’m feeling that way. You’re sizing me up like a piece of meat. This is a duel of warriors, and shouldn’t be demeaned by—”

      “No, I’m pretty sure this is an assassination attempt,” Fia said. “I don’t give a shit about your tits, but the fact you’re so rattled that Vince knows this much about you makes me think it’s important. Worried he’s sizing up your coffin?”

      Juliet froze, then sneered. Her shadows seemed to double in volume, growing around her. “The only ones who need coffins are you.”

      Magic pumped through Vince’s body as he focused spells through his dragon. “Nice words. You haven’t done anything for a while, though. I guess we’ll see who isn’t full of shit.”

      Five pillars of flame burst from the ground around Juliet, fierce enough to penetrate her wall of shadow. She looked around in shock, and her inky barrier seemed to grow in size, becoming almost like solid black ink over her skin. Vince focused and the flames began to encroach on her.

      In response, Juliet pulled her shadows around the fire. They lost sight of the conflict, as the darkness cut off the fire and the vampire at once.

      Fia bit her lip, but remained stationary. This fight remained beyond her for now.

      Vince continued to focus his magic. He still felt the flames and pulled them toward Juliet’s former location. Her attempt to suppress his magic failed.

      Eventually, they closed on her and a bloodcurdling shriek split the air. The darkness burst across the room, overwhelming his senses with magic. It felt like static had overrun his reception and he shook his head. His dragon coiled around him and Fia.

      “I will not be defeated by the likes of you,” Juliet thundered, body unseen, but a tremor of fear split her voice.

      Vince instinctively fired a flame laser at her. Nothing happened.

      “A vampire like me does not know defeat,” she said.

      “You failed to kill me last time. Or does that not count?” he asked, looking around and failing to see through the darkness.

      Fia hurled fireballs futilely, trying to spot or chase the vampire out from hiding.

      “For an immortal, patience means everything. I win by outliving you. And I always outlive you mortals. It just so happens that your lifespan ends tonight.” Juliet’s voice sounded close and he swore he sensed her presence.

      He spun and his dragon uncoiled, focusing its maw where he sensed her. A roar split the air and a glowing laser burst from the dragon. Juliet raised her hands, conjuring her shadowy wolf heads behind her while her body remained covered by her inky barrier.

      His laser struck first, blowing a hole clean through her stomach and lower chest. Juliet’s spells vanished and her barrier shattered. The darkness shrouding the room vanished.

      But she grinned.

      Vince felt a sharp, horrendous pain assault his lower body. A distant scream reached his ears. Muffled, almost.

      He saw the room waver as he hit the ground and his hands instinctively tried to clasp over the source of the pain. They grasped nothing.

      Vince realized there was a hole in his lower body.
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      A mirror spell, Vince faintly recalled. Salome knew little about it, but Juliet’s repertoire had another meister-tier spell. One of two others.

      Had this been what the vampire had been preparing all along while covering her half of the room in shadow?

      “Vince!” Fia screamed, falling to his side.

      Juliet cackled as his hearing returned to him. “Every time. You mortals get so cocky when you see me in pain. Oh, I’m taking some damage from your pathetic spells. My skin is bubbling, or my limbs breaking off from your ice spells. Clearly, I’m such a weak vampire, and the reason you can’t find out anything about me is that I’m too young, right?”

      He knew she’d be sneering if he could see her. Or see anything at all through his blurring vision.

      “Infusion,” he breathed out.

      Fia’s hands patted her own jacket but she gasped.

      “Mine,” he said, trying and failing to reach for one.

      Hard to move with so much of his torso missing, he realized. The fact he could speak at all was a miracle.

      He barely felt Fia’s hands rummaging through his jacket.

      “Oh, do try to heal yourself. It’s always fun to see my targets squirm and fight for life, only for me to squash them before they get a chance to flee or truly fend me off,” Juliet said. Her voice came from the room’s entrance now. “It’ll be hours even for a top-quality infusion to heal an injury like that. Trust me. I’ve done this many times. Arrogant, dick-for-brains bruisers like you are the easiest to defeat.”

      A vial pressed against his mouth.

      “Drink,” Fia said.

      He managed to gulp it down, with Fia’s fingers running against his throat in some attempt to force it down.

      “Ah, the best part. The false light. Trust me, the only light you’ll be seeing is the… light… at the end…” Juliet trailed off. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Over the coming seconds, Vince’s breathing returned to normal as he found his lungs no longer full of blood. His hands clasped at flesh where there had only recently been a hole. Fia pulled them away, presumably so the infusion didn’t try to regenerate his torso over his hands.

      Seconds. It took mere seconds for Ally’s thousand-dollar infusion to regenerate a gaping hole in his body. The pain took longer to pass, as his body struggled with phantom signals that told it he was dying.

      He knew his dragon was long gone, though. No glow lingered in the corner of the room and he couldn’t sense the magic of the room as well through it.

      Well, not dying sufficed.

      “What trickery is this?” Juliet snarled. “Are you using an illusion, human?”

      Shadows appeared around his body.

      “Excandesco,” Fia cried, and an explosion vaporized Juliet’s attempt to slay them.

      Vince rose to his feet in the aftermath. He gripped his cane tightly as he summoned his barrier with a muttered, “Protectare.”

      The thirst for magic struck at him. He figured he could hold off on the infusion for a touch longer. The moment he took it, he’d be on the clock.

      Juliet shook from the entrance. “No. I won’t stand for this. I’ve never failed to slay some pathetic human or demihuman after using both of my meister-tier spells. This is… this is an illusion. You’ve died and some hidden wolfgirl is puppeteering you, right?”

      “Stand still and tell me if this feels like an illusion,” Vince drawled.

      He blew her head apart with a laser. Unfortunately, it regrew instantly from the inky blackness that composed her body. Yet she appeared shaken.

      “No,” she gasped out. “I’ll do it again. You can’t—”

      “I have like three more of them,” he said. “Go on. Do your worst.”

      Fia stared at him.

      Then a bloodcurdling scream ripped through the air. A bright green light shot through Juliet. Her expression wavered, right before her entire body burst into a mess of shadows and inky darkness.

      Pola crashed through the remains of the vampire, her claw burning an incandescent green. Splotches of Juliet’s body splattered over her face and the remains of her clothes.

      Remains being the key word. Pola’s jacket had vanished somewhere and tears ran through her dress. Blood ran from countless wounds and scratches on her body, including a nasty cut through one eye that had been hastily bandaged, limiting her vision. Her tail looked more ragged than ever.

      She screamed in rage upon seeing the state of the office.

      “Sis! Sis, where are you?” Pola shouted, her voice breaking.

      A mixture of terror, fury, and despair fought in her eyes, before the fury won and Pola spun.

      Juliet reformed, only to be blown apart by a wind claw spell. Again and again, Pola churned the vampire and her shadows apart. The walls, floor, and remains of the furnishings exploded into shards around her as she flew into a rage. Her cries for Alessia never ceased.

      “Fia, go,” Vince said, taking a step forward.

      “With Pola like this?” Fia asked.

      “This is exactly why you need to go. Juliet’s held down, but finishing her won’t be easy. Who else can get Alessia out?” He looked at her.

      “I’m not leaving without…” Fia swallowed her words, but she stared at him. “You’re not doing something dumb, right?”

      “I brought a bunch of infusions for a reason.”

      She nodded, then blurred out of the room with the help of her stopwatch tool. Pola paused and looked around in confusion. Tears poured from her face.

      “Fia?” she cried out.

      “She’s fine,” Vince snapped. “Alessia’s fine, too.” Not that he knew that for sure. “Pola get over here. I need you to—”

      “You need her to watch as I finally kill you,” Juliet wailed. “I’m so sick of this fucking contract. Some stupid mafia boss holed up in a fucking fortress, a crazy wolfgirl that I can’t even get a moment to cast a spell at, and an immortal mortal. I’m done. You’re fucking dead and I’m taking my money by eating the souls of the stupid lion twins who brought me into this entire mess.”

      She reformed behind Vince, shadows forming around her.

      “Vince!” Pola screamed, her claw reaching for him.

      While the remaining magic tools on her body glowed, nothing happened. She couldn’t cast a spell without harming him.

      Then he lost sight of her as Juliet swallowed him in a world of shadow.

      His barrier crackled against her magic as she tried to consume him. Yet with his magic running dangerously low, he knew this might be it.

      What a fucking mess.

      “Vince!” Pola called from outside the shell of darkness.

      He couldn’t respond to her, as he knew she couldn’t hear him.

      “This again,” he said, feigning confidence.

      “You have a good poker face, human. Surviving so far is impressive, but nobody is coming to save you,” Juliet whispered around him from the darkness. “The wolves cannot harm me, despite all their wealth and magical implements. The police will not test me. This is the end.”

      Maybe it would be.

      Even so, he pulled out another magic-restoring infusion and downed it. This time, he did feel something. The thirst vanished yet a horrendous stabbing migraine replaced it.

      “Oh, don’t think I didn’t see that,” Juliet purred. “See, all mortals end this way. No matter the depths of their power, they have limits. Their minds or bodies break. They collapse, and their spells fail. Then they become my food. I am the apex predator, and you are my prey. This is the circle of life. The food chain.”

      “You’re full of so much shit,” Vince said.

      Yet he struggled to imagine a way out of this. His barrier remained strong, but for how long. If he summoned his dragon, would it accomplish much? Juliet had already proved that brute force wasn’t enough earlier.

      He pocketed the empty vial, as useless as it was. It felt petty, but he wanted to deny Juliet even an infinitesimal drop of Ally’s infusions.

      His hand struck a small, solid object in his jacket. Something he’d taken earlier in the night.

      Unbidden, a smirk rose to his face. Vince felt the migraine fade away as his hand closed over the metal thing in his pocket.

      Sure, he hadn’t used it before, but any idiot could use a magic tool. That was the point of them. Idiotproof tools to let people use magic they didn’t know.

      He stopped feeding his barrier with his own magic, yet it remained a resolute wall of red light around his body. Relief filled him and he rolled his shoulders.

      “Given in already? You can drop the barrier and let me in. I promise to make it quick,” Juliet said.

      “Oh no. I’m just settling in. Trying to imagine how I’ll celebrate with my earnings from tonight,” Vince said. “The wolves pay well. I figure I’ll go to one of those really fancy restaurants in the Tri Sommet and have a degustation. I bet you’ve had those before. They sound real highbrow. Can you recommend one?”

      Juliet remained silent for several long seconds.

      Pola’s wailing filled the void. “Vince! Say something. I know you’re still there, fighting her.”

      “Your arrogance means nothing in the face of my power,” Juliet said. “I bet you don’t even know what a degustation is.”

      “Uh huh. I can do this literally all night. You say that nobody is coming to stop you, but that’s wrong. At some point, the police will intervene. An elemental will step in. Or Alessia stumps up the cash for some sorcerous vampire hunters who know your secrets. Maybe even my buddies at Immanuel think they can use you as a resource.”

      A hiss escaped Juliet when he brought up Immanuel. “Bluffing does you—”

      “Enough with the nonsense. Is it really so surprising that I’ve prepared for you? This isn’t a new trick. I know how to defeat this spell. Hell, I know about your third meister-tier spell. The one you use against immortals. Everything you can pull off, I have a counter for.” Vince laughed. “You’re beaten. Sure, maybe I can’t kill you, but you can’t kill me.”

      Noises like the gnashing of teeth met his words.

      Close to five minutes passed, accompanied only by Pola’s sobbing.

      “You truly are more than mortal, aren’t you,” Juliet muttered. “My employer’s information was wrong. If you’re with those demons, though…”

      The darkness vanished. Vince took a deep breath and looked around.

      “Vince!” Pola cried out, but was held back by Fia, who stood behind her with a grim face. Her eyes lit up just as brightly as Pola’s.

      No sign of Alessia or her bodyguards, though. He took that as a good sign.

      “Just going to stand there as I prepare your doom?” Juliet asked.

      She stood atop the ruins of Alessia’s desk, one arm in the air. A shimmering prismatic light surrounded her.

      Vince instantly knew her third meister-tier spell wasn’t from her usual school of magic. Prismatic light was the color of raw, unbound magic, and he hadn’t even known it could be used in spellcasting.

      Juliet lowered her arm. An invisible blast of wind blew through him.

      Salome described an attack on a human’s magical essence as like a particularly stiff breeze. To Vince, he wondered if Juliet had used magic to directly blow very cold air beneath his skin. Goosebumps popped along the length of his body, and he shuddered.

      That was the worst of it. The sensation passed momentarily.

      Juliet stood dead still, as if waiting for him to keel over.

      He raised an eyebrow at her and crossed his arms. “You done?”

      “Absurd,” she growled.

      “I told you, I prepared for everything you have.” He narrowed his eyes. “And I’m not so convinced you’re as immune to my dragon as you claimed, now. You’re not as good an actor as you pretend to be. Shall I test my theory.”

      Juliet bared her teeth, then flicked her hair behind one shoulder. “Don’t waste your magic… whatever you are. My contract will be fulfilled. I shall consume you, and once I do, my power will be unmatched among my kind. Just you wait.”

      A burst of darkness announced her departure.

      Vince remained still for seconds, as if expecting her to reappear and try to kill him again. Yet, she appeared to be gone.

      “It’s over?” Fia asked.

      Pola broke free of her friend and crashed into him, bowling him over. Her hair and single ear rubbed against him as she pressed herself into him.

      “I assume so,” Vince said. “Where’s Alessia?”

      Fia looked around and waved her hand in front of her throat. Not as a signal for death, but to indicate she didn’t want to talk here.

      “Why’d the vampire bail? Hell, how’d you defeat her?” Fia asked while pulling Pola away.

      Pulling out the tiny iridescent egg he’d stolen from Luscarne, he grinned. “A tool I borrowed from a ‘friend.’ It worked against me. Might as well extend the favor.”

      And, somehow, he’d tricked Juliet into thinking he was some sort of immortal. Not the worst day on the job. So long as he left out the “nearly died” part.

      “Let’s go find Alessia,” he said. “The night isn’t over.”
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      “You’re not going to collapse, right?” Fia asked Vince while wrapping an arm around his shoulders.

      He shrugged her off, but she forced herself around him anyway. Pola bit her lip while limping along with them. Once Fia spotted her boss’s movement, she slowed down.

      “I’ll be fine,” Vince lied.

      He’d dropped his barrier and the magic thirst had yet to return, but he knew he had pushed his limits. The migraine had faded to a dull ache, which he ignored for now. At some point, he’d collapse and probably sleep for a week.

      Nina would kick his teeth in for being so damn stupid. On the other hand, what the hell else could he have done?

      “You sure?” Fia asked. “I have no idea how you’ve used this much magic. I’m demihuman and I feel tapped out. My entire body aches, I have a splitting migraine, and my legs are like lead.”

      “I’m used to this after big jobs,” he said.

      Well, he’d felt this a few times. The last time had been the main street incident. Although he’d stopped short of the headache he currently had.

      At least this time he’d be rewarded rather than fined.

      “At least you had that fancy egg. How does that work? We’ve got a couple of soul egg knock-offs of our own, but nothing capable of handling something like Juliet,” Fia asked.

      He grimaced. “I’m not sure. I doubt it stands up to a watch that lets you move at superspeed.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. They both let us live.”

      “Fair. Anyway, it feels like the egg is a magical battery. I stole it from Luscarne. She used it to power her barrier, preventing me from breaking it. She might be an idiot, but it’s not like I have anything in my arsenal that instantly shatters her barrier.”

      “And she… gave it to you?” Fia snorted. “She’s not the sharpest tool in the shed.”

      “Nope. Anyway, I’m guessing the egg will run out of juice, but I can’t tell when. Now that I’ve used it, I think I can power spells other than my barrier, but it’s little more than a battery. I expected better from a tool Houou handed out.”

      “They’re called fake soul eggs for a reason, V.”

      They fell into silence for a moment.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” he asked as Fia walked through the corridors.

      “Alessia holed up in her father’s old study. The defenses on the inner sanctum are stronger than bank vaults,” she explained. “Convincing her to leave…”

      Pola clicked her tongue. “She should have known better than to stay here while under assault. That wasn’t the plan.”

      “There was a plan?” Vince asked.

      “We do have escape plans,” Fia said. “There’s an escape room here to keep someone like Alessia safe, but it can also teleport her away if necessary.”

      “Then why not teleport?”

      Pola grimaced. “I bet they also blocked teleportation. I couldn’t get through to anyone. As soon as Fia stopped responding, I tried calling Sis, but nobody answered.” Her expression twisted.

      Then she sprinted off down the hall, ignoring her wounds. Fia called out after her, to no avail.

      Vince paused while Fia sighed and scratched her head. She leaned against him for a moment.

      “Tired?” he asked.

      “I just told you that my everything aches,” she muttered. “Fucking hell, if you hadn’t turned up when you did… Thanks, Vince. I know I gave you shit for rocking up, but you saved us all. Too many people died here tonight.”

      Bloodstains filled the corridors as they continued, splattered among the shattered furnishings and picture frames. Not many bodies, save for those of a pair of unknown enforcers. The rest of Juliet’s team.

      “I can’t believe she rustled up an even stronger team for this raid,” Fia said as they passed the body of a woman with fifty or more tiny holes in her chest. “We didn’t even realize Juliet was with them at first, they were that strong.”

      He frowned. “None of her ‘crew’ are wearing the symbol of the Retributive Night, unlike the guys who jumped us on the weekend. Is it possible somebody hired a hit squad full of top-notch enforcers?”

      “Shit, that’s…” Fia’s expression darkened, before she grinned and bumped an elbow against Vince’s side. “Well, if they were top-notch, what does that make you? I bet you fought your way up here.”

      He ignored her. Now wasn’t the time to celebrate his “power,” although he had to admit that he felt better about the Golden Path’s future intervention after tonight.

      She clicked her tongue and her expression returned to normal. “Hard to say who disrupted communications, though. I reckon one of them used a fancy tool.”

      Vince pulled out his phone. No reception.

      “Definitely,” he said. “Juliet’s gone and I can’t get shit here.”

      “We’ll have to search their bodies for whatever they used. Alessia won’t want the police rifling through our shit.”

      They reached the war room from yesterday. Most of the enforcers Vince had assisted downstairs crowded into it, foci raised and ready to hold off any intruders.

      No sign of Pola still.

      “Is it over?” the security head asked as she waved everyone down. “Pola sprinted past, so I had no clue.”

      “It’s done,” Fia said, before stepping inside and beginning to give out orders.

      Stuff Vince wouldn’t usually think of. First aid, searching for the communications jammer, retrieving magic tools from the fallen, moving the critically injured to the exits. Fia proved why she might take over after the Lionetti sisters.

      In his mind, he wondered why she wasn’t sottocapo. As powerful as Pola might be, she lacked the managerial side that seemed necessary when handling so many enforcers. One of the pair tore through the floor in an emotional search for her sister, while the other took control.

      Then again, Fia’s sister wasn’t the one at risk of death and her family hadn’t been slaughtered years ago by Houou. Vince told himself to be less harsh.

      After a few minutes, Fia rejoined him as the enforcers trooped out. A handful remained behind. That was when he saw the bodies piled up in the room. Some were laid out cleanly to help with first aid, as they’d only been wounded.

      But many other enforcers had breathed their last breath. He recognized more faces than he cared to admit from his brief time with the Lionettis. Quite a few had flirted with him or drunk with him the other night at the shopping mall bar. He hardly knew them.

      Yet he still disliked what he saw.

      “Come on,” Fia said, placing a hand on his arm. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Most of us were well clear, either with Vanna or Pola.”

      “Pola turned up covered in scratches and wounds,” he said while matching her pace.

      She shot him an odd look. “Because of the fighting downstairs, right?”

      He shook his head and Fia bit back a curse.

      “Fuck.” Her hand ran through her blonde hair. “I thought as much but this wasn’t fucking Kaziern. Juliet never told us who hired her, right?”

      He frowned. “What? She… Fuck.” Then his eyes widened. “No, she mentioned lions right at the end, during her tantrum.”

      “I heard that. She said that lions brought her into this mess, not that they hired her for this job, or even the hit on you.”

      Damn. Juliet had been that specific. Fia was focusing on something similarly specific.

      “Houou took matters into their own hands. No wonder Juliet turned up with so many hotshot enforcers.” Fia’s eyes burned. “Those fucking foxes tried to pull a repeat of what they did five years ago. Take out the Lionetti Family with a decapitation strike. Use a mole in the branch families and enforcer ranks and hit both Pola and Alessia at the same time. Their filthy paws are all over this.”

      Vince bit back a comment he nearly made about the Golden Path attacking early.

      Mostly because even Nina hadn’t quite expected this. She’d flip her shit. Hell, she might know some of the people who participated in the attack.

      They reached an open door and heard bickering from beyond it.

      “You were supposed to stay put, Pola,” Alessia said, voice raised. “We knew they’d attack one of us. Now we nearly lost Lionetti Tower and we don’t even have the depot to show for it.”

      Pola stood in front of her sister, hands pressed against her sides as her tail and ear stood on end. “I’m not fucking leaving you to die. Fuck your stupid plan to have me succeed you! We live and die together, not—”

      Alessia snapped her fingers when she saw Vince and Fia enter the room. Both sisters stared at them. The room turned out to be a small reception to another room, with an old desk and some family photos spread on the walls. One appeared to be of the sisters when they were little. Others included a man he vaguely recognized as their father from old news reports, often with a bright smile on his face with his little girls.

      “Ahem. Vince, Fia,” Alessia murmured.

      She looked perfectly fine, save for some stained makeup from where she had almost certainly been crying. Vince wisely chose to say nothing about that.

      “I don’t think we should waste time talking about plans from the past,” Fia said flatly. “Houou just tried to assassinate both of you and nearly succeeded. Isn’t that right, Pola?”

      If Pola’s tail and ears weren’t already standing on end, they’d have shot up. As it was, they nearly hit the roof.

      “How do you…” She trailed off and licked her lips. “I mean, a small team of enforcers tried—”

      “Pola, what?” Alessia asked, voice ice cold. “Is that why you’re so scratched up?”

      “A little,” Pola mumbled. “I got hit on the way here. Lost my phone and a couple of vehicles. The girls made it out fine, but no blackshirts showed up to hassle us.”

      Alessia’s expression turned thunderous. “That’s even worse. Open assassination, an assault on our private property, one-sided harassment of our enforcers in the turf war—I’ll have June string Kochhar up for his corruption. He’s become Houou’s pet.”

      Vince shifted his weight from foot to foot, aware that this problem had become one of city and corporate politics.

      As if sensing his disinterest, Alessia stepped past her sister and faced him directly. She even curtsied in her fancy dress.

      “I owe you a great deal for helping us, Vince,” she said. “More than I offered earlier this week when the topic came up. At the time I was…”

      Fia cleared her throat. Alessia winced and looked away, her hands twisting the edge of her dress.

      Now both Lionetti sisters appeared to be embarrassed and lost for words.

      “I underestimated the opponent and made plans that perhaps reflected my own lack of experience,” Alessia said after a long pause. “You don’t need to worry about the size of your bonus. I’ll ensure it reflects what you’ve done tonight. But I am going to need to lean on you for more support. Nothing we’ve done matters if we let Kaziern take back those facilities. We must—”

      “Alessia, we’re fucked,” Fia snapped.

      “No, it’s fine,” Vince interrupted, before the women could start a new argument.

      All three wolves looked at him, their tails falling as one.

      “I left the teleport beacon in the office-turned-drug-lab when I left. If you can still use your teleportation device, then that will be relatively easy to seize,” he explained. “They don’t have protective barriers there. Although the place is a mess.”

      “Our teleportation magic is good enough to handle some rubble,” Alessia said, sticking out her chest. “But that’s the consolation prize, I’m afraid. The depot…”

      “I’m sorry,” Pola muttered. “I’ll head out and—”

      “No,” Fia and Alessia thundered together.

      Pola bared her teeth at them.

      “I’ll grab a lift from Nicki and take it back,” Vince said, consigning himself to a very bad week if he needed to summon his dragon again. “I’m all but certain I took out Kaziern’s elites at the drug lab and blew a hole in Luscarne, so they’re out of action. If I took it once, I’ll do it again.”

      “But its defenses might be active,” Fia said.

      “I’ll batter them down,” he lied.

      In truth, if Kaziern had taken the place back and put up a barrier, he might need to bail. Especially with corrupt cops in the area. But he’d deal with that bridge when he had to cross it.

      If he could help it, he’d rather not have to repeat the same job again. Especially with Houou trying to outright murder him. The foxes wanted the Lionettis gone, and as a result he’d come down on the wrong side of one of the largest conglomerates in the city. Extending the job was a death wish.

      Yet, he still wondered if he’d take a second job from Alessia. The way she beamed at him for being so willing to help caused a twinge in his heart.

      Nina’s pride might grow a little in size. Not that he had a chance with Alessia of all women.

      His phone buzzed, pulling him from the moment. Fia looked at her pocket as well, while chimes came from the door behind the desk. Presumably, Alessia’s phone was in there.

      “We’ve got reception back,” Fia said.

      Vince saw a billion missed calls on his phone. A couple from Ronin.

      Most of them were from Nina, plus a bunch of voicemails and messages.

      Fia looked over his shoulder and let out a low whistle. “You’re in the doghouse tonight.”

      “I can’t be in the doghouse if I get home late enough that she’s asleep,” he said.

      Then he looked up to see Alessia and Pola staring at him. Neither said a word, though. Their expressions and gazes were eerily similar and a reminder that they were indeed sisters, despite their differing personalities.

      “Um…” He gulped.

      Pola rolled her eyes and took a step toward him. “You’re fucking somebody else, I know. You think I can’t smell that lion all over you? Doesn’t mean I can’t prove I’m way better than her. Why settle for her when you can enjoy a Lionetti in your bed every morning and night for the rest of your life?”

      The grin on her face suggested she was dead serious. A strangled laugh escaped Fia and she muffled it in Vince’s shoulder, much to Pola’s annoyance.

      “Impressive flirting,” Alessia said flatly.

      “I looked it up,” Pola said, sticking her chest out. Despite the similarities between the sisters, Pola pulled off the gesture better than her sister, mostly due to the gaping holes in her dress.

      Keen to follow up on her flirting, the younger Lionetti strode toward Vince. Her sashay returned despite her injuries and the blood and dried tears marring her face. Once she reached Vince, one arm stroked his chest while the other wrapped around the back of his neck.

      “Did you look this up too?” he asked, all too aware of Pola’s warmth and the presence of the other two wolves in the room.

      “Oh, no. This is all instinct.” Her eyes glimmered as she grinned.

      Then she yanked his head down into a rough kiss. Déjà vu, Vince thought.

      Unlike last time, he returned the kiss enthusiastically, and his hands gripped her curvy yet muscled sides. Her tongue battled with his as they fought over whose mouth should be the battleground.

      Maybe he should have pushed back. Perhaps he merely felt tired, or was feeling an euphoric high from victory. He rationalized his behavior with Nina’s comments about forming a pride.

      This is what she meant, right? Vince, uh, probably should have clarified her position before making out with Pola. Nina might have her limits, especially if they included a mafia wolfgirl with a reason to kill her.

      Pola pulled away with heady breaths after far too long, and far too little. Vince nearly followed her face and kissed her again, but caught Fia grinning at him out of the corner of his eye.

      “You didn’t reject me this time,” Pola mumbled. Her fingernails drummed against the back of his neck as she stroked his stomach through the hole in his shirt. “I could still taste her in you. You gave her a goodbye kiss. Now she’ll have to taste me when you get back.”

      Oh. Shit. He hadn’t thought of that.

      Fia burst out laughing. Most likely he’d made some strange face.

      Pola simply pouted as one of her hands fell lower on his body. “You should want to taste like me. It’s part of the fun of spending the night with me. Imagine all the smells and tastes that—”

      Alessia practically ripped her sister off Vince, causing Pola to yelp in surprise as her tail swung around wildly.

      “I’m sure you’ve staked your claim, Pola,” Alessia said, a terrifyingly fake smile plastered on her face. “Both of you have so much to do tonight that I must insist you get to it. You should leave Vince to his work and help me clean things up here.”

      “What? But I—” Pola tried to say, her face a mask of confusion.

      A flash of darkness overcame Alessia before her own mask returned. Pola pouted, then licked her lips while looking at Vince.

      Something told him that staying here might be an unwise idea. At least if he wanted to follow through on his promise to Alessia.

      “I, uh, think I’ll finish up my job.” Vince pointed behind him.

      “Try to come back here later so we can go over what happened tonight,” Alessia said, still wrangling with her sister.

      “And drinks,” Pola chirped. “You promised to drink Dom Perignon with me. Tonight will be so much better with some good champagne by the bed.”

      “He promised what?” Alessia’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull.

      Vince chose to run away at that moment. Fia chased after him.

      She howled with laughter once they retreated a few corridor lengths. “Holy shit, tonight has been awful, but that was fun at least. I’ve never seen Alessia act like that.”

      “I thought she wanted Pola to be interested in me,” Vince said.

      “I imagine Alessia is thinking the same thing. She’ll be tossing and turning tonight.” The broad grin stretched across Fia’s face suggested she knew something more.

      Shrugging her off, he tried not to think about what might happen when he returned here. Or what all those messages from Nina might mean. He simply messaged her, Still working. Safe. Be home late.

      Surprisingly, she sent him a thumbs up in return.

      Had somebody replaced Nina with a doppelganger?

      When they reached the elevators, he stopped. Not because of all the enforcers trying to help their wounded friends in the chaos and devastation, though.

      Fia gripped his arm and tugged him away. She pulled him into a quiet corridor, away from the others.

      “Are you fine? Actually fine?” she asked, her red eyes searching his for the answer. “I don’t think Alessia really understands how bad things have gotten. She hasn’t seen the tower yet. Once she does—”

      “She’ll lose her will and panic?” he asked

      Fia bit her lip. “I don’t know. This is the first time she’s ever had to give orders in such a genuinely awful situation for us. Even I’m a bit at sea. Just going through the motions. You’re… Well, you’re a fucking rock right now, Vince. I feel like I’m standing on you as a foundation. Part of me better understands how you can be an independent enforcer, because you put up with this insanity.”

      “And the other part?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      “You nearly died for us, even after Alessia stiffed you over dealing with a vampire who nearly wiped us out. I can see why the demons take advantage of you so easily. You really should be part of our pack, because we’ll treat you right, unlike them.” Fia rubbed his arm. “Although maybe you should take up Alessia on that marriage offer. If you’re going to do dumb shit, at least get the bag by joining the family.”

      He choked out a laugh and felt a tear fall from his eye. “I don’t think Alessia wanted me to do much fighting after marrying Pola. Mostly a lot of fucking.”

      “After tonight?” Fia smirked. “Maybe, yeah, but you can do both. Maybe wake up next to two Lionettis every morning, given the way Alessia just acted.” Fia’s eyes glowed. “Or more wolves…?” She licked her lips and kept rubbing his arm.

      A couple of seconds passed, with Vince unsure how to proceed.

      “Fia, are you down there? Somebody needs you on the comms now that they’re back and I need to focus on protecting the boss,” Lucia called out.

      Then she stared at Fia and Vince, who stood right on top of each other, with Fia’s arms all over him.

      “Um, don’t mind me.” Lucia formed lips with her hands and pressed them together.

      “Oh, for fuck’s…” Fia rolled her eyes and stalked toward Lucia.

      The capo shoved the bodyguard, who glowered in return.

      “I’m not here to stop you from fucking the shit out of him,” Lucia said.

      “That’s not what was happening,” Fia said, then looked back at Vince. “Make sure you come back tonight. We’re not done celebrating.”

      Was that the invitation he thought it was, or just her usual words? Vince suddenly found himself a little lost when dealing with Fia.

      The idea of doing anything with her hadn’t truly occurred to him. Fia felt comfortable. Like an old friend he’d just met. She reminded him of simpler times. Of bad decisions and amazing nights of years without much to worry about. No rent, no shitty jobs, no assassination attempts.

      Just a lot of fun.

      Fia had turned out to be a lot of fun. So had Pola, and the rest of the Lionettis.

      Damn, maybe he had joined their pack by accident.

      Fia vanished around the corner, leaving him alone. Lucia rubbed the back of her neck and muttered an apology, before ducking off.

      Vince found Nicki waiting in the atrium. Police enforcers and paramedics moved with purpose around her, although he had no clue what the cops intended to do. Lionetti enforcers kept any uniformed personnel well clear of the elevators and fire stairs.

      “This is a fucking disaster, isn’t it?” Nicki asked as he approached, her wings flaring.

      Then she looked at him and her jaw dropped. He raised an eyebrow.

      “What the fuck happened to your clothes?” she asked, pointing at the gaping hole in his shirt. “Did…” Her expression fell. “Did somebody cut you open there?”

      “Uh, close enough,” he said, scratching the back of his head. “Don’t tell Nina.”

      “She’ll know what happened the moment she sees that.”

      True. If Nicki knew something had happened to him, like hell he could keep the secret from Nina without changing clothes.

      The plan hatched in his mind—

      “I’m not helping you get new clothes at this time of night.” Nicki crossed her arms in front of her body. “It’s late. I’m around way too many cops. It’s cold. I’m worried my meal ticket nearly fucking died. At least Fia let me know she’s fine. Let’s just get you home and safe in your big lion’s arms.”

      “Uh, about that. I need to make a final trip back to the depot. Kick out any squatting lions until the Lionettis rock up, then go home.” He raised his hands defensively. “It’ll be fine.”

      Nicki glowered at him. “I am charging you so much for tonight. You’ll wish you decided to use me for your egg laying fetish instead of as a getaway flier.”

      A whole bunch of Lionetti enforcers looked over at them, and he shooed Nicki away. Damn her big mouth.

      The flight toward the depot went smoothly. Lionetti Tower remained lit up and would presumably stay as such until Alessia manually deactivated the defenses. Other than the police presence around the tower, he saw little other activity nearby.

      Right up until they reached the depot. The defenses of the main building remained down, but other activity concerned him.

      Eight black vans lurked in the well-lit yard of Kaziern’s facility, surrounded by a large group of black-clad individuals. At this distance, Vince struggled to make out who and what they might be.

      What he knew was that they didn’t wear Kaziern’s bulky and tacky enforcer uniform. If pressed, he’d guess they were Immanuel’s thugs.

      Hell, they might be. Immanuel loved to stick their head into disputes between other companies and seize the spoils.

      If Quintus got involved here and Vince blew away his enforcers, how much shit would he be in? Would Alessia let him?

      He might need to call this in.

      “Nicki, pull up,” he said. “I don’t recognize the folks around the depot.”

      “Neither do I. They’re really weird looking,” she said. “Not the usual demihumans.”

      “That’s because they’re…” he trailed off.

      Nicki should know what demons look like.

      Did that mean these weren’t Immanuel’s thugs?

      “Land on a nearby rooftop and we’ll scope them out,” he said.

      “Got it.”

      Then a shriek escaped her. Vince felt inertia slam into his body as Nicki dove sharply to one side, before she jerked in another direction. His eyes barely caught what panicked her.

      A black and red blur shot toward them, moving too fast for Vince to track. Unlike the police hawk from earlier in the night, he had no clue what this enemy might be.

      As such, he drew his cane and summoned his magic. Fire burned in his mind.

      Then the figure stopped dead in front of them, revealing herself to be a suited birdgirl.

      No, not a birdgirl. He’d never seen one that looked quite like this one. Curved yet narrow black wings arched behind her, far smaller than most birdfolk. Her frame looked as lithe as Nicki’s, especially in the form-fitting jet-black suit she wore. A little black and gold button pin adorned her lapel.

      She hid her face behind a bestial red mask. That of the mythical tengu with the elongated red nose.

      “You’re the Lionetti’s dragon,” she said, voice distorted as it echoed in the very air around them. A whisper of Japanese in a far softer tone also reached Vince’s ears.

      He realized she was using a translation spell combined with magical voice projection, likely built into her mask.

      “Come with me. The number-two boss will speak with you,” the tengu woman said.

      Vince felt certain that “number-two boss” was a translation of a specific term spoken in Japanese. Something equivalent to how the Lionettis called Pola sottocapo, which roughly translated to underboss.

      Which told him everything he needed to know.

      These unknown individuals were the Yakuza.

      Without confirming his agreement, the tengu turned and shot back down to the depot. Nicki hovered in the air while flapping her wings.

      “Follow her,” Vince said. “I don’t want to fight the Yakuza. Something’s up if they’re out here.”

      “I thought you said they were weak,” she said.

      “They were.” His mind recalled the foxes from TV the other night. “That might be changing. Let’s go.”

      Nicki brought them in to land beside the tengu. At least thirty suited enforcers stood around the yard, all carrying magical foci. If Kaziern had tried to retake the depot, Vince saw no sign of any attempt.

      Next to the tengu stood another woman, and she was also of an unfamiliar race. She stood seven-foot tall, with an appearance that he struggled to place from any one Asian country. A single twisted gold horn poked up from one side of her head, and it crackled with lightning. As did her vivid blue eyes. Long, perfectly straight silver hair cascaded almost to her ankles.

      Like the tengu, she wore a form-fitting black jacket and a black and gold pin on her label. Unlike the tengu, hers struggled to contain her form, and only the white business shirt beneath her jacket kept her abundant cleavage at bay.

      She blinked at Vince as Nicki dropped him off before landing behind him.

      “You’re the one from the news the other night,” the unicorn woman said, pursing her lips. Then her eyes widened and she bowed stiffly. “My apologies, Mister Keys, and good evening. It is an honor to meet you, although I am afraid I cannot introduce myself in these circumstances.”

      “I’m told you’re the number-two boss.” Vince studiously didn’t look at the tengu.

      Nobody reacted to his words.

      “That’s the English translation, as cumbersome as it is. In Japanese, I am known as the wakagashira. Although that’s only of the affiliate we have established here,” the unicorn explained. “Back home, my position is somewhat inferior to the one I hold here. I hope to prove myself in Aulfair and therefore earn a vastly greater status in my homeland.”

      “The Yakuza haven’t done too well in Aulfair so far.”

      She shrugged. “The past isn’t my problem. And if I were you, I’d wish for things to change.”

      “Really? Because it looks like you’re taking something that’s mine.”

      A laugh burst from her, deep and soulful. So soulful that Vince felt it electrify his very body. It ran along his nerves and caused his hairs to stand on end and blood to rush to his face and a certain other part of his body, which he willed to calm down. Next to him, Nicki’s wings flapped involuntarily, and she rubbed her legs together.

      Even the other Yakuza shifted uncomfortably. The tengu clicked her tongue.

      “Ahem. My apologies. That happens sometimes,” the unicorn said. “No, Mister Keys, I’m not here at all. Not officially. When I leave tonight, all that will be left behind is some goodwill that I hope you recall in the weeks to come. After all, I hope to enjoy a long, fruitful relationship with you, should you continue with your current employer.”

      The stress on the word “current” made it clear that whatever interest the Yakuza had in Vince ended if he returned to Immanuel.

      Many things began to make sense. Especially the words Quintus spoke the other night.

      “So you came out here to… stand around?” he asked, playing dumb.

      She gave him a condescending smile. “You don’t need to play dumb. Our interest here is simple. Some traitors once thought to escape the judgment of their homeland, and I am merely placing my hand on the scales to balance things out tonight. Your employer shall enjoy the fruits of… well, your labor as if those traitors never intervened.”

      “And in the future?”

      “That will be for your employer to decide. And for you.” The woman raised a hand in the air and spun it around.

      The yakuza members began piling into their vans and Vince heard the vehicles revving up.

      “My advice is simple. When a tsunami comes, there are only two options. Ride the wave as soon as possible, or get out of the danger zone.” Her eyes locked onto his. “What I’ve seen of you suggests you aren’t foolish.”

      She held out a hand to shake.

      Vince suspected a trap, yet took it anyway. The tiniest current ran between them and the unicorn bit her lip.

      “Yes. I can tell. I do quite like your dragon, by the way. Very inspired.” Her eyes twinkled. “Have a good evening, Mister Keys. Try to enjoy your celebrations tonight.” She winked.

      Then the yakuza left. The rumbling of their vans faded swiftly into the night, leaving him and Nicki all alone.

      “What the fuck was that?” Nicki asked, waving her hands in the air. “They seemed to know all about you?”

      “I was on the news,” he said drily.

      Yet that wasn’t the issue. That unicorn woman had sensed something about him when he held her hand.

      The lightning she used wasn’t truly lightning. He rubbed his fingers against his palm.

      An immortal, he realized. Quite possibly both her and the tengu were immortals. Or, at least, something equivalent to whatever the mystic foxes were.

      “Quintus said there’s a greater world swimming beneath the surface,” Vince said. “I get it. He knew that the Yakuza had deployed far greater forces here.”

      Somehow, Vince found himself caught not just between the Lionettis and Immanuel, or the Lionettis and Houou, but between a struggle between the Old and New Worlds of magic. One in which the Lionettis had found themselves an unexpected backer due to their war with Houou.

      “Forget it,” he said. “I’ll tell Alessia later. I just want tonight to end.”

      Alcohol might be a great way to end this extraordinarily long night. The first half of this massive job had finally ended.

      Somehow, the second half appeared to be twice the size. A problem for another night.

      He had drinks to enjoy and a lion girlfriend to deal with. Oh, and whatever he’d started with Pola, and maybe Fia.
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      “So it’s back to the loving arms of your big lion girlfriend and I get a fat paycheck, right?” Nicki asked once the Yakuza vans peeled away into the night.

      “Not exactly.” Vince refused to look at her as he pulled out his phone.

      Fia had yet to say a word over his earpiece since he left Lionetti Tower, so he guessed that whatever mess had taken place scrambled the connection between her setup and his earpiece. She’d patched him into the Lionetti comms after all.

      The depot remained in almost the exact state it had been when he’d left an hour or so ago to take care of the drug lab. A big hole in the wall and some rubble. Lights lit up the entire area, including the interior. Otherwise not a soul in sight. The defensive protections of the main building were inert and showed no signs of reactivating.

      If anyone from Houou or Kaziern had turned up, the Yakuza had vaporized them without leaving a trace. Vince guessed they’d turned tail before any actual fights broke out.

      Hell, after shaking hands with that strange unicorn woman—the wakagashira—he realized he’d brushed with death. Whatever reputation the Yakuza once had in Aulfair meant nothing. A new crew were in town.

      He needed to check with Nina about who and what he’d run into. While they’d suggested they wanted to be allies if he worked with the Lionettis, there had been an implied threat that they’d happily murder him should he return to Immanuel’s clutches. Or, perhaps, something worse. He had no clue what those immortals thought of humans, after all.

      “‘Not exactly?’” Nicki repeated sarcastically. “Talk to me, V. I can’t read your mind, even if I could tell that you got excited earlier from the tent you tried to pitch in your pants.”

      Shooting her a look, he saw the grin stretched across her face. He tapped out a message to Fia to let her know that he’d seized the depot.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t feel the same thing when that unicorn laughed,” he said.

      “Unicorn, huh?” Nicki scratched her cheek. “And, yeah, but I didn’t get a stiffy. I thought unicorns were pure? Didn’t seem that way to me.”

      “She’s not actually a unicorn, I assume. Some Asian variation. I’ll have to ask around about her.”

      Fia replied, That was fast. Did the lions really not take it back?

      I’ll explain when I get back. Let’s just say they weren’t here, he said.

      A pause. You’ll need to hang around for thirty minutes before the girls get there. Maybe a little longer if any blackshirts hassle them. They’ve been giving us grief outside the tower, although Alessia is screaming up a storm on the phone right now.

      Lovely. Vince hoped that he wouldn’t have to deal with a friendly visit from the authorities while he waited.

      Thinking on that, he shot Ronin a message to check.

      Nicki leaned over his shoulder, her wings closing around his body almost absentmindedly as she skimmed his messages. “Man, I’d hoped to see some proper flirting. You and Fia so need to fuck.”

      “Uh huh.” He ignored her.

      “I’m serious. The two of you—”

      His phone buzzed, interrupting her as Ronin called him. Vince happily picked up, keen to get away from Nicki’s attempt to intervene in his love life.

      “Where the hell are you? How are you?” Ronin asked, a tad breathlessly. His voice sounded tinny and a little muffled, and was far less clear than usual. Vince guessed that his friend was on the move and that his phone was removing the environmental noise.

      “Fine… ish,” Vince admitted. “Dealt with the problem at Lionetti Tower. Back on the job.”

      “Back on…” Ronin let out a string of curses, and the noise of his motorcycle engine leaked through into the call. “I got word about the scale of the attack. Juliet was involved again, and my superiors are fucking pissed. Not to mention the burning wrecks of a bunch of Lionetti Benzes that are all over social media. What the fuck does ‘fine-ish’ mean, Vince?”

      His friend was mad. Perhaps being glib had been a mistake.

      “I’m in one piece and a little rundown,” Vince said. “I’ll be sleeping for a week after tonight thanks to all the infusions I’ve taken—both healing and magic-restoring. That’s not the reason I’m calling.”

      No answer. The eerie silence on the other side of the line caused Vince to pull his phone away from his head, in case he’d been disconnected or Ronin had hung up on him. Neither was the case.

      “Ronin?” he asked.

      “Where are you?” his friend asked.

      “Do you know where Kaziern’s main logistics hub is?”

      “Yes. I’ll be there in 10 minutes. That way I can keep any assholes from taking their anger out on you before they find out about their paid leave.”

      This time, Ronin did really hang up.

      “Paid leave?” Vince asked aloud as he pocketed his phone.

      “He sounded furious,” Nicki noted. “Seems like he cares.”

      “We go way back. Used to cover for each other in scuffles, and I could take the heat for him as a teenager. Meant he had a clean enough record to get into the police academy, while I got blacklisted.” Vince shrugged. “He’s blue through and through, to the extent that I think he bleeds blue.”

      “Which is why he’s helping you, a true upstanding citizen and hero of the mafia.”

      He ignored the sarcasm dripping from Nicki’s voice, and continued, “I think Ronin’s biggest issue is that he can’t jump in and be part of the brawls with me like he used to. If he’s in trouble as a cop, I can blow shit up and he can cover for me. But the reverse is harder if it’s corporate shit. You saw how they all hung back when that necromancer was blowing up cars on the street, right?”

      Nicki nodded. “Seemed like an obvious case of a public nuisance there.”

      “It was also a massive gang war and, as it turned out, a corporate assassination attempt. Sure, it looks bad for the cops to hang around smoking cigarettes while this big conference is happening, but imagine the news if dozens of them get killed to save Alessia? One’s bad PR, and the other’s a disaster. It’s been a while since the police enforcers have gone on strike.”

      Long enough that Vince’s memories of the event were hazy. It’s not like the police enforcers let criminals go nuts, but they became a lot laxer about the corporate warfare that took place.

      If Ronin was talking about his fellow enforcers getting put on paid leave, Vince would bet dollars to donuts that tensions between the police and the mayor were close to boiling over. How that shitshow would pan out remained to be seen.

      True to his word, Ronin turned up 10 minutes later. He roared into the depot’s yard, comfortably slowing his BMW down so that it didn’t crash into any of the prefab structures nearby, then cruised toward Vince and Nicki. While the motorcycle wore the familiar blue markings of Aulfair’s police department, Ronin wore a set of casual if thick riding clothes.

      He flicked the visor of his helmet up. “You have a hole in your shirt big enough to put both my arms through. This counts as fine-ish?”

      “The hole’s only in my shirt, right?” Vince asked.

      Ronin sighed and shook his head. “Unbelievable. Nobody else has turned up, right?”

      “Nope. There’ll be some wolfgirls along within half an hour, but nobody else has been here.”

      “Except the lions you kicked off of their property.”

      “Yup.”

      “And the herd of Yakuza vans that intel spotted here.”

      “It’s their migratory period. I hear they drive south when it gets cold.”

      Ronin glared at him. “I should fine you just for that.”

      A laugh escaped Vince, while Nicki crept a few steps away. Ronin waved a hand at her, as if to make it clear he had been joking.

      “So, can you actually tell me anything about what the hell happened tonight?” Ronin asked.

      “I think that’s the question I should ask you. My job is self-explanatory. I captured the heart of Kaziern’s underworld operations, although I’m guessing they and the Lionettis will need to work out something for their legitimate transport business,” Vince said.

      “Definitely. There will be lawyers already drafting up legal complaints in anticipation. The mafia can charge protection for the drug dealing, but if they hamper any of their regular operations they’re up shit creek.”

      Which was absolutely ridiculous, in Vince’s mind. Kaziern used their transport depot to smuggle illegal catalysts and drugs, making it fair game in the underworld, so shouldn’t the legitimate business be collateral damage?

      Then again, part of the reason the attack on Lionetti Tower was such a big deal was because it was an attack outside the scope of the underworld. The rules went both ways, and Alessia likely planned to use them against her enemies as well as they used them against her.

      “Anyway, I captured this place and their drug lab. Juliet hit Lionetti Tower at the same time. I chased her away. The whole thing appears to have been arranged by Houou,” Vince explained.

      “Any proof?” Ronin asked.

      Vince shook his head. “The wolves are certain of it, though. Juliet never named her employer and didn’t seem to care about the lions. There was a simultaneous attempt on Pola’s life, which I think dredged up memories of Houou’s attacks years ago.”

      “So that’s what the Benzes are about.” His friend stared into the distance. “Right. I can see why my boss is pissed. If Houou has chosen to dredge up unfinished business with the Lionettis, they couldn’t have chosen a worse time. Even without hard evidence, I’m guessing they can read the tea leaves.”

      Ronin leaned against his bike and stared up at the depot, arms crossed. Years ago, the two of them would have lit up cigarettes on a night like this. They’d usually both be covered in blood, though.

      Things really had changed. And not just because one of them rode in on a police motorcycle.

      “Thinking of old times?” Ronin asked.

      “How’d you guess?” Vince scratched the back of his neck.

      “You get a funny look on your face from time to time when we’re together. Usually if one of us brings up school or the academy.”

      Vince grunted. Figured that his friend had picked out one of his emotional tells. “Nights like this used to be different.”

      Despite shooting him a glance, Ronin said nothing. A minute passed in silence.

      A police SUV slowed down on the road outside, lights blaring but siren off. The blue lighting mixed with the stark white of the street lamps and washed over the trio standing in the yard.

      Ronin shoved his hands in his jacket pockets but didn’t move. Maybe his silver dusters were in them, although Vince felt pretty sure his friend would already be wearing his focus beneath his riding gloves. They were too big to easily slide a pair of knuckle dusters over, after all.

      Then the SUV took off, tires skidding.

      “Didn’t like the look of us,” Vince said.

      “Of me,” Ronin said. “There’s a reason I’m here. Vince, we didn’t have nights like this. We got in some brawls, maybe got flirted with—you especially”—Vince didn’t miss the tinge of jealousy in Ronin’s tone—“and then fucked off before anything nasty happened. This is the start of a corporate war. Possibly the largest since Houou took out the previous Lionetti mafia boss and turned Albion into a war zone. And you’re in the middle of it. I hope you’re getting paid well.”

      Vince hoped so, too. His initial contract looked less and less rosy by the day.

      Fia had been right to give him shit for not pushing Alessia for more money to deal with Juliet. While Alessia had sheepishly admitted to offering him more cash, he had a bad feeling that the mafia don might still be a little tightfisted with her cash. It was, after all, her job to do so.

      His was to extract enough money to make risking his life against Houou’s corporate army and hired enforcers worth it.

      “The scale’s different,” Vince admitted. “Still feels the same. Just that you’re here to help me, rather than the other way around.”

      A low chuckle rumbled from Ronin.

      Nicki made herself known, flapping her wings. “Hey, if you’re saying this is the same, are you suggesting something about me?”

      “Absolutely not,” Vince said flatly.

      “Cold,” Ronin said.

      “Hey. I can leave you here if I want to,” Nicki said, placing a hand on one hip and flexing her wings. “Let you explain to Nina why you got home so late.”

      “And you’ll leave your pay behind?” Vince asked.

      The harpy narrowed her eyes at him and said nothing.

      “Thought so. Anyway, I need to head back to Lionetti Tower to debrief once they take over here. Once I’m there, you can—”

      “Wait, you’re not going back to Nina?” Nicki asked.

      Ronin snorted. “Given the events of tonight, I doubt Alessia Lionetti wants to wait to hear about Yakuza involvement. Or is this about flirting?”

      “A little of both,” Vince admitted.

      “Nice to see that you haven’t changed even after getting serious with Nina.”

      Nicki clicked her tongue. Her wings closed around herself but she remained silent.

      But Ronin wasn’t done. “I didn’t explain my side of things earlier. This is all over the news, as you’d expect. At first, it wasn’t so bad. A company taking a swing at the Lionettis during the conference is trouble for the mayor, given the threats he’s made. But it doesn’t embarrass us.”

      Vince nodded.

      “Except then things got worse. Videos surfaced of the Lionetti convoy, burning and abandoned with not a single police officer in sight. Journalists found posts talking about your dragon being sighted in Albion. Then there was the gang war near the Charlingwood Arcade. Word spread that we spent a lot of time beating up wolfgirls, while ignoring the lions. Trippych himself posted an exclusive while I was riding over here, alleging we’re taking bribes.”

      “That’s not a new accusation,” Vince said. “I’m pretty sure everyone accuses the other side of bribing the cops in the big corporate shitfights.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t usually have a local media mogul in their corner.” Ronin clenched his fists. “If Garn Trippych himself is saying we’re corrupt, he has receipts. A bunch of folks are going to fall on their swords. They’re putting a lot of the precinct up here on paid leave and rotating in enforcers like me. But we’ll be thin on the ground. My bet is the next time anyone pulls a stunt like this, an elemental will shut it down.”

      Great. Vince still needed to finish off his job.

      He blinked. No, this helped him a lot.

      “Hold on, isn’t this great news for me?” he asked.

      “Is it?” Ronin’s expression darkened.

      “I never fully explained what I’m doing here. This is the end of the offensive side of my job. Everything else is just helping the wolves keep Houou’s snout out of the trough, as they’re going to send the Golden Path in to clean up imminently.” Vince paused. “Uh, assuming this whole Yakuza business doesn’t mess everything up.”

      “Yeah, big assumption.”

      Vince realized he really needed to talk to Alessia about his encounter with the suited goons tonight.

      “Anyway, don’t get too excited. In case you missed my point, the PR disaster tonight is that the police stood by and did nothing, and we’re perceived to have picked a side. Sure, the reality is that you bulldozed Kaziern and Houou’s assassination attempt failed, but that’s not what it looks like. Perception is everything. So when Houou blows enough shit up to attract an elemental, he’ll take out everyone,” Ronin said.

      “And then he’ll fine me for good measure,” Vince drawled.

      Ronin nodded.

      “That’s your biggest concern?” Nicki asked.

      “I’m guessing it’ll be a big fine if the cops are this pissed,” Vince said defensively.

      “You can probably knock it down to something reasonable if you’re actually defending corporate turf,” Ronin said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if you got hit with a half-million or so.”

      Vince felt his heart stop. He clutched at his chest dramatically and held onto Ronin’s bike for support. Buying into his theatrics, Nicki gripped his shoulder while his friend simply laughed.

      “Use that as leverage to get your boss to fund a trip to Hawaii. I’m sure Nina would love to get away in winter, given how cold it is here.” Ronin’s eyes glimmered with amusement.

      “I’ll take your romance advice into consideration,” Vince said.

      The next twenty minutes or so passed in a blur of small talk and chit chat. Vince checked up on the Kilpatrick clan, while Ronin made sure Vince hadn’t fallen back into any bad habits. Namely, Salome.

      “Oh, she changed her name again?” Ronin asked, raising an eyebrow. He pulled his phone out and tapped something into it.

      “The other day, yeah. Wanted my opinion on it.” Vince shrugged.

      “‘course she did. Did you spend the night cuddled up with her again?”

      Vince bared his teeth at his friend. “No. The worst things got were some… unsavory suggestions about what she wanted me to do to Juliet in front of her. She has history with the vampire.”

      “I don’t think I need to hear about those suggestions. But, yeah, I know about that. Salome’s taken a couple of potshots before. Part of the reason tonight is such a shitfest is that Juliet’s sponsor said she’d lie low for a while. This is the bare minimum, but too big of an event for our liking. The higher-ups and the mayor will be jawboning at the other vampires for a while over this. If the conglomerates get the impression crazies like Juliet can do whatever they want, then they’ll react in kind.”

      A chill ran down Vince’s spine. “This is why you’re calling this a corporate war. The problem isn’t that Houou tried to take out the Lionettis—”

      “It’s that they tried to do so against the express wishes of the police and the mayor,” Ronin finished, eyes dark. “And they’ve burned a lot of pieces in the process. A corrupt precinct, an unstable assassin, their corporate pawn in the region, and potentially even their goodwill with the mayor. No matter how much money Kochhar has tied up with Houou, he has to know that his reelection chances are dead if he doesn’t turn on them.”

      All that to take out Alessia and Pola.

      How the fuck had Vince ended up in this mess? For that matter, how big of a target had he painted on his own back? This was supposed to be a bog standard job.

      “I didn’t get the impression this was some all out war,” Vince said cautiously.

      Ronin shrugged. “I don’t think it’s that bad. Not yet. But the fact the Yakuza openly stepped in with their new enforcers? Take the money and get out, Vince. Or at least avoid getting your shit kicked in for a song.”

      New enforcers? Vince opened his mouth to ask.

      A rumbling interrupted him and several black sedans pulled into the yard. All Benzes and clearly Lionetti cars. Unlike the fancy SUVs, these were obviously older and lacked the same protections. One matched the make and model of Fia’s. He guessed they were older cars in the Lionetti fleet. Maybe even personal cars of the enforcers.

      All four pulled up and disgorged almost clown car-sized loads of wolfgirls. Many of whom bore their fair share of scrapes and burns. Vince recognized a few from the tower. Not that many, though. There were a lot of Lionetti enforcers, despite the relatively small size of the organization in the underworld.

      Two capos led them. He recognized one from drinks at the shopping mall the previous week, and she strode over with a confident step. The rest of the wolves eyed Ronin suspiciously. Even if they should recognize him, perhaps his clothes made it harder to pick him out.

      “Been a few days since I saw you three,” the capo said. “Leave this place to me. Any other black…” She bit her lip. “Any other cops turn up, I’ll chase ‘em away.”

      “It’s fine,” Ronin said. “I’m used to the names.”

      The capo shrugged and scratched the back of her neck, her ears flicking up and down nervously. Evidently, calling the police a charged epithet around a friendly enforcer bothered her.

      “Anyway, I’ll stick around. My orders are to keep the peace. The best way I can manage that is to ensure that one of tonight’s flash points doesn’t become a new one.” Ronin raised his eyebrows. “Understand what I mean?”

      The capo nodded slowly. “Absolutely. It’ll be a slow night for us, but we’ve been told we can order some drinks on the company dime so long as we don’t get plastered. You can join in.”

      “I shouldn’t…” Ronin wavered.

      “Oh, fuck off,” Vince drawled. “You accepted their drinks the other night.”

      “Technically, you bought them.”

      “If it makes you feel better, just say that I bought them for you.”

      The wolfgirls cackled as they watched Ronin argue with Vince about the difference between accepting drinks from the mafia when they were laundered through Vince.

      But all good things came to an end, and the time to leave arrived. Vince slapped his friend on the shoulder and Ronin gave him a nod.

      “Remember what I said,” Ronin said.

      Nicki took to the air, Vince in her claws. She beelined to Lionetti Tower.

      Police birdfolk glittered across the skies by now, accompanied by drones strobing with police lights as the cops responded in force, if over an hour late. Ronin had been right. Somebody had lit a fire under their ass.

      A couple of birdfolk pestered them. But each time they had barely even begun to ask Vince his name and why he was in the sky at this time before recognizing him and leaving. Whatever and whoever they were looking for, he wasn’t it.

      So who was? Juliet?

      “So, do you want me to stick around at the tower?” Nicki asked as they approached the glowing beacon.

      Alessia still hadn’t deactivated the defenses. Presumably because Houou might mount another attempt tonight. The police presence around it had reduced, although the cordon of birdfolk remained in place.

      Ambulances replaced the police vehicles, accompanied by a small army of black vehicles. The bodies that Vince had seen earlier were now outside, being treated by paramedics or pushed along on stretchers while a couple dozen enforcers in casual clothing milled about.

      “Up to you,” Vince said. “I’m guessing they’ll let you in on the drinks, but it might be a while before I need a lift back. I promised Pola a drink.”

      “Uh huh. A drink.” Nicki made a strange noise, which was lost in the winds.

      “What?”

      “Are you seriously going to pretend you’re not going to rail the shit out of Fia and Pola tonight?”

      If Vince had been drinking something, he’d have spat it out and rained liquid all over the roof of some apartment complex below them. Instead, he just sputtered.

      “What?” he asked again, with an entirely different inflection.

      “You heard me. Pola’s obvious. She wants to fuck, and you just rode in like a knight in shining armor. So now she wants to do the riding,” Nicki said. “And I’m talking with Fia enough to recognize a girl that wants a good fuck. Her game is better and she’s got chill, but she’s horny too.”

      “I don’t think I’m having a threesome tonight.”

      “Oh, so you’re fucking Pola.”

      He wisely said nothing. That was a distinct possibility.

      Nicki brought them in for a landing. A few wolfgirls trotted up to confirm who they were and hung around afterward, as if hopeful Vince would return their interest.

      Stretching her wings out, Nicki said, “I remember your teddy bear of a girlfriend saying you should invite her to any orgies. Sure you don’t want to let her know about tonight?”

      The wolves perked up at the mention of an orgy, tails wagging violently.

      “I think that would be a bad idea for a lot of reasons,” he said. “Especially as I don’t plan on an orgy.”

      The tails slowed down a lot.

      “Plans go awry. These girls want to fuck like the mutts they are, and you know it,” Nicki said.

      “Hey!” one of the wolfgirls snapped. “We’re not mutts.”

      “Do you want me to compare you to rabbits?”

      The assembled enforcers glared at her.

      “How about hounds?” one suggested. “I can go with that comparison.”

      “Fine. You all want to fuck Vince like a pack of hellhounds,” Nicki suggested.

      They gave her the thumbs up. Vince made a note to take it easy on the liquor tonight and not leave his drink unattended. Not that he seriously thought they’d roofie him.

      On the other hand, if he got blind drunk, the odds that he’d say no to a couple dozen hot wolfgirls interested in having sex all night plummeted. For some odd reason.

      “It’ll be fine,” he said. “I let Nina know I’d be home late. If you don’t want to stay, I’ll fix you up for the night and—”

      “Nah, pay me later.” Nicki shook her head. “It feels wrong to be shaking you down for cash after all this. Especially as I bet you need to do the same to your boss.”

      So Nicki’s decision wasn’t entirely driven by altruism. If Vince received a big windfall from Alessia, he might be a little more generous to his getaway flier. Smart girl. Especially as Nicki had played an integral role in getting him around tonight despite the danger involved. Even inside Lionetti Tower.

      “If you do need a lift later, shoot me a message. With all this excitement, I bet I’ll be up for hours,” the harpy said. “Maybe I’ll mess with those dyes I bought. Depends how worn out I feel when I get home.”

      “Maybe save those for when you’re rested. They weren’t cheap.”

      “True.” She nodded a few times, wings flapping. “Message me when you need me or I’ll shake you down for my cash.”

      Nicki darted in and landed a peck on his cheek, before jumping backward and shooting into the sky. Within seconds she was little more than some black feathers barely visible in the night sky.

      He watched her leave alongside the wolves by his side.

      Then he turned and looked at an enforcer. “Do you know where Pola and the others are?”

      She nodded. “They’re spread out over the tower. The attack only hit the boss’s floor, so the sottocapo and everyone else have moved to operations.”

      “Which is?”

      “Oh, right. I forget you’re still new. It’s where the bar is. Do you need me to show you there or…?” She shifted from foot to foot.

      Vince shook his head. “I’ll be fine.” If others were there, somebody could lead him to the bar, through the maze of corridors.

      Although he found it odd that this enforcer acted as though he was just another Lionetti. Surely it should have been obvious that he wasn’t. Every other Lionetti enforcer was a wolfgirl, after all.

      He made his way to the elevators and made small talk with an enforcer while waiting for it to arrive. On his way up, he let Fia know he was coming.

      Naturally, she waited for him in the foyer when the doors opened.

      “Alessia wants to see us,” Fia said. “Let’s go.”
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      Far more enforcers than just Fia stalked the halls tonight. The scene was a far cry from the empty corridors Vince had witnessed on his prior visits. Wolfgirls wandered the halls and leaned against open doorways while nursing drinks. Every enforcer in the Lionetti Family had to have turned out tonight.

      And then some. Vince couldn’t imagine there were this many enforcers in Alessia’s employ. She’d go bankrupt given how small their territory was.

      “Fia, this your new squeeze?” one of the wolves called out as they passed. She wore the usual fashionable clothing of the enforcers, but appeared less rough. If she wore Nina’s office wear then she’d fit right into any company in the city.

      “No. He’s a colleague, Andrea,” Fia said.

      Andrea smirked. “I have colleagues, Fia. You enforcers have guys you fuck, and fuck hard.” Then her eyes widened as she finally looked at Vince. “Oh. Oh, shit! You’re the guy from the news last week. The dragon guy. Uh…”

      Shoving her “friend” aside, Fia kept walking. Laughter escaped the room that Andrea had been leaning out from.

      “Don’t mind the office bunnies,” Fia muttered. “A lot of them turned up when they heard the news. Andrea can barely ruffle her own skirt with her wind magic, but she rocked up, intent on fighting something.”

      “That the pack culture you talk about?” he asked.

      She shot him a sidelong look as they rounded a corner. “Something like that. As an enforcer…” Sighing, Fia ran her hand over her face. “Alessia wants to expand the recruitment pool, so I really shouldn’t talk like this. But it’s different as an enforcer. Italian heritage is one thing. We’re also much closer. Sure, I like Andrea, but she works a 9 to 5.”

      “And Liz? The bartender? She doesn’t work a 9 to 5?”

      “That’s shift work, it’s…” She scowled at him. “You’re just trying to poke holes.”

      “I’m not Italian either, Fia,” Vince pointed out.

      “No, but if we fuck you enough, then we can make something Italian.” Fia’s eyes lidded. Then she coughed and looked away. “Uh, Pola will probably try.”

      Nicki had definitely been onto something. On the other hand, Fia seemed unwilling to make the leap herself, in spite of how much the two of them flirted with each other.

      With all the doors open, Vince realized this floor was full of offices. A mixture of old-fashioned ones with a single occupant and plenty of space, plus some open plan cubicles crammed into a single room. The “office bunnies,” as Fia called them, filled them out. Although Vince spotted a few enforcers mingling. Differentiating the two classes turned out to be easy.

      Despite playing devil’s advocate against Fia, enforcers were different. The Lionetti enforcers held themselves differently, wore stylish but more street-friendly clothes, and showed different mannerisms. Plus, almost every one of them recognized Vince and greeted him as he passed. Also, they all possessed some sort of magical focus.

      Finally, Fia reached the capo bar. The noise of heavy drinking and cheers emanated from it, as the door remained open. She ignored it and instead knocked on a door opposite the bar.

      Pola opened it from the other side. “You can just come in, you know. Fuck’s sake, Fia. We don’t have some secret knock.”

      “And then you’d claw my face off in surprise,” Fia said.

      She walked in, gesturing for Vince to follow. The instant he crossed the threshold, he found himself wrapped in wolfgirl.

      “Pola, this is serious,” Alessia snapped. “You can flirt later.”

      The room matched the larger offices he spotted earlier. A single old-fashioned executive desk dominated one side of the room, while an L-shaped leather couch and coffee table filled out the other. Cabinets full of documents lined the walls. Vince wondered if anyone actually used the paper documents, or if they were relics of a bygone era.

      Alessia sat behind the desk, her face lit up by the double monitors atop it. Pola was the only other occupant and was busy trying to mold the contours of her body to Vince’s. Meanwhile, Fia plopped down on the couch and poured whisky into two spare glasses. A bottle had been left out, along with a glass already half-drunk. Alessia nursed her own container of the amber liquid.

      “But I want to flirt now,” Pola whined. “Once we’re in the bar, everyone else will be all over him. I’m not letting the others drag him off to the VIP room or make me watch while they all…” Her face reddened as she no doubt imagined something that absolutely wasn’t going to happen.

      Or at least, that Vince wouldn’t let happen if he kept his wits about him. He’d been serious when he told Nina “no orgies.”

      “I don’t think that’s happening,” Vince said.

      “What, you don’t want your crotch covered in vomit when Vanna tries to suck your cock, blackout drunk after slamming back a dozen negronis?” Fia asked, running her own drink beneath her nostrils and humming happily.

      He frowned. Not at Fia’s hypocrisy or lewdness, but the mention of Vanna. “I thought Vanna was arrested?”

      “The police released all the enforcers they arrested tonight,” Alessia said. “Vanna was one of them, but she arrived not long ago. I’m not sure if they’re responding to the political pressure I’ve applied or something else.”

      “I might have the answer to that. Ronin gave me an update,” Vince said.

      Alessia’s ears perked up. “I certainly would appreciate an inside line on the police force. But sit, enjoy a drink, and rest. I’m sorry that I made you go out so soon after… earlier.” She grimaced. “It’s been a disaster of a night. You can worry about sexual advances later.”

      Alessia glared at her sister, and Pola slowly unwrapped her body from Vince’s.

      “And to be clear, you don’t have to stay,” Alessia added, her eyes uncertain. “Once we debrief about tonight’s events, you can leave and—”

      “It’s fine, Alessia.” He looked her in the eye as he dropped onto the couch next to Fia. “I’m exhausted, but all the more reason to enjoy some drinks. I’ll be pretty useless for a week, unfortunately. Pushed myself too hard.”

      Alessia bit her lip and ran a hand through her hair. “That’s not exactly the news I wanted to hear, but I suppose I deserve it after the mistakes I’ve made.”

      The other two wolfgirls settled in beside Vince. Pola’s hand wandered, but Fia batted it away. His glass of whisky made its way into his hand, although he sniffed it and tried not to gag.

      Pola giggled, while Fia scowled.

      “We have ice,” Pola said.

      Vince didn’t need to look at Fia to see the expression of horror on her face. The bottle looked expensive. Not to mention that the glass cylindrical bottle had gold lettering on it that said “20.”

      “How many weeks of rent can I pay with this bottle?” he asked.

      “2-3 months,” Alessia said, without even looking away from her computer.

      Even Fia choked on her sip. “Fucking what, Alessia? I know we’re celebrating, but this is the genuinely good stuff.”

      “I thought you prided yourself on tasting good whisky, Fia?” the mafia boss teased. “But, yes, I figured you deserved something special, so I pulled one of the rarer bottles from the collection. I only have another five.”

      Only another five. What a world Alessia lived in.

      “Um, I’ll have a little water with it,” Vince mumbled.

      Pola seemed completely unfazed by the insane expense of the whisky in their hands. Instead, she poked about in a mini-fridge in the corner. Whoever usually used this office must be fairly important. She returned with ice and a carafe of water. After dumping the cubes of ice in her own glass, she handed the water to Fia, who was attempting to incinerate her superior with her eyes.

      “I am not letting you drink another drop of this,” Fia said, voice ice cold.

      “Whatever,” Pola said.

      With a little water added to both of their glasses, he and Fia enjoyed it. Or Vince tried. He tasted a lot more than wood and fire, but needed a lot more time to acclimate to whisky. At least he didn’t gag.

      After a few final taps on her keyboard, Alessia finished her work. The light of her monitors vanished and she faced the trio on the couches. Notably, she didn’t join them.

      “Before we talk politics, updates,” Alessia said. “Fia?”

      “The teleport beacon Vince left behind worked like a charm. A few lions had slunk back into the drug lab, but we chased them out,” Fia said. “It’s ours. The tower is on lockdown again. All our turf is secure, despite the attempt by the blackshirts to fuck with us and let Kaziern steal it back. It’s a grim night, but probably our best in years. At least the girls died for a reason.”

      Alessia’s expression darkened, while Pola glared into her drink.

      Vince cleared his throat and they returned to normal. “The depot’s clear. But not for the reasons you might think. Somebody else kept Kaziern out.”

      Three sets of eyes looked at him and the accompanying wolf ears pricked up. He felt Pola’s tail rub against his back as it shot up.

      “Somebody else?” Alessia asked carefully. “Who let us claim it from them? Not Immanuel, then? Or did you make a deal with your former employer?”

      The way she stressed “former” bothered Vince. Nina had warned Vince that he’d find it hard to choose sides.

      Although he found it less bothersome now. Between the threats from the Yakuza and his own closeness with the Lionettis themselves, the problem was less with working with Alessia and more the attitude. He might need to organize a private chat with her once he recovered from tonight. Set a tone that he should have when they met about Juliet at the Sommet.

      “No,” he said. “The Yakuza were there.”

      Pola snorted and took a deep gulp of her ice-cold whisky. “The fucking Yakuza? Wow. No wonder you were able to chase them away. Bunch of bottom-feeders trying to steal territory from us.”

      Whereas Fia and Alessia frowned.

      “Alessia, didn’t you say that a bunch of strange Japanese foxes showed up for the conference,” Fia said.

      “Yes. Vince, I’m assuming these Yakuza aren’t the pushovers my sister thinks they are,” Alessia said.

      He shook his head. “Lots of non-humans, all in the typical suits. Two immortals leading them. A tengu and some strange unicorn woman who set my body on fire with her laugh. Not gonna lie. She scared the shit out of me. Gave me the sort of vibes that Quintus does, but more reserved.”

      “A Qilin, or Kirin.” Alessia closed her eyes before taking a deep sip of her own whisky. “This is bad. We’re not dealing with mere Yakuza, then.”

      “Uh, what?” Pola asked. “We just said—”

      “There’s a difference,” the mafia don snapped. “You should know this, Pola, if you paid attention.”

      Pola’s knuckles whitened and she stared at her lap.

      Alessia sighed. “Sorry. Just… I’ve been suspicious ever since I learned that Japan was beginning to pump money into Aulfair and they were reaching out to me. Did they bring us up, Vince?”

      “They explicitly said they wanted to work together, were doing this to oppose Houou, and threatened me if I went back to Immanuel,” he said flatly. “So, yeah, I’d say this was about you. They called me your dragon.”

      “Nice nickname,” Fia muttered.

      Silence fell after her comment as Alessia swirled the amber liquid in her glass. Vince took the opportunity to try to enjoy his own and ease into the couch without crushing Pola’s tail, only for her to lean against him.

      “Do you know of the other name we call the Yakuza, Vince?” Alessia asked.

      “You mean their front name, Knightsgate?” he clarified.

      She nodded. “Yes. To be clear, they’re not the same. Knightsgate is the true organization. The equivalent of a conglomerate like Houou, and the Yakuza is closer to the Golden Path—the muscle that gets things done. Or at least, that’s what I hear. Knightsgate is part-myth, part-reality, after all. A government-backed organization from East Asia, primarily supported by Imperial Japan, that is responsible for keeping magical activity in check. Supposedly, it dates back over a millennium to the Heian era of Japan and the Song dynasties of China.”

      Vince didn’t need to be explicitly told that Knightsgate was Old World. The explanation dripped with the idea.

      An ancient, secretive organization that stretched across East Asia, dedicated to keeping magic in check, and probably preserving the masquerade? Knightsgate represented everything that Aulfair wasn’t.

      No wonder the conglomerates of the city had fought it so viciously when they’d tried to break in.

      “But Knightsgate was always here,” Vince said.

      “In name, yes, but there’s a difference between the corporate entity and the magical one. Immanuel is both a financial institution and a magical one, after all. Most of its businesses have little to do with the demons that run amok here, especially outside Aulfair.” Alessia rose and walked around her desk. “We’re seeing a triple threat here. The Yakuza have increased in strength, Japan is taking direct interest in Aulfair while the US federal government spurns magic, and Knightsgate is flipping from corporate to magical.”

      “Does this affect my job?”

      She bit her lip. “Yes, and no. Most of this is political—”

      “But the part that isn’t?” he pressed.

      “You said it yourself. The Yakuza intervened to stop Houou. It’s common knowledge that there’s bad blood between the foxes that left Japan for our shores. Whatever other interests Knightsgate may have here, we know they want to destroy Houou. And that’s common cause with us.”

      “Alessia, I’m no politician, but—” Fia tried to say.

      “Then leave it to me.” Alessia’s tone brooked no argument.

      Fia’s glass struck the tabletop with a thud, her whisky sloshing against the tall sides of her glass. “Fuck that. Everyone hates the Yakuza. They’re a bunch of assholes trying to shove their way into the city, overturn the rules, and force their way into the conglomerates. Except they’ll bring a ton of baggage. An enemy of an enemy isn’t always a friend.”

      “Maybe.”

      Vince stayed out of this. As far as he cared, Lionetti politics wasn’t his problem.

      Ronin’s words rang in his head. This was about to turn into a corporate war. He needed to get a paycheck and avoid getting fined into the stone age.

      “That’s everything I know about the Yakuza,” he interrupted, raising his voice in an attempt to cut off both wolves.

      They bit their lips, as if aware this argument wasn’t for his ears. Alessia leaned against the front of her desk. Her tail swished back and forth, just above the floor.

      “You said Ronin had an update?” she asked.

      He gave her the short version of what Ronin told him.

      “Well, that’s good and bad news. Good, because it will give Houou pause. Bad, because it means the police are a time bomb due to the political pressure.” Alessia ran a hand along her face. “I can’t imagine how Kochhar will react to this. Everyone will be against him and his major ally will be pressuring him to commit political suicide. Again, this isn’t your problem, but the job will—”

      “It hasn’t changed,” Vince said, tone flat.

      Alessia winced and her ears flattened. “Right. Um, we’ll talk about work another day. I think it is genuinely time to renegotiate the contract. Along with determining your bonus for tonight.”

      “Or start a new job,” Fia drawled. “One that involves taking Pola out on weekly dates?”

      “Hey, I can get those dates without Vince being paid,” Pola whined.

      Her hand rubbed along his crotch as if to emphasize her point.

      He almost wanted to bat her away, but decided to enjoy the attention.

      There was one final point to raise. “That bonus. Juliet said she was done, but I’m not so sure. She’s a vindictive bitch. I guarantee she’ll be back.”

      What he left out was that the most likely target was him. Juliet would surely be on the hunt for a contract to assassinate Vince, rather than her original targets.

      But Alessia took the bait. “I know. Juliet Forest has an almost impeccable record, and this hurts her reputation immensely. I’m surprised that you drove her off at all.” Her eyes dwelled on the hole in his shirt.

      “It hurt,” he said drily.

      “I guessed.”

      “The good news is that I have a contact that wants her dead, so I’m trying to work out her weaknesses. Hopefully another encounter goes better.”

      Fia’s eyebrows shot up. “Wow. Info like that costs a fortune. I checked with one of my contacts and basically got told to give up on Juliet. The price wasn’t the only issue, but she’s laid a nasty trail of false info.”

      “I’m working with a succubus—” Vince began to say.

      Alessia and Pola growled as one, then coughed to hide their reaction.

      Whereas Fia grinned. “Oh? I recall some stories about a certain succubus in your past.”

      “The same one,” he admitted. “She changes her name constantly and has a history with Juliet, so I’m getting a sweetheart deal. It’s why I knew her chest size.”

      “That explains a lot,” Fia said. Then she blinked. “Wait, changes her name… Are you telling me that the succubus who took your virginity is Charity, the Immanuel pusher on southside?”

      “She hasn’t gone by Charity for over a year. Her name’s Salome as of this week.”

      “Virginity?” Alessia asked.

      “I never said that,” Vince corrected.

      “Damn well implied it,” Fia muttered, then raised her voice. “Well, you’re well connected. I remember going to her club when I was dumb teen and getting yanked out by her. The orgies are for adults, she said.”

      Sounded a lot like Salome. She ensured plenty of crazy shit happened, but stayed on the right side of the law in her own way.

      Shaking her head, Alessia returned to her chair. The monitors switched back on with a tap of a key.

      Vince almost took that as a dismissal.

      She did speak up, though. “I think that’s enough serious talk for tonight. We’ll handle the protection of our territory while the police are sweeping the district for the next few days, so focus on recovering. Once you’re better, we can talk about what the job means, the Yakuza involvement, and Juliet. Stay in touch with Fia, Vince.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” he said, downing the last of his whisky. He’d drunk most of it by now.

      The last mouthful hit hard, though. It had been a fair bit bigger than most.

      Fia snorted at the face he made. “Got that right. Although…” She gave Pola a sidelong look.

      Said wolf had already wrapped herself around Vince, one hand running along his thigh. “Vinvin—”

      Alessia looked up at the nickname, bewilderment in her eyes.

      “I said to call me Vince,” he grunted.

      “But I want to have a name nobody else calls you,” Pola whined.

      Fia grinned as she left the room.

      While Vince followed her, Pola deftly avoiding his feet as she attempted to merge with him, he wondered how long he’d be around the other wolfgirl.

      Something told him that he wouldn’t make it back to Nina tonight.
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      The capo bar held the same appearance as always, only with a lot more wolfgirls inside it. Four wolffolk bartenders worked the L-shaped bar that occupied one corner, including Liz, the bartender who had introduced herself last time. Stools had been conjured from somewhere and dragged up to the counter, while the dozens of other enforcers spread out across the tables on one side and the couches and booths on the other.

      Notably, more than just capos drank the night away. Vince guessed at least half the wolfgirls here were regular enforcers. That included Lucia, Alessia’s bodyguard, who had cleaned off the blood from the battle against Juliet but still bore scars that would take hours or even days to heal.

      Most healing infusions took hours to heal even minor lacerations. Alessia definitely gave her bodyguards good ones, and the fact Lucia had been fighting Juliet even after taking major wounds was proof of that, but healing every last cell took time.

      Except when Vince drank Ally’s infusion. Other than the hole in his clothing, he looked and felt fine. Although the fact every wolfgirl in the room turned and stared at that hole suggested he might want to find a new shirt soon.

      “Um, Fia—” he tried to say.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’ll have somebody fetch you a shirt. I’ve got your size already.”

      “You do?” Lucia asked as she approached with a grin. “Damn, you have moved fast. Finding a good mate to make your pa happy?”

      Fia shoved the other wolf, who simply snickered. By now, the atmosphere had returned to normal, albeit with more than a few enforcers eyeing Vince off.

      Not that he could approach the bar. Finding somewhere to sit might prove hard, although he suspected Fia and Pola could scare up seats without even trying. Ignoring Vanna, who hovered by a booth in the corner with another capo and a couple of enforcers, the rest of the Lionettis seemed to respect the duo that actually ran the mafia on the ground. If they didn’t, Vince doubted Fia would get much done.

      Lucia slipped in front of Vince. She leaned forward, one hand drifting toward his face.

      “Well, if Fia isn’t keeping you company, why don’t you join me in one of the VIP rooms?” Lucia purred.

      Vince wanted to say no. Politely.

      Pola stole the chance from him. Her hand snapped out and closed around Lucia’s like a vice. Lucia winced and straightened up.

      “Hey, hey, sottocapo, chill,” Lucia said, her black tail and ears bolt upright. “I’m allowed to flirt before you drag him off and shatter his pelvis, right?”

      Pola’s face turned cherry red and her grip loosened. Lucia shot backward, grinning. While she shook feeling back into her hand, Pola continued to press herself against Vince.

      “I don’t think I agreed to any pelvis shattering,” Vince said.

      “Oh, so about my invitation—” Lucia started to say.

      “No.”

      Her ears lowered and she whined. Pola’s ear shot up as she preened against him. Fia clipped her boss over the back of her head, eliciting a snarl that nearly caused Vince to jump away.

      “If you want to drag Vince off anywhere—whether it’s a VIP room or your bedroom—maybe you should try asking, like I told you,” Fia said. “Before he gets plastered by all the whisky we’ll pour down his throat. I like him, so—”

      A series of wolf whistles deafened Vince, and Fia rolled her eyes at the antics of the other enforcers. Pola ignored them. Instead, she stared at her old friend with narrowed eyes.

      “So?” Pola asked in a low voice.

      “So if I think you’re trying to drag Vince off when he can barely walk, and I haven’t heard a peep from either of you, he’s going home,” Fia said.

      The two wolves stared at each other. Vince struggled to pick out the emotions running between them. The tension was thick, sure, but he couldn’t tell if Pola was angry.

      “I can handle myself and my liquor,” he said.

      “I’m not asking your pride, V.” Fia’s eyes flickered toward him momentarily. “I’m doing this as a friend. I can guarantee Nicki or Ronin would as well, even with the little time I spent around your cop friend.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck and looked away. Sure, she was right, but she could have framed things better. Made it sound less like he was going to act like a moron and get dragged off by Pola for that exact reason.

      Which might have happened if he thought Pola was that type of girl. The real issue was that Pola might genuinely not understand the issue. He worried about her at times.

      For that matter, with the eyes of a few dozen thirsty wolfgirls on him, he genuinely understood all the warnings about avoiding the Lionettis. Even here under his own power and with their respect for him, he knew that buying into their flirting would end poorly. All the masculine bullshit he could summon in his mind wouldn’t survive a night of being ridden into oblivion by this army of magically empowered demihumans.

      Eventually, Pola nodded. She instantly slid around Vince so that she pressed her body against his, her plump breasts crushing against his chest and giving him an amazing view when he looked down at her beautiful face. Glittering green eyes framed by messy silver hair stared up at him as she bit her lip, barely constrained lust emanating from every one of Pola’s pores.

      She traced a finger along the side of one of his thighs. “So, V…”

      Seems she’d decided to use the same nickname Fia used. The few remaining functioning brain cells in Vince’s mind wondered if Pola was calling him “V” because Fia did.

      “Do you want to go back to my place after some celebratory drinks and… celebrate with a nice, firm ride?” Her eyes curved a little while her face reddened again.

      Fia snorted and walked off to the bar. Liz shot over to serve her while some enforcers made space for Fia.

      Meanwhile, Pola leaned just slightly away from Vince. Only enough for her finger to barely slide between their bodies. She teased the edge of his crotch, where the bulge of his erection firmly formed inside his pants. Tracing it with her finger while staring up at him, she tilted her head cutely.

      The still-functioning part of Vince’s mind told him to say no.

      Partly because he hadn’t asked Nina. But also because he enjoyed this little chase. Making Pola come to him and play to his attention was something he hadn’t enjoyed for years.

      Because holy hell, every part of him wanted to fuck Pola. Fia had called him “Vindick” earlier in the night and he might deserve the nickname.

      “I think that’s a yes,” one of the capos called out, before he said anything.

      “I want actual vocalizations,” Fia said.

      Groans resulted. That broke the spell on Vince.

      He took a step back but was careful not to shake his head. Pola followed him, careful to keep the pressure up and, most importantly, her body heat leaking into his. The feeling of her soft belly pressing into his erection was unmistakable.

      “Well?” Pola asked.

      The uncertainty in her eyes pulled at him. He knew that his answer this time needed to be serious, or he needed a good reason to string her along.

      So Vince did his best to stop thinking with his engorged dick. Given Pola’s relative innocence—to say nothing of the fact she was the sister of his current employer and an extremely wealthy and powerful woman—he wouldn’t easily be walking away from a night of passion here. Alessia and Fia had made it clear that Vince was the first man Pola had shown interest in, possibly ever.

      In the end, that proved the stickler.

      Pola might easily be the most attractive woman who had shown interest in him. Sure, Salome was a succubus, but she cheated to look that hot and fuckable. Pola was all natural.

      Somehow, Vince knew his thoughts would get his ass whooped by Nina if she knew of them. He loved his huge lioness girlfriend and would opt to get bench pressed by her any day, but Pola was a mafia heiress with the looks to match.

      The problem was that Vince barely knew Pola. If Fia took her place and asked the same question, he’d say yes without hesitation. She’d given him more than enough to go on, was friends with Nina, and lacked the baggage Pola possessed.

      Vince asked himself something simple. Couldn’t he learn more about Pola later?

      “Yes,” he said, aware that he’d spent a fair bit of time thinking about his answer.

      Before she could kiss him or otherwise react, he placed a hand on Pola’s shoulder.

      “To be clear, I’m saying we’re going to your place to fuck,” he said. “We can work out what comes after later. Once we know each other a little better than a couple of heated run-ins and attempts to smash my face in.”

      Pola’s face screwed up and she opened and closed her mouth a few times. Then she thrust her fists toward the ground and straightened up like a hissing cat, tail sticking out behind her.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she growled.

      “It means he wants to fuck, but you’re not dating,” Lucia said, patting her boss—or one of them—on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. Just poke a hole in the condom and you’re set.”

      “Oh, fuck off.” Pola shoved the enforcer off. “Like I’m…” Her words descended into incoherent mumbling.

      Vince chose to say nothing about the suggestion from Lucia to mess with the condom. Maybe he really should have gone on contraceptives. Sure, Nina had followed through and switched her heat meds to a combined heat and contraceptive one, but if he planned to sow his seeds wider—or make any foolish moves with some cute Lionetti wolves—he might want to plan against shotgun weddings.

      Especially ones where Alessia had the shotgun preloaded.

      “If you two are done deciding on the location of your honeymoon, Liz really wants to talk to you, Pola,” Fia called out from the bar.

      Finally detached from Vince, Pola walked over to Fia. He joined her. A bottle of champagne sat in Liz’s hands, and she looked visibly nervous. The same could be said of the enforcers nearby, who glanced between Pola and Liz.

      The moment Pola recognized the bottle, she stopped dead.

      “Wait, that’s…” Pola’s eyes widened.

      Vince knew little about champagne, but he could read. The shield-shaped label said “Dom Perignon” in fancy lettering. The year read 2000, making the wine nearly as old as he was.

      “Lady Lionetti provided a case of Dom Perignon, just for tonight,” Liz said, hands tightly clasping the bottle, as if it might leap from her hands. “She said it would be enough for a round or two of drinks to celebrate our victory tonight and to…” She gulped. “Mourn those who can’t.”

      The cheery atmosphere deadened for several moments, leaving just the thump of the bassy music to reverberate in the air in place of the constant chatter that had once filled the bar. Dozens of wolf ears lowered at the reminder that many of their friends had died tonight.

      Then most of them raised glasses of beers, spirits, wine, and cocktails and kept drinking. If Vince had a glass of his own, he’d have joined in. He knew how it worked. More than a few enforcers he’d known had met their end in similar ways. Death remained only a single bad job away. Or even a good job that went awry.

      This one had nearly been his end.

      Pola bit her lip. “Dom, huh.” She looked at Vince.

      He shrugged. He’d mentioned celebrating with Dom, but it had just been to get across his emotions.

      “You said you might want to celebrate with a good whisky instead,” he said, leaning against the bar beside Fia.

      Fia raised an eyebrow. “Really? Are you going to ruin it with ice as well?”

      After sticking her tongue out, Pola returned to being indecisive. The chatter around the bar died down, as the capos realized their ever predictable sottocapo was acting out of character. The enforcers quietened down in turn.

      “You hate champagne,” Fia said.

      “I do.” Pola wavered.

      She looked around at the bar, her sole ear flicking up and down. Whatever was running through her mind remained a mystery to everyone, but Vince saw something warring in her eyes.

      “Huh? What’s the fuss about?” Vanna asked from her booth in the corner. “We’ve always celebrated our big wins with the good Dom. It’s a tradition passed down by the enforcers and capos before us, and the bosses before Alessia. If she’s given a case of the good stuff, we should crack it open. What are you waiting for, sottocapo?”

      Pola’s face hardened. Fia opened her mouth to snarl at her nemesis, but a random capo beat her to it. Vince recognized her as the security head from earlier in the night.

      “Vanna, shut the fuck up and let Pola run the show how she fucking wants,” the capo said.

      The gratification on Fia’s face could be framed and used as the dictionary definition of the word.

      Yet Pola seemed just as lost.

      Vince felt he might finally understand the problem, however. Vanna’s words allowed him to understand a lot of the volatile wolfgirl’s behavior.

      “Pola, what do you want to drink to celebrate?” he asked, trying to catch her gaze.

      She pivoted to face him instantly, locking onto his eyes and tail shooting upright. “What do I want to drink?”

      “You mentioned whisky back in the warehouse. But what do you actually enjoy drinking? Don’t say whisky, or Fia will bite your head off.”

      “Literally,” Fia added.

      Pola bared her teeth at her friend, before rubbing the back of her head. “Um, I don’t know.”

      Laughter echoed off the walls, almost as if the capos couldn’t believe their own boss didn’t know what alcohol she loved. Given how much the girls drank, Vince understood the response.

      “Fuck off,” Pola mumbled. “I drink a lot, but it’s just…”

      Liz passed the champagne bottle off to another bartender, only to flip a bottle of whisky into one hand. “You usually like old fashioneds when you’re here late, waiting for Lady Lionetti.”

      Not too surprising. The cocktail was on almost every bar’s menu, no matter how fancy they might be, simply because it was hard to dislike. Unless you hated whisky entirely.

      Given the audience, Vince doubted anyone here would say no to one.

      “Maybe…” Pola muttered. “But we’ve always celebrated with Dom.”

      “You’re the sottocapo,” Vince said, aware that he was absolutely the center of attention right now. “Don’t you choose what to celebrate with? Do you think your predecessor started pouring Dom Perignon for everyone because he hated it? I bet it’s because he wanted to share the good stuff on the good nights. Crack open the good whisky, let Liz and the others pour it out in old fashioneds or straight, and have a toast. Stop trying to be someone or something you’re not.”

      Pola visibly flinched at his final sentence. Even Fia shot him a sharp look.

      He’d cut too close to home there. How many had realized the real reason Pola acted the way she did?

      Pola cracked open the Dom Perignon because that’s what the enforcers that worked for her father always had. Just as Alessia preserved an entire floor that now went disused out of memory of her father, Pola bore the scars of being forced into her position.

      How much else of her behavior resulted from trying to live up to becoming sottocapo at 17, fresh from the bloodbath that Houou had bathed her and her family in?

      “Pola?” Fia asked.

      Her friend’s voice snapped her back to reality, and Pola looked at Vince, then Liz. She nodded at the bartender.

      “Open the good bottles of whisky,” Pola said. Then paused. “Um, but not too good. Good enough to match the Dom, but—”

      “I understand, sottocapo,” Liz said, a hint of dryness in her otherwise professional tone. “Everyone, old fashioneds and straight scotch on the sottocapo. This side of the bar for the cocktails, other side for whisky.”

      The capos slammed back their drinks like demons, and the enforcers followed suit. Evidently it wasn’t normal for the enforcers to be here, as they were clearly playing copycat. The wolves descended on the bar like animals. Before they mobbed Vince, Fia yanked him away.

      Pola was swept up by her subordinates. The capos dragged her toward the cocktail side of the bar, likely before she might get any ideas about proving her “strength” and trying to drink the scotch neat.

      A wolfgirl lingered by the door, a black t-shirt in her hands. After grabbing it from her, Fia led Vince out of the bar and into Alessia’s office.

      “Let’s leave them to it and get you changed into something presentable,” Fia said on the way out.

      Surprisingly, Alessia had already vacated her office. They’d only left her alone minutes ago. Her seat must still be warm.

      “She’s gone?” he asked.

      “I figured she’d have retreated upstairs already,” Fia said. “She’s not the most social and tonight will have been hard on her. Once you leave with Pola I’ll make sure she’s fine. Now change out of that shirt so the girls stop staring at your abs.”

      He snorted and ran a hand over his complete lack of a six pack. “Ah, yes. My chiseled abs and wolverine-like fur. Truly a majestic sight.”

      Fia poked his belly, and he resisted the urge to gasp from the sensation. “I’m sure they’re imagining running their fingers over it while you’re lying on your back, entirely in their control. Much like Pola will have you within an hour or two.”

      Could Vince blame himself for gulping? Not at the idea of Pola riding him, but Fia. Her red eyes met his.

      Then she smirked. “You are so fucking horny right now. Normally, you’d flirt back or make some crack. Pola’s gonna have an amazing night with you.”

      He muttered something unkind and she laughed at him.

      While he changed into the new shirt—which was his size and far more expensive than what he usually wore—Fia pulled a foil blister pack from her own jacket. It was around the size of his palm and had a half-dozen pills in it.

      “Uh, I want to make a joke but I think it would be in bad taste,” he said.

      She shrugged. “I have a history with drugs. Pola gave that away and I’ve mentioned my wayward past. Things are better now. So long as you’re not being mean, I’m fine. These aren’t just for fun, though.”

      “I figured.” He pulled his shirt down and slid on his jacket. “So?”

      Fia passed him the blister pack. As always, it told him nothing, as the important info was on the packaging that the blister pack came in.

      “This is almost certainly Pola’s first time, but she’s wild for you,” Fia explained. “Her instincts are going to kick in hard. You already know how strong she is. Unlike Cetta or Nina, who know how to keep themselves in check, Pola’s not going to know how to control herself. Especially as she’s far stronger.”

      Vince slowly realized what he’d been given. Sex ed had covered this part of having sex with demihumans.

      “This is a muscle strengthener,” he said. “So Pola doesn’t shatter my pelvis.”

      “I think this one is a minor transformative that toughens up your body and bones. It’s aimed at men specifically and supposedly protects your junk.” Fia chuckled darkly. “Pola’s gonna come down hard. You don’t want her to land wrong and send you into the hospital with a pair of exploded testicles.”

      “No.”

      “Take one now. They last 6-8 hours. Take another when you wake up if you plan anything frisky.”

      Vince screamed internally at his body to wake up early. Being woken up by Nina with sex might be a nice surprise.

      Being woken up by Pola might be life threatening.

      “Uh, thanks.” He struggled for accurate words as he took one of the thumbnail sized pills. It went down easily. “Why do you have these?”

      “Don’t ask questions I don’t want to tell you the answer to.” Fia winked. “Use your imagination, you flirt. Plus, I figured this would happen. Nina brought up your lack of planning around contraceptives. You should thank me for getting Pola onto them. Alessia will probably kill me when she finds out.”

      “Wait, she’s taking them?” he asked.

      “Pola might want kids eventually, but not now. I imagine her dreams of puppies are a few years from now, after the Lionettis are on the up and up and she’s proven herself to be a big deal.”

      With her job done, Fia leaned against the wall beside the door and relaxed. Her eyes turned distant.

      “Thanks for earlier, by the way. I’m impressed that you caught on,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Vanna gave it away. I should have realized earlier, especially with the way Alessia acts.”

      “You could be forgiven for not looking too deeply, especially with how much she plays with fire.” Fia ran a hand down her face and the tiredness from the sheer length of the night wore through. “I’m guessing your police pal had a chat with you about tonight, given you suddenly went cold on Alessia playing with you?”

      A bitter smile floated to his lips. “What, you don’t think I realized by myself that I had let myself be played into defending Alessia from Houou for free? Because I did, even if I rationalized it as something I’d do anyway.”

      Fia snorted. “Figured. But Ronin did talk to you, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah. Basically told me to keep my neck clean of the tornado that’s about to rip through Albion.”

      “Will you?”

      “If I was, do you think I’d be saying yes to Pola?”

      She inclined her head, ears flicking downward. “But you are pushing back against Alessia. Which she needs. She fucked around and needs to find out. I know she spends a lot of time dealing with the rest of the family and their dumb politics, but she shouldn’t have played the middle manager routine against you once you proved yourself. Bullshitting somebody out of a fair reward works when they’re chained to a cubicle and convinced they’re replaceable.”

      “To be fair, I am replaceable,” Vince said.

      “Oh yeah, with what dragon?” Fia leaned forward and poked him in the chest. She used enough force to cause him to rock backward on his heels. “Nobody would have blamed you for not turning up to save our asses tonight. Nobody smart. I bet Nina will grill you hard over this if she’s half the enforcer her rep suggests.”

      He winced. She absolutely would.

      His reaction brought a menacing grin to Fia’s face. “Thought so. So bend Alessia over during negotiations and ream her.”

      “Uh…”

      She winked at him and turned to open the door, refusing to elaborate on her innuendo. He followed, uncertain if he wanted to clarify.

      Instead, as they crossed the short distance back to the rowdy bar, he pried about something else. “You seem to know more than I thought you would about office politics. Nina’s told me about similar nonsense, where her old boss refused to promote her because he bet she wouldn’t leave.”

      “And she did?” Fia asked.

      “Yup. Nina flipped her shit and applied to a ton of jobs on the spot. She regrets it now, because her new job is worse except for the pay, but the treatment infuriated her.”

      He caught the edges of a scowl on Fia’s face. She said, “Yeah, and I bet now she’s hesitant to change jobs again. Anyway, I worked an office job right before becoming a capo.”

      They entered the bar. The crowd hadn’t thinned, which made sense as they’d been away for all of five minutes. A handful of enforcers, including Vanna, had retreated to a corner. Vince made a note of all their faces and knew Fia was doing the same. Vanna stuck her tongue out at them before the other capo in the group turned the wayward wolfgirl away. Something about the capo seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her.

      Gripping his arm, Fia led him to some couches in the opposite corner. She pushed Vince into a seat that faced away from Vanna, before sitting in the corner where she could survey the entire bar.

      “Before we continue that line of conversation, tell me something,” he said, settling into the plush leather seats. “Was the other capo there deployed to the shopping mall along with Vanna?”

      Fia shook her head. “Worse. She was with Pola.”

      He resisted the urge to turn and burn her face into his mind.

      The problem was obvious. Despite attempts to limit the information given out, Houou had known about tonight’s attack. They’d hit Lionetti tower the moment Pola teleported out, then struck her convoy on the way back. The odds of there being more than one mole skyrocketed.

      “Leave that to us,” Fia said in a low voice. “The moves made tonight are too brazen for them to have covered their bases. I doubt they expected all of us to survive.”

      “I’m pretty sure I know the expected result. You, Pola, and Alessia die. Vanna takes over the family and some sort of deal is cut with Houou behind the scenes.” Vince raised an eyebrow. “Does that gel with your thoughts?”

      Her expression tightened at the reminder that she was one of the heir’s to the Lionetti Family should the sisters perish. Vince had no doubts that tonight’s attack intended to eliminate Fia as well, which was likely why Vanna had ensured she had been arrested.

      “Let’s go back to my office job,” Fia muttered.

      He sighed, but nodded. “I thought you became an enforcer out of high school? You’re close with Pola.”

      “By some definition of the word ‘close,’ sure. But I’ve been an enforcer for the last five years. Then Alessia approached me directly about becoming a capo only a couple of years after I first joined. I freaked. At the time, I saw the family mostly as a place to hang out with friends and blow off some steam. I also…” She sighed and looked over at Pola, who was surrounded by several capos and Lucia. “Family, y’know? I told you my folks invested in the Lionettis once I joined. Freaked me out when Alessia tried to promote me.”

      As Vince remained silent, Liz wandered up with two drinks. A glass of whisky, no ice, and an old fashioned.

      “I noticed you had both returned but didn’t have drinks,” Liz said with a smile. “Sorry for not serving you earlier, Fia.”

      Fia waved her off. “It’s no trouble. Thanks, Liz.”

      Then the bartender vanished, leaving them to enjoy the drinks and for Fia to sigh into hers.

      “So?” he asked.

      “Dad got me a job with one of his friend’s companies. I became an office bunny, but everyone knew how I got it. Even though I busted my ass for the first few months, it never mattered. I realized a few things.” Fia swirled her whisky. “Perception matters way more than what you actually do. I hate working in an office. And people still suck.”

      “I’m pretty sure you work with a lot of people as capo,” he drawled.

      “Sure, but these are my people, not a bunch of jackasses who resent being in the office because it’s how they pay their bills. And my boss values me, and doesn’t play constant fucking games because they know they can’t get rid of me but want to make my life hell. I lasted six months, which is six more than I should have worked.” She smiled bitterly. “I practically crawled back to Alessia, as I’d cut back pretty hard on the time I worked as an enforcer. If the family was in a better state, I’d have been kicked to the curb for being so awful.”

      “I might say that the point of family is to give you time,” Vince said quietly, staring into his drink.

      Fia said nothing. They both stared into their drinks for a minute.

      Then she gulped down her whisky. “You’re right about that, yeah.”

      He looked up at her in surprise, and she chuckled at him.

      “Maybe that’s the real reason Alessia didn’t care so much.” Fia shrugged. “But I always remember the way I treated my Dad the most. I threw away my education, and he still supported me here. Then I got cold feet and he found me a job. I threw that in his face and all he did was tell me he’d always support me, and still has. That’s the real reason I don’t like the idea that I might become the boss, Vince. I haven’t earned it. Every time I do something stupid, there’s a safety net.”

      Earlier, Vince had told himself that if Fia had been in Pola’s place, he’d have said yes without hesitating. This little conversation proved why, while also reminding him of the dangers.

      As much fun as Fia was, he saw elements of himself in her. She chased the dangerous side of life, much as he had. Now, he constantly tried to better himself rather than find a stable, easy path in life. It turned out Fia struggled with the same problem.

      When either of them finally made a move—and he knew it was a ‘when,’ not an ‘if’—would they both drag each other down, or up?

      “Hey, what are you two moping about over here?” Pola whined as she dropped into Vince’s lap.
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      “We’re celebrating,” Pola said as she pawed Vince up. “Drink, because I want to head home and…” Her voice trailed off as she pressed her alcohol-soaked lips against his jaw.

      Between the soft butt pressing into his lap and the kisses fluttering along his skin, he felt no compunctions with Pola’s plans. Fia laughed, no doubt at his reaction to Pola’s flirting.

      “Why’d I ever worry about what you’d say to her?” Fia asked, leaning back and sipping her drink. “Are you staying here, Pola?”

      “Fuck no. If I’m losing my V-card, I’m doing it in my bed,” Pola growled.

      Ah, so she was a virgin. That was blunter than Vince expected.

      “I’ll organize an escort to take you home. Don’t bitch. Alessia will freak once she learns you’ve left the tower.” Fia rose and wandered over to the bar, where she grabbed Lucia and another capo.

      Pola winced, then returned to fawning all over Vince. He kept her hands firmly out of his pants, mostly to avoid any public petting.

      Within minutes, both of them had finished their drinks, and Lucia tapped him on the shoulder.

      “Got a ride for you lovebirds,” she said with a grin. “Try not to knock her up before you get to her penthouse, alright?”

      Penthouse? They were going to a fucking penthouse?

      Vince reminded himself that Pola was filthy rich.

      He barely remembered the trip there. Mostly due to Pola pawing him up the entire time and rubbing her breasts all over him in the backseat of an armored SUV.

      The trip took longer than it should have, and he was pretty sure they reached the waterfront, even if they hadn’t crossed it. Lucia and a dozen enforcers kept an eye on them. Thankfully, the sterner constitutions of the wolffolk enabled them to keep their wits about them despite the alcohol in their system.

      The lift needed a special pass and a code to use the penthouse elevator, and Vince felt the magic protecting the door deactivate when Lucia punched in her code after swiping a bracelet fob against it. No doubt the fob was magically coded to her. He doubted the Lionettis skimped on security.

      They reached a small lobby at the top, which was the size of a small living room. Expensive décor littered the room, but none of it was living. A pair of doors led out, and both were protected by card readers. Magic oozed from the walls. Easily meister-tier and built into the foundations. Even Vince’s dragon wouldn’t bust in here.

      Pola finally separated from his body and shot Lucia a look, who had accompanied her this far. “I’m good now.”

      “Uh huh. Don’t take this the wrong way, sottocapo, but my job is to make sure there’s no fox hiding under your bed.” Lucia gestured at the door. “Open her up, we’ll do a quick security pass, then you can become the momma wolf you’ve always dreamed of.”

      “Not my dream,” Pola muttered.

      But she did unlock the door. Lucia and Pola quickly raced through the penthouse while Vince tried to keep his jaw in place. The lights switched on automatically when they entered.

      Because it was gargantuan. The main room he entered from the entrance was the size of his apartment, with double-story floor-to-ceiling windows that gazed out across the waterfront and downtown. A subtle tint to them, accompanied by magic, suggested they kept prying eyes out. The furnishings were just as lavish, but he barely had time to take them in before Pola filled his vision once more.

      “We’re good,” she whispered in his ear, her fingers running along his crotch. “Lucia, shoo.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Lucia waved them off. The door closed with a boom as she left.

      Vince had no clue how to get to Pola’s bedroom in this palatial penthouse, but found he didn’t need to worry. His senses filled with Pola as she pressed herself against him again. Her lips and breasts pressed against him as she leaned upward and suckled on his tongue with her own.

      His hands wandered along her muscled back to her taut ass, and he gave it a squeeze. The wagging of her silver tail caused it to brush against his fingers with each motion. He felt her hardening nipples through their clothes as she rubbed against him.

      “This is nice,” Pola mumbled as she pulled back, saliva trailing between their lips. “I can feel your cock whenever I rub against you. Do you like how I feel?”

      He traced a finger around her thigh so that it ran beneath her dress and along the edges of her panties. A soft gasp washed over his face when he brushed against her pussy through the thin fabric of her underwear. He pushed inward with his finger and felt a slight dampness.

      “I do,” he said. “You just said you can feel it. And I can feel how much you’re enjoying this.”

      Her eyes lidded and she crushed her lips against his again. But before he could flick his tongue against hers, she began pulling him backward.

      “I want more,” she whispered. “But not here.”

      He allowed her to lead him through the corridors of the penthouse. Most of the doors were closed, and he doubted Pola used them for much. Assuming she lived alone. Lights flicked on and off as she dragged him backward, and he knew she was very familiar with these halls.

      Eventually, they reached her room. Vince knew this because her name hung from a cheesy wooden sign with “KEEP OUT” written beneath and a vicious, cartoony drawing of her to the side. The sign looked worn and beaten.

      Pola pulled him inside, stealing his attention back with a quick kiss and a rub of her hand against his crotch. Even so, he wasn’t quite ready for her bedroom.

      Another set of windows allowed him to gaze out on the city, but this time over Albion. He realized they’d walked far enough to be on the exact opposite side of the building. The room matched the main room of Vince’s apartment in size.

      Her bed dwarfed his own, and elegant metal furnishings filled out the space. A mess of clothes, tomes, electronic devices, and all manner of other knick-knacks covered the floor. She even had a fireplace built into the wall—presumably powered by electricity or magic.

      Oh, and a set of frosted sliding doors led to a bathroom that he guessed would be larger than his bedroom. Not that he could see what was inside with the doors closed and lights off.

      “Lights at 20%,” Pola said, finally breaking contact with Vince.

      The bright lights fell to a level he could only describe as mood lighting.

      “You have voice-activated lights?” he asked, a touch overwhelmed by the sheer extravagance of his surroundings.

      He admitted he was reconsidering his refusal of Alessia’s marriage offer. This penthouse was worth more than he would ever make in his lifetime as an enforcer.

      “Don’t talk about my home, talk about me,” Pola whined as she began stripping off a lot of her extra accessories, like her gloves and jewelry. She’d lost her gauntlet at some point in Lionetti Tower. “I like hearing my name in your voice.”

      Vince shrugged off his jacket, finding an empty-ish piece of furniture to dump it on, along with anything else important. “I’m sure we’ll be saying each other’s name’s a lot once my cock is in you.”

      Pola bit her lip and her gaze grew heated. She stepped backward toward her bed, deftly avoiding the crap strewn across the floor. A finger curled toward him as her free hand fiddled with her dress.

      The black fabric hit the ground a second later, leaving the gorgeous little bombshell in little more than her low-cut black lacy underwear. Her tail drooped nervously while her ear twitched.

      More than a few fine lines crisscrossed her body, normally hidden from view. He’d spotted a few at times when her jacket shifted to reveal her arms, but many more lay across her chest and belly. He guessed her back would be littered with them. None consisted of more than a thin white line, like the aftermath of a surgical scar.

      But they stood as proof of the fights she’d been in, and the magical nature of many of the wounds she’d taken. Even tonight’s had yet to fully heal despite the healing infusions she’d taken. Vince suspected more than a few were Nina’s fault.

      He stepped up to the nervous wolfgirl. Her ear twitched as she looked up at him with bright green eyes. His hands ran along her skin, eliciting gasps as he enjoyed the soft feel of her tummy and the sheer volume and heft of her tits.

      “You’re gorgeous, Pola,” he said. “And you’ll look even better once you’re out of this.”

      His fingers slid around her back and undid her bra, causing it to fall to the floor beneath them. Her impressive breasts bounced a little once freed. Given her activities tonight, she must have gotten a lot of support from that little bit of fabric.

      “I haven’t been touched like this before,” Pola gasped as he flicked one of her nipples. “Everything you do makes me feel so hot inside.”

      “Oh, so all the messing around and the reputation your gang has for taking men is for nothing?” he teased.

      She bared her teeth, only for her visage to melt as he rubbed a finger against her pussy through her panties. Her entire body teetered back and forth in response, causing her tits to press against his chest.

      “I never did that,” she mumbled. “That was all the other girls, even if I did sometimes beat everyone up.”

      “Like the night we met.”

      She grinned despite the pleasure running through her breasts and crotch. “I wanted more than to just beat you up. That night, I dreamed of beating you and dragging you back here so we could fuck all night.”

      Well, that explained why Alessia had tried to get him to marry her sister. “What if I won?”

      “That was the other dream.” Her face colored. “I thought you’d take me in the club in front of the girls, then line them all up and breed them just as hard.”

      Vince briefly imagined that scene happening, only for the police to bust in halfway through. Or Alessia to arrive and see the insanity.

      Realistically, there was no way in hell he was that crazy. But Pola had quite the imagination.

      While he distracted himself with his thoughts, Pola tugged at his shirt. At her insistence, he let her pull it off. Her lips pressed against one of his nipples and she nipped at it with her teeth.

      A light hiss escaped him, but he managed to not step back. “What the hell?”

      “You’re my mate. I’m allowed to mark you,” she said. Her hands pushed inside his pants. “Before you mark my womb forever and ever.”

      Vince reminded himself of Fia’s words. Pola was on contraceptives. He trusted Fia. This was just the hormones talking, and she didn’t actually plan to get pregnant.

      Especially because he suspected that pulling out a condom would result in Pola throwing it over her shoulder with a smirk.

      She slid his pants off, then crouched down and tugged at his underwear. They slid free and his cock popped out, big and hard enough to nearly hit Pola in the face. She froze. A shuddering breath escaped her, right before she rose slightly and gave his shaft a long sniff, her eyes closing.

      “Mate,” she said. “This is the smell I’ll know for the rest of my life.”

      Apparently Vince’s caveat about tonight being just about the sex hadn’t gotten through to Pola. Tomorrow might be awkward. But that was a problem for future Vince, rather than present Vince, who had a horny wolfgirl about to suck his cock while drizzling pussy juices over her bedroom floor. Present Vince allowed his mind to focus on the raw scent of arousal rushing through his nostrils. He was going to enjoy fucking Pola.

      “You’re still getting bigger,” Pola mumbled.

      Her lips closed over his tip. She stared directly at his length as she got her first taste of cock—his cock—and her hands pressed against his thighs. He ran his hands through her dense, silky hair, but was careful not to push her against him.

      Even without his urging, she began to bob and suckle. Her tongue tickled the rim of his glans once she went deep enough. Once she began sucking his cock in earnest, one of her hands slipped lower. He heard the slick sounds of her fingers sliding in and out of her pussy. Pola’s eyes glazed over.

      She abruptly pulled off him, eyes full of heat. “I want it.”

      He blinked, but before he could react, Pola rose and flopped onto her bed. She’d pulled her panties down, revealing the pretty pink pussy he’d be splitting open shortly. Her fingers ran along it as she toyed with her clit.

      “Fuck me. Breed me,” she moaned, gesturing him to join her on the bed with her voice.

      Vince wasted no time. He climbed onto her bed. She retreated to the middle, which mattered a lot less given the sheer size of the thing. Nina could sleep next to them without being disturbed.

      But once he got close to Pola, she pounced. Her strength overwhelmed him and she flipped him over. He lay on his back with her above him. With a deft kick, she sent her panties flying across the room, leaving both of them completely naked.

      “I think I can guess which of your fantasies you prefer,” he said.

      She grinned. “We can take turns. I want this to be a long, long, long, loooong night.”

      Her eyes curved as she straddled his thighs. He felt the warmth of her pussy juices dribbling on his balls while her fingers pressed his cock against her abdomen. She looked down and gulped.

      “It looks so huge,” she said. “But my instincts scream at me to jump on it and ride you until your balls dry up. All I can feel is the heat rushing from your cock into my belly.”

      With Pola’s gorgeous naked body hanging over him, framed by her illustrious silver hair and piercing green eyes, Vince’s mind screamed at him to do something similar. He wanted to feel his cock slam into her womb and bloat her with his kids, even if he knew that wasn’t what would happen.

      He danced his fingers along the side of his body to reach her, all under Pola’s watchful gaze. She gasped when he teased her clit. The cute little nub caused her to gush over him and her whole body bucked against him.

      “Don’t just tease me,” she whined.

      She hands pressed against his stomach as she leaned forward and lifted herself up. Understanding the request in her tone, he gripped his cock and lined it up for her. Little by little, Pola lowered herself onto him.

      First, her lips touched his tip. She froze then. Her juices ensured his cock was well lubricated while he waited patiently for her to keep going.

      Then she pushed farther. His cock split her pussy open as the tip slid inside her and she moaned.

      “You’re finally inside me. I finally claimed you,” Pola said, smiling at him with a victorious glint in her eyes.

      “We’ve barely started. You don’t get to say you’ve claimed me from so little,” he said.

      She pouted. “But it’s true, I’ve—”

      He interrupted her by thrusting his hips upward. Sure, this was a little mean for her first time, but she was being possessive. It didn’t hurt to push back a little.

      His cock slammed into her, nearly hilting in her, before he fell back. She followed him down as her instincts pushed her to ride him. He felt her pussy press against his crotch as he bottomed out in her. Pola panted like the wolfgirl she was, then snatched a kiss.

      “Mean,” she said.

      He thrust into her again. Once again, she followed him down with a moan as her insides contracted around him.

      “Fuck,” she moaned. “Harder.”

      She began moving faster than he thrust, and soon he didn’t need to move at all. Her ass slammed into his thighs with loud, wet smacks. Her tits hypnotized him as they bounced around rhythmically. He kept his hands on the soft, lovely flesh of her thighs as Pola rode him harder and harder. His cock roared with pleasure and heat.

      Soon, she began moving faster than any woman he’d ever been with. A groan escaped him. She threw her head back, her hair lashing through the dim light of the room.

      “This is what I wanted,” Pola cried out, eyes laced with lust and heat. “The cock of the only man I think is worthy of me, and to be able to go all out.”

      The bed creaked as she slammed into him faster and harder. He barely even saw his cock as she swallowed it with huge, rapid movements that caused his balls to churn. A strange, searing heat ran along his length that he vaguely recognized but seemed more intense than his memories suggested.

      Then, without warning, he blew his load inside Pola. Fat ropes of cum painted her insides his color with every throb of his cock and he assuredly gave her womb the filling it wanted.

      But Pola kept going at the same pace. Her eyes widened as she felt his seed filling her.

      “Fuuuck,” she moaned. “You’re filling me. I’m being bred by my mate while riding him for the first time.”

      A frothy mess of white mixed with her juices, spilling over his crotch and balls as she kept going. He never softened, though. Instead, that strange searing heat intensified as he felt Pola only go faster.

      She leaned backward and propped herself up against his thighs, losing herself in pleasure. “I’m coming again. Keep fucking me.”

      Again? Vince barely had time to register her words before she slammed her hips against him. The feeling of her orgasm barely felt different to anything else. Pola simply kept going, panting and heaving as his cock took her to cloud nine. Vince rode the pleasure, saving his own strength for later.

      Because he’d need it if Pola was this vigorous. He was damn thankful to Fia for the pills, as without them he’d be very dead right now. Pola didn’t even try to keep her strength in check. Instead of pain, every powerful slam of her body into his crotch brought immense pleasure.

      He came again, fingers pressing into her thighs as he shot his load deep inside the wolfgirl. Pola stopped this time. She basked in the afterglow of the heat filling her, one hand rubbing at her tummy.

      “This is everything I dreamed it would be,” she whispered.

      The two of them remained like this for nearly a minute, his cock still hard inside her thanks to that strange heat—which his memories slowly told him was a side-effect of having sex with a wolfgirl and kept him from going soft. Only happiness and the smell of sex filled the room.

      And then, of course, reality intervened. Vince’s phone buzzed.

      Ordinarily, he’d ignore it. In fact, he planned to.

      Unfortunately, that was the moment he remembered that he’d forgotten to tell Nina he wouldn’t be home tonight. The message was assuredly her.

      Pola saw the look of terror that crossed his face and scowled.

      “It’s your girlfriend, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “It’s fine. She’s all about, uh, expanding the pride,” he said, making sure there wasn’t any confusion.

      Pola scoffed. “I don’t care if she approves. I’m taking you no matter what and she can compete with me for once.”

      For once?

      But a bigger problem than asking a question arose. Pola began to cast a spell, and his gut feeling suggested it would be trouble.

      When it finished, the phone shot out of his pants and to her hand. Her eyes narrowed when she tapped it. Then she tossed it to him.

      “Um,” he said, all eloquence.

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m guessing you forgot to tell her about tonight. Go on.”

      Wary but thankful, he unlocked his phone and pulled up the message. Naturally, it was Nina prodding him about any wolfgirl orgies. Although she also said that Nicki and Fia had said he might not be home tonight. He had no idea how to read her messages at the moment. Maybe she was just happy he was safe? Or perhaps she was playing nice so he wouldn’t run away before she chained him to the bed for the rest of his life?

      His fingers tapped at the keyboard.

      Only for Pola to snatch the phone away in a blur.

      “Hey!” he yelped, reaching for his phone back.

      She held him down effortlessly, Then he felt her pull off him, his cock exiting with a wet pop. Pola turned and sat atop him as he tried to sit up. Her tail moved like a helicopter rotor, hitting him repeatedly in the face.

      When he felt her hand grip his dick and her pussy slide over it again, he knew something was wrong. Especially when she held the phone out with one arm, facing them with the camera app open.

      “Pola, don’t you fucking dare,” he snapped.

      Her manic grin was visible in the app, which showed him the camera’s view. She leaned back, ensuring the photo had a good view of his cock in her, and then flipped the bird at the camera. She took the photo.

      A few taps later, he saw her send it to Nina.

      Oh. Oh, fuck. Pola knew his girlfriend was Nina.

      No. Pola had known the entire time that Nina was his girlfriend. How else could he explain the complete lack of surprise?

      “That was fun,” Pola said as she tossed the phone back on the pile of clothes, then pulled off him. “Now, let’s get back to the mating, Vince.”

      He rose and pushed her down on the bed, an unknown source of strength surging through his veins. “Pola, what the fuck?”

      She simply grinned at him. “You’re my mate. I want her to know that.” Her fingers ran along his jaw and she pressed her lips against the other side of his face. “You’ve made me yours, and you’re mine. Isn’t that why you’re pushing me down? Because this is how you want me, right before you fuck me silly.”

      His anger faded somewhat. At least until the morning, when he’d deal with the aftermath of this prank. He needed to introduce Pola to Nina at some point.

      But at least he knew that Pola hadn’t used him to get back at Nina. She genuinely seemed interested in him. He pressed his lips against hers and she returned the kiss as enthusiastically as ever, her fingers running along his sides.

      He pulled back and bent her legs double, squishing her tits together. His cock pressed against her slit.

      “It’s time for you to learn what I do to bad girls, Pola,” he said.

      “Fuck them all night?” she whispered plaintively.

      He answered her by hilting his cock in her. Teaching this rambunctious wolfgirl some manners might take more than a night, but he’d get a good start.
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      “Everything’s going fine,” Ally said, sitting at her desk in the workshop above her store. “I know I sometimes complain, but the store is fine.”

      Her phone sat in a neat wooden holder by the edge of her workspace. A small light along its top indicated it was connected to the little red earbuds in her ears that nearly blended in with her vivid red hair. Four red fox tails hovered behind her, absently shifting according to her whims. A thick brown apron covered her white sundress.

      Long wooden racks full of small vials lined one side of the desk, while a variety of jars filled the rest. All manner of materials occupied the jars. Metal shavings in a couple, but organic materials proved most popular. Various herbs, things that looked like herbs but obviously weren’t due to their unnatural coloring, dense objects almost like star anise but possessing an iridescent shimmer.

      Ally used a mortar and pestle to mix up the materials in specific quantities, all measured out using specialized tools. Her mentor had taught her to rely on gut feel and magic, but she found a scale rather useful. Things tended to explode less often.

      While her customers might appreciate explosions—particularly her newest patron—she preferred to keep them to a minimum.

      Thinking about Vince caused her cheeks to redden, and she realized her mind had wandered. Not something she could risk when working with dangerous materials, especially given how much they cost.

      After grinding up a specific amount, she combined it with a liquid mixture in a metal cylinder. A glowing seal atop it prevented fumes from escaping. While her inhuman nature gave her some resistance to the harsh effects of the distilled catalysts, she’d heard nasty stories. Plus, the city authorities didn’t appreciate the stuff leaking out through ventilation systems.

      A frown crossed her face as the person on the other side of the phone said something. She stared out the window opposite her.

      She saw little. The night had descended long ago. Every other store had long since closed up shop, although some lights remained lit like hers. In the distance she saw the lights of downtown and its stretch of towers.

      “I have customers,” Ally insisted. “And I have savings from New York. You don’t need to lend me anything, otou-san. I’m fine. The catalysts you’re supplying are help enough.” The hint of frustration that leaked into her voice at the end possibly suggested she was anything but.

      Her father picked up on that. For all that she used English in almost everything she did, Ally struggled to recall the last time she’d called her father “Dad.” The Japanese word for father, “otou-san,” had stuck with her well after childhood, when she’d spoken both languages in the home.

      Somehow, she suspected if she ever called her father anything else, he’d charter a private jet and fly over to beg her forgiveness for whatever imagined slight he thought caused her to stop calling him “otou-san.”

      Some of his friends, who she thought of as uncles, talked of her father as a terrifying and powerful man. She struggled to see him as anything other than the man who had once tried and failed to bake her a birthday cake, only to order a replacement cake large enough to feed the entire street while she giggled at the ruins in the kitchen.

      These days, that wealth proved a problem all its own.

      “No, I didn’t mean—” she tried to say. “I—”

      Her phone buzzed and a message came through. Assuming it was from the client picking up these infusions, she flicked it open while trying to think of a reply to her father’s needling about her financial situation.

      Then froze.

      Panicked words came over her earbuds as she remained silent for nearly ten seconds. Then she shook herself.

      “Sorry, otou-san,” she said quickly, hiding her panic. “A customer just let me know he needs to pick up his order early. I really need to focus on getting these infusions done. I’ll call you tomorrow. And don’t call your friends about me or tell Mama!”

      Naturally, her father clicked his tongue at her, but dutifully said good night, wished her well, asked when she was visiting New York next, offered her more money, and tried to keep the conversation going. She hung up.

      Ally rested her head in her hands for a long minute. Then she grabbed her phone and looked at the message. It came from a contact termed Chivalrous Catalyst. Not the most subtle name, she supposed, but who was going to be rooting through her phone contacts if they didn’t already know who this person was?

      The message read, As the Sakura blooms in winter, so shall the kumi. The situation is evolving. I shall arrive shortly.

      She’d been dealing with this specific person for longer than she cared to admit. Yet every time caused her heart to race and goosebumps to crawl on her skin. Aulfair required her to deal with literal demons just to operate her shop, but she’d prefer another difficult encounter with the local horned middleman over the man who sent this message.

      Her memory suggested the code that opened the message matched expectations. Even so, she dug up a notepad from inside a magically locked drawer in her desk. Every page appeared blank. Her four tails quivered as she cast a spell to make the ink appear. Then she flicked through the pages, found the code, and then confirmed it was for the correct date.

      Ally lacked any knowledge of spycraft or other nonsense. Every month, her contact gave her a bunch of codes, told her to destroy the old ones, erase all messages, and never back anything up to the cloud. The latter turned out to be the hardest, given smartphones hated when users didn’t share everything on them with the company that made the phone. Hence her use of paper, even if it made her feel positively ancient.

      This code had no reply attached to it. So she didn’t send one. Instead, she deleted the message as required.

      While in the book, she checked the other codes for today, then pocketed it.

      “Why tonight?” she mumbled, looking at the racks of unfilled vials. She’d only gotten through maybe a third of the delivery. “I thought I had another week? And what cherry blossom blooms in winter? And it’s not even winter yet.”

      Her whining accomplished little. Realizing she’d have to hand over what she had, Ally sealed up the most dangerous of her catalysts and materials, such as the liquid component. Then she prepared the vials ready for delivery in unmarked cartons in another room.

      While doing so, she set a half-dozen of the highest quality of both healing and magic-restoration aside. Vince might not need that many and she still kept some stock in the store, but she preferred to have enough to meet his needs than not. Her cheeks reddened a little as she recalled his visits.

      Then a scowl crossed her face due to the presence of a certain harpy during the latest. Sure, Nicki had been a boon for her sales, particularly as she’d shown back up to buy a few more illusion dyes this past week, and even a regular magical dye for her hair, but Ally disliked taking her money. Mostly because she knew it was Vince’s money.

      Ally placed Vince’s stash of infusions in a safe beneath the store counter. Her tails swayed as she did so, her mind wandering.

      Had she made a mistake giving him so much help? Discounting his magical focus and then the infusions he bought from her. She hadn’t truly lied when she said it was to get him to visit again, but her reasons to convince him to visit weren’t truly commercial.

      But how long had it been since somebody happily interacted with her as though she was just a regular shopkeeper? Not since she’d come here from New York. Foxes placed themselves on a pedestal here, and she wasn’t welcome on that pedestal. The result had been ostracism from all sides of society.

      Vince hadn’t cared. Sure, she might just be selling him stuff, but didn’t all her romance books start with humble beginnings?

      Well, not all of them. Some of them involved being captured by ancient dragons or kyuubi. They tended to be bullies, which she felt certain Vince wasn’t. So surely she had a chance with him, right? Despite the smells on him.

      A knock on the door broke her free from her thoughts. She yelped and hit her head on the counter and her phone slid from her pocket.

      “Ow, ow, ow,” she whined, falling to her knees and creeping back out. “He’s already here? I thought…”

      She shook her head while rubbing it. Placing her phone on the counter, she approached the door.

      The moment she got close, a familiar voice cut through the silence of the night.

      “A wolf howls at the moon, but what does a fox howl at?” a brusque male voice asked, clearly Japanese from the accent. She was very familiar with Japanese accents from back home. Her father’s was even thicker than this one.

      Ally bit her lip. She recalled the answer to this from looking at her notepad earlier, but her fingers gripped it in her apron pocket regardless.

      “Disloyalty,” she said.

      The voice grunted in affirmation. “Good. Now let me in. It’s fucking cold out here.”

      Maybe he should try some warming spells or buy a tool that kept him heated. Most enforcers usually had something on hand to help, after all. Perhaps Ally was being mean.

      She undid the chain and undid the bolt on the door, then reached for the lock on the knob itself.

      Her phone buzzed. She froze.

      Who could possibly be messaging her at this time? It might just be her father…

      “What’s wrong?” the voice asked.

      How hasty. An odd feeling struck Ally. She pulled out her notepad while walking back to the counter.

      No, his question was the correct one for a meeting today. Perhaps Ally was jumping at ghosts.

      She checked her phone.

      A new message from her contact, the Chivalrous Catalyst.

      Don’t open the door for him!

      Her tails and fox ears shot bolt upright as Ally’s heart nearly exploded out of her chest. She gasped and clutched her phone.

      What did this mean? Who was at her door?

      “Hey! Answer me, Alexandra! Open up! The kumicho himself will hear of this,” the being outside her store shouted through the door.

      Ally stared at the door. She instantly knew that whoever stood out there, they weren’t the man she’d been dealing with over the past several months.

      Her eyes locked onto the open bolt and chain. She dashed toward the door.

      A thunderous slam nearly caused her to trip in the process. The doorframe shimmered as the magic reinforcing it was tested by the attacker. With the building between her and the attacker, Ally couldn’t sense what magic he used. But if he’d visibly triggered the wards, she knew he was strong.

      Her hands slammed the bolt closed and she did up the chain. She backed away as the attacker railed futilely against the door. Light burst around the entrance with each attempt.

      Yet no more messages came through her phone. She sent one back, asking for help. No reply.

      Every time the door thundered, she worried it would burst open to reveal some horrendous demonic monstrosity like she’d been told Immanuel kept hidden within its enforcer ranks.

      Ally shook herself. She needed to either escape or arm herself.

      Looking around, all she saw were the many tools and foci she sold. None were bound to her, and her best tools remained upstairs, locked away.

      She needed to retrieve her focus and equip herself. Even if she escaped, the attacker might pursue her.

      Then again, she only needed to run one street over to—

      A thought froze her in place. Her store sat right next to a busy fast food joint, which ran 24/7. Shouldn’t somebody notice an attack here? Countless birdfolk flew overhead every minute.

      “Illusions,” she muttered to herself.

      A fox, she realized. The worst enemy to face.

      And she knew exactly who had sent this man after her. Her tails flared out as she rushed upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. The thumping at her door continued, unabated.

      She made it through the door of her workshop only to stop dead.

      A man with short black hair and five black fox tails stood in front of her, snarling. “Nice door ward. You forgot the windows.”

      Gasping, Ally’s tails blurred as she tried to cast a spell. His hand snapped out and a force closed around her neck. Her concentration shattered as a white glow surrounded the attacker’s hand, likely matched by a white shimmer around her neck that she couldn’t see.

      Her body raised itself into the air when he lifted his hand, then he twitched his wrist and reeled her in with his telekinesis.

      “We gave you plenty of warnings. Too many,” the black-tailed fox said. “Now you’ve gone too far by helping the mafia. You should have left when you had the chance.”

      The mafia? When had she ever helped them?

      Ally tried to do something. Her legs kicked out, but only struck her chair and knocked it over. Attempting to channel a spell as her consciousness faded proved futile. The fox merely glared at her.

      “I guess I’ll do you one favor,” he said. “You’re a fox. You should die like one. Gracefully.”

      He raised his other hand in a chopping motion. Given the affinities of foxes, Ally strongly suspected he planned to strike her body directly. She’d been taught weaker attacks by her mother. Force blasts and the like that could repel attackers.

      Useless right now.

      His hand lowered as a powerful surge of magic rippled throughout the workshop.

      Nothing happened.

      Then his body split apart down the center and collapsed to the ground. Blood and gore cascaded all over the floor. Ally fell into it and screamed, her hands slipping on the floor boards as she rushed away from the corpse that practically exploded next to her.

      Floating in the air behind where the fox had stood was a suited figure with short black wings and a blood red tengu mask. No blood stains marred her clothing.

      At least, Ally felt certain the figure was a she. Only a single tengu inhabited Aulfair to her knowledge.

      “You… you’re…” Ally tried to ask, now free of the blood and suitably in awe of the woman in her workshop.

      The tengu removed her mask, revealing the face of a young, beautiful Japanese woman that looked more at place on some sort of model than a stoic enforcer. Possibly because she had been. What little Ally knew of tengu suggested they could possess humans, and she sensed no glamour or illusion in place.

      “My humble apologies for arriving so late,” the tengu said in perfect Japanese, although her manner of speaking felt archaic. “I came as soon as I received word that your handler had been accosted by Houou, but was unfortunately preoccupied with affairs involving the rest of the organization.”

      Ally bit her lip. Emotions warred within her.

      She wanted to scream at the woman for not arriving sooner, but also wanted to thank her profusely. Another part simply wanted to cry. She hadn’t been this close to death, ever.

      Yet the entire reason she flirted with dying dwelled with the very organization depicted by the small black and gold button pin on the tengu’s lapel.

      “Can you help me clean up? Then we talk?” Ally asked in a small voice.

      The tengu blinked at her then looked at her mask. A few awkward moments passed before Ally realized the tengu couldn’t speak or understand English.

      Ally repeated herself in Japanese, if a touch awkwardly. She barely spoke the language with anyone other than Mama, even if she had used it more since arriving in Aulfair.

      The tengu looked at the mess on the workshop floor and frowned so slightly that Ally struggled to ascribe the motion to her.

      With a wave of her hand, the blood, gore, and both halves of the body swirled into the air. They whirled around and compacted. The tengu then crushed her palms together. A crack rung out through the workshop.

      A small blood red bead dropped to the floor. Ally winced at the noise it made.

      “You may keep it. I imagine it may be a useful catalyst for a focus or tool,” the tengu said, still speaking Japanese. “I cannot clean you, however. If you wish to bathe, please be quick.”

      Ally’s heart raced. “Are more of Houou’s enforcers coming?”

      “Perhaps. That matters little, as I am happy to turn them into catalysts as well.” The tengu pursed her lips. “It is unlikely, however. They have overstepped their bounds by assaulting you. This will cost them gravely in the legal courts, to say little of the court of public opinion. The traitors move in the open rarely for good reason, and to strike a struggling shopkeeper is a fell deed indeed.”

      Ally nodded, but only half followed what had been said. “I, um, I’ll be quick.”

      She stepped past the tengu, who didn’t budge from the center of the room. The immortal bird seemed enamored by her workshop and pivoted on the spot, her neck turning at impossible angles to take in the sights. Mostly the many catalysts Ally kept.

      A small bathroom with a shower sat in the back. While Ally maintained her own apartment nearby, many store owners kept expenses down by living above their shop. She mostly used the amenities here to remain fresh if she worked overnight.

      Getting the blood out of her clothes might be impossible on short notice. She kept spares in an adjoining room and retrieved those before bathing.

      Once finished, she returned to her workshop. The tengu had finally moved. She peered into the open carton full of infusion vials.

      “Um, those are for you,” Ally said.

      “No. It is not yet time for delivery,” the tengu said. “While you bathed, it occurred to me I have yet to introduce myself. I am Kiyoko.”

      “I’m Alexandra. Call me Ally.”

      “I know who you are, child of Kazuo Masuda,” Kiyoko said, staring at Ally with vivid blue eyes that felt deeply inhuman. “Your father’s contributions to our chivalrous organizations is the very reason I came to protect you myself, even though I was busy carrying out my wakagashira’s orders. As the fuku-honbucho, I rarely have the time to spare for menial labor.”

      Ally tried not to look too confused. She failed.

      Yes, she knew of her father’s past in the Yakuza. The full body sleeve tattoo that covered his body spoke to his past, as did his many scars, and his immense magical capabilities. Not many humans succeeded at wooing a mystic fox.

      Yet he’d done everything to keep her distant from that past. She knew his friends, including some new ones he’d made in New York, but nothing of what they actually did. He’d long since retired from whatever he did for the Yakuza and settled down as a family man. The names and titles thrown about by Kiyoko meant little to Ally.

      The tengu sighed, realizing this. “He has sheltered you greatly. That is no grand crime, I suppose. You should consider me the number three in the Yakuza, then, although that is a gross oversimplification of how our organization works but it shall suffice. Above me is the wakagashira, the boss of all enforcers, and she carries out the direct orders of the kumicho, the boss of the Yakuza in Aulfair.”

      “I know the kumicho,” Ally said quietly. “We met.”

      “Indeed you did. It was she that took you in when Houou sought to shutter you for merely being related to the past that they cannot stand to look back on, traitors that they are.” Kiyoko’s eyes darkened. “But I’ve spoken too much. The kumicho awaits.”

      Panic rose in Ally. “What?”

      “Events have transpired tonight. Your handler was to find you tomorrow, after I informed him of them, but Houou struck first. War is imminent. The kumicho believes you can help. We have offered you all that we have, and have asked little in return.”

      Ally understood.

      When her business came close to ruin, the only underground entity willing to assist her had turned out to be the one hated by all the rest. It just so happened that a change was taking place within it, unbeknownst to the conglomerates that ran Aulfair.

      Now the source of that change appeared to be going public, and they were calling in the favor owed them in exchange for the financial aid they’d given Ally. The interest-free loan they’d given her turned out not to be quite as interest-free as advertised.

      “Are we going now?” she asked.

      “Yes. Enforcers have already arrived to defend this place should Houou take rash action,” Kiyoko said.

      Despite that, the tengu didn’t leave. She instead peered at the workshop desk.

      “Um, did you need infusions?” Ally asked.

      “Did you supply these infusions to anybody else?”

      Ally bit her lip, then nodded. “They’re in demand right now, so—”

      “How many?” Kiyoko’s tone remained unchanging, but Ally sensed the danger in it.

      “Just one. Nobody else will…” Ally didn’t need to say the rest.

      For some reason, Kiyoko appeared pleased. “That explains much. While not explaining anything at all. How curious. Your skills as an alchemist far outstrip my own, yet I know that these infusions are lethal to humans simply from the ingredients.”

      “Not lethal!” Ally snapped. “Just… only suitable when they’re absolutely necessary.”

      She’d learned that the hard way when Vince collapsed after drinking the magic-restoration infusion. Even so, he’d been so interested in buying more that she struggled to refuse him. She sincerely hoped they didn’t hurt him.

      “Let us leave,” Kiyoko said, her curiosity satisfied. She slid on her tengu mask before leaving.

      They stepped into the street, and the streetlamps bathed them in light. A pair of suited enforcers tapped their pins as they passed Kiyoko and entered Ally’s store, presumably to protect it.

      Kiyoko then stared at Ally and held out her arms. Long, painful seconds passed.

      “You want to carry me,” Ally said flatly.

      “It is necessary,” Kiyoko said emotionlessly.

      With the mask on, she now spoke in English, but it sounded deeply artificial and distorted. A whisper of her Japanese still reached Ally. The mask was translating Kiyoko’s words and presumably English spoken around her.

      “I’m not one to be carried,” Ally insisted.

      “I believe you are reading too much into this.”

      Pouting, Ally allowed herself to be picked up by Kiyoko. The tengu then shot into the sky at full speed, without even beating her wings to produce lift or accelerate. Her magic granted her flight, after all.

      They soared south-west away from downtown and toward the less developed areas of the city. Industrial areas dominated the immediate south of the harbor, and suburbia stretched into the hinterland. Sparse attempts to increase the density of the regions closest to the harbor popped up here and there, and an unfinished stadium dominated the skyline.

      So far as Ally knew, that stadium had been under construction since time immemorial. She’d moved in and not a single day of work had been done on it. The news suggested the project had collapsed nearly a decade ago, and everyone still involved made their money feasting on the public funds still spilling into the money pit. Despite Houou’s immense presence in the construction industry, they steered well clear.

      Kiyoko descended reasonably close to the stadium. An old Chinese restaurant stood in a large parking lot, with an abandoned bar next to it. Ancient tenements lined the streets nearby, but much of the vicinity appeared to be suburbia. Cars filled the parking lot despite the awful hour and the lack of a bar.

      “Follow me,” Kiyoko said, her voice now distorted by some form of magic in her tengu mask.

      They entered the restaurant. While the exterior appeared old and unmaintained, the interior exuded modernity and wealth. A long black marble bar stretched past the entrance, with counters that were mostly full of Asian men drinking and catgirl bartenders serving them.

      Only half the restaurant stuck to the Chinese theme, however. Golden lamps hung over oak wooden tables and black booths on the left side. One small group enjoyed a late meal by themselves.

      Everyone else ate in the other half, which appeared to utilize the space that should have been the abandoned bar seen from the outside. Chefs of all races worked under a single fox to prepare sushi and other Japanese food for an almost full house of suited Yakuza, who all had bottles of sake at their tables.

      “Sit,” Kiyoko said, gesturing at a stool by the bar. She then looked at the closest bartender. “Her drinks are on the house.”

      Confident her orders would be carried out, Kiyoko vanished through a door behind the bar.

      The catgirl nodded and rushed over to Ally. Before the fox could sit down, the bartender wiped down the stool. She then flitted back behind the bar.

      “What’s your fancy?” she asked in a Brooklyn accent that made Ally instantly feel at home.

      The fox giggled at the feeling. She’d been expecting another Japanese accent, given the catgirl’s appearance and the split tail at the end.

      “Sorry,” she said when given a weird look. “Um, just green tea.”

      “Tea. Right, I can do that,” the bartender said, before disappearing out the back.

      Evidently green tea wasn’t a common request.

      Ally fiddled with her phone. The other patrons ignored her, almost certainly due to walking in with Kiyoko. Anyone without a pin wouldn’t talk with the Yakuza without being approached here, she bet, and the Yakuza wouldn’t approach her without good reason.

      So she checked the news while waiting for her drink.

      The top news was all about the conference. She’d already read everything related to this, so scrolled past.

      Then she saw a photo of Lionetti Tower lit up with its full protective barrier, with the lights of police birdfolk glittering in the sky around it. Her heart sank. She’d seen something lighting up the night sky to the north as she flew over, but hadn’t imagined this.

      Vince worked for the Lionettis, didn’t he? Is this why she’d been attacked? That fox had mentioned the mafia, after all.

      “Got your tea,” the catgirl said, returning with a large cup of solid green liquid.

      Ally thanked her, then looked at her drink.

      Matcha, rather than green tea. She supposed that the bartender might have thought it was fancier, given it involved more prep work. Ally would enjoy it regardless. Or try to, given the news.

      Ally pocketed her phone, but struggled to get past the sinking feeling in her body. Had she said goodbye to Vince without realizing it? When tears rose to her eyes, she brushed them away.

      “She’s ready for you,” Kiyoko said, abruptly returning.

      They descended down a set of stairs behind the bar. Darkness surrounded them, but her eyes adjusted rapidly, enabling her to see as if the room were reasonably well lit.

      More enforcers waited for them, kneeling in two ranks in a small hall. A wooden dais stood at the far end, with curtains drawn around them. Magic shimmered in the fabric of the curtains, presumably to prevent anyone from penetrating them. Ally couldn’t see if anyone hid behind them.

      Kiyoko sat immediately in front of the dais and faced the entrance, then gestured for Ally to kneel in front of her.

      Ally almost turned, but Kiyoko stopped her. So she kneeled, facing the dais.

      “Honorable chairwoman, I present you Alexandra Masuda, daughter of Kazuo Masuda, as you requested,” Kiyoko said, her voice still distorted. Ally barely heard her say “kumicho” at the same time she heard “chairwoman,” suggesting that the translation spell worked very literally.

      The curtains parted and the lights flickered on. Ally found herself blinded for a moment.

      When her vision returned, she saw an eight-tailed fox laying on a cushion atop the dais. Her silver tails and gorgeous silver hair cascaded across the wood and even down it. She held a metal folding fan in one hand, which was decorated with the Japanese military flag: a white background with a rising red sun and beams of red stretching from it. A questionably cut kimono in black and blue floral patterns allowed her thighs and abundant cleavage to spill out.

      “It’s been some time, Ally,” the kumicho and leader of Aulfair’s Yakuza said.

      “Mei,” Ally said.

      Every single body in the hall stiffened, save Ally’s and Mei’s. The elder fox laughed and the tips of her tails danced in the air.

      “Calm yourselves,” Mei said. “Ally is a personal friend. Somebody who I wish to welcome into the fold and whose mind shall be enriched with the knowledge of her homeland, even if her mother left it long ago.”

      Kiyoko’s face flickered. Ally felt certain she saw anger on it for that brief moment.

      “It’s nice to see you again, Mei, but I assume you have business,” Ally said cautiously.

      She disliked the way the other fox spoke about Japan and her parents. Mostly because her mother never came up, except in a negative sense like this. Her father could do no wrong, as he’d clearly come here in service to the Yakuza or at least maintained enough connections. But Mei, and presumably Kiyoko, held some grudge against her mother for leaving Japan over a century ago.

      “I do. You’re right to cut through the niceties, given the time. We can catch up over lunch another day. Perhaps next week? I imagine I will be downtown frequently.” Mei looked at Kiyoko. “Kiyo, see to organizing something.”

      “I shall, honorable chairwoman,” Kiyoko said.

      “Excellent. Now, to business.” Mei snapped her fan open and shut for effect. “Houou’s machinations in Albion proved both more and less effective than we anticipated. We have been watching and waiting for the ideal time to strike from the shadows and tear off their tails, but have been forced to act.”

      Ally gulped. “Lionetti Tower.”

      “Indeed. They hired powerful operatives once again to defeat the wolves that escaped them last time. And they failed. Not a single one of their priority targets perished and the city knows it. Every conglomerate has witnessed the shame of Houou’s failure to once again crush an ailing gang that hangs onto scraps of the territory and power they once held.”

      “… I don’t understand.”

      “If Houou cannot destroy even a minor power such as the Lionettis, for all their power and influence, then they’re weaker than we imagined. So we chose to step in and… assist the Lionettis with their power struggle. My predecessor learned the shame of going into battle without allies, when your foe can rally the city.” Mei’s eyes narrowed. “And, it seems, the Lionettis learned the same lesson. One of their allies is known to you.”

      Ally stared at Mei for several long seconds.

      So long that Kiyoko took this for confusion. “Vincent Keys. A young thug typically associated with Immanuel and a storied police record, although more of it is sealed than one might expect from somebody so low in enforcer status. He made the news—”

      “I know Vince,” Ally interrupted, realizing this was a faux pas but annoyed at the explanation. “He’s my newest customer.”

      “That must be quite the boon then, to have the Lionettis also supporting your endeavors,” Mei purred.

      Ally bit her lip. “Not… exactly.”

      If Mei knew Vince had come to her store, she also knew the Lionettis hadn’t.

      “It’s no problem. I supported you so that your store might thrive. Success as a kitsune, even one separated from her Japanese heritage, should not be tied to association with the miserable foxes of Houou,” Mei said. “And it’s this relationship I want you to assist with. The Lionetti Family is bound to resist association with us. Yet you know Vince. So my request is simple.”

      Ally waited to hear this simple request, which she knew would test her budding relationship with Vince.

      Hearing no denials, Mei pressed on, “I wish to meet him. Perhaps even next week, when the two of us catch up over tea? If I have the ear of the Lionetti’s dragon, then I shall have the ear of the sisters that control the mafia itself. That is my request: bring him to me.”
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      The soft amber rays of dawn woke Vince in the morning. Although Pola’s bedroom faced north, that did little to stop the sun from blasting through the curtainless windows that stood two stories tall.

      His body ached, especially around his pelvis. Sure, the pills had prevented Pola from crushing his balls, but he doubted they’d been made for a woman of her enthusiasm or strength. Pangs of pain rippled along his body as he stretched in bed.

      Doing so caused the wolfgirl cuddled against him to murmur and pull him against her like a teddy bear. He seized up, worried she’d crush him, but found her grip to be surprisingly gentle. Pola nuzzled her head and ear against his chest. The fluffy sensation around one leg suggested she’d wrapped her tail around his leg in her sleep.

      He stroked her head while thinking. That also proved to be a painful mistake. A dull stinging pain rang throughout his brain, as if somebody had driven a spike through his eye. It weakened, but remained a fairly constant presence.

      The thirst for magic sat deep within his mind. But it failed to resemble anything else he’d experienced. He was used to the thirst by now. Last night, it had struck him hard. To say nothing of all the times he’d run close to empty.

      Yet this time, it felt deeper. Like a more fundamental lust for magic that coursed throughout his entire body. Jokingly, Vince wondered if he was secretly a vampire that lusted for magic instead of blood.

      He knew he had to be close to human, however. Juliet’s little spell in their duel proved it.

      Rather, he’d somehow pushed himself too far. He’d expected the consequence of using too many infusions to be vomiting them back up or collapsing. That’s what he’d read about online. Instead, something more sinister lurked within his body.

      If the thirst lingered even after he downed an energy drink or other magic-restoring food, Vince knew he needed to get some serious medical help. Ideally without letting anyone know he might have fucked up this badly.

      The thirst was a reminder that the body lacked enough magic to sustain itself, after all.

      He rose, leaving Pola in bed. Her tail unwrapped itself as he tugged against it. She rolled over into his remaining warmth, spreading out her arms in her sleep as she mumbled cutely. Pola was a deep sleeper, apparently.

      The lights of the bathroom turned on automatically when he opened one of the frosted sliding doors that separated it from the bedroom. Inside stood a bathing wonderland, so to speak.

      More floor-to-ceiling windows dominated even the bathroom, granting a view of the bay and the Pacific Ocean beyond. The bathroom was a marble affair, with an open shower that occupied the far wall with two showerheads high enough that Vince would struggle to reach them. A stone bath large enough to fit two or three people looked out the windows.

      “The bathroom alone is worth more than my apartment,” he muttered as he checked for towels and toiletries.

      Fortunately, there was an entire cupboard stocked with what he needed beneath the oversized sink. He turned on the shower and marveled at the instant hot water. Presumably, it wouldn’t run out after five minutes.

      Vince nearly made up his mind to marry Pola then and there.

      As he cleaned and lathered up, the aches in his body faded away. Or at least, he got used to them beneath the pummeling of the hot water.

      Then he turned and realized he’d left the sliding door open. Pola lay awake on the bed, resting her head on one hand. She stared at him with a grin, her tail flicking back and forth above her body.

      “Enjoying the view?” he tried to ask above the roar of the shower.

      Maybe she heard him anyway, as she bounced out of bed. Her tits bounced in the process, and he realized he might need a second shower to clean up after this one.

      Pola slunk up to him. The water poured down her face, wetting her hair and causing her ear to droop. She wrapped herself around him and pressed her breasts against his chest.

      “Good morning, Vince,” she purred. Her tail sprayed water everywhere as it whirred.

      “Morning. Are we cleaning up or…” He gripped her butt with one hand.

      She blinked. Then poked him in the side of his hip.

      He hissed without even meaning to. Pola rolled her eyes.

      “Thought so.” She huffed. “Fia and the others told me not to have sex in the morning because I’d probably go too hard. I thought they’d be wrong, but…”

      Pola seemed put out. Vince recalled that Fia had told him to take another pill when he woke up, but he’d forgotten to.

      Then again, he probably shouldn’t. Memories of the insane selfie Pola had taken came to mind.

      So he shrugged. “We can work out time in the future, Pola. Once my hips aren’t dust.”

      “I wasn’t that bad, was I?” she whined.

      Vince mimicked being an old man, and Pola nearly pushed him over. Or she did, but caught him before he fell over.

      “Sorry,” she said, cheeks red. “Um, let’s clean up.” Then a wicked grin ran over her face. “I can definitely clean you up another way.”

      Once Pola finished giving him her first proper blowjob—one she actually took until the end—they cleaned up properly. She insisted on washing as much of his body as possible, but seemed antsy when he did the same in return. He insisted and she let him wash her back at least. Every time he ran across a sensitive part of her body or certain scars, she’d seize up and he’d slow down.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled again.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “Is this a guy thing, or…?”

      She shook her head. “I just… don’t like being touched much. We used to have a live-in maid when I was in high school. Papa sent me and Sis here because it took too long to get to school from home. Like a lot of people, she left after the attack.”

      Pola’s eyes hardened. The flex of her fists told Vince everything he needed to know.

      But a live-in maid? Pola truly was a princess. No wonder she thought nothing of dumping ice in whisky worth thousands of dollars.

      This was also where he ran into the true reminder of how much of a princess Pola was. Vince had finished cleaning well and truly by now, especially with her focus on him. She began fiddling with her lusciously long hair.

      Dread filled him. Nina applied minimal care to her “mane” because of how little hot water they had, which is why it became such a mess and needed his personal care every week. He knew how much effort was needed to take care of so much hair.

      “Want a hand?” he asked Pola.

      She bit her lip and stepped away. “Um… Sorry.”

      Third time already. This time he experienced mixed feelings hearing it.

      Vince pushed them away and shrugged. “I understand. It’s a personal thing. I’ll leave you to it.”

      Her eyes filled with emotion and he stepped out of the shower, but Pola said nothing. With the sex over, she seemed to have been reminded of some of her demons, especially in her own bedroom, which was her sanctum. Vince decided against pushing.

      Especially as he’d said himself last night that this was only sex for now. This morning was the optimal chance to work out what else stood between them. Like some long-standing trauma that Pola otherwise kept hidden. Alessia had said Pola had difficulty with everyone outside the Lionetti Family, after all.

      His clothes lay strewn across the floor of Pola’s gargantuan bedroom. He attempted to admire her room, then gave up due to the mess. Instead, he threw on yesterday’s clothes while regretting his lack of any deodorant to cover up the smell.

      Sure, Pola had a bunch of fancy perfume bottles sitting on a shelf, but he sincerely doubted any of those were to his taste. Not to mention that a single sniff would cost more than his entire ensemble.

      He checked his phone while staring out the tinted windows. Just like those in the living room, these appeared to keep out prying eyes using magic.

      Nothing from Nina. Hell, not even Nicki or Ronin had reached out. Probably because they suspected he’d be sleeping in today. His phone told him it wasn’t even 8AM. Even with the late sunrise this close to winter, he was up far earlier than he expected after last night.

      Fia had messaged him roughly 20 minutes ago, however.

      Figure you’ll need a bite to eat. Knowing Pola, you’ll be up around now, she said.

      He read the message a couple of times before he comprehended it, then cursed and slipped out of the room. Although he remembered to take his cane with him. No point leaving that behind for Pola to use to remember him after he got murdered on the street because he forgot it.

      Once outside the bedroom, he remembered where he was. And how lost he was. Pola had led him down a couple of corridors to get to her bedroom, and the many closed doors left him a little confused. Even with the addition of daylight streaming through the skylights and windows.

      Vince did his best to get his bearings. The corridor leading to Pola’s room seemed to be a dead-end, in the sense that the door at the very end led to a terrace balcony. Another closed door led somewhere he remained uninterested in.

      Wandering down the hall, he ignored the general opulence surrounding him. Fancy paintings decorated the walls and elegant stands sometimes held expensive vases. Part of him wondered if all of them should hold vases. He found the answer in some shards hidden in a corner. The lack of dust suggested somebody had shattered something fairly recently, and missed the pieces.

      Notably, nothing living resided here other than Pola. No indoor plants at all.

      He corrected himself when he stepped into the next corridor. Pola might not be the only resident. A long corridor contained no less than five doors, plus what he guessed to be a pair of cupboards. One of those doors bore elegant gold letters that spelled out Alessia’s name.

      Pola had said the girls had come here for school. Vince wondered why they still lived here instead of their family home, wherever it was. Assuming Alessia did, in fact, still live here.

      If she had come here overnight, he hoped the soundproofing was good. Pola had started howling at one point.

      As Alessia’s room stood at the far end, Vince guessed the other side led to the living room.

      His guess proved correct. He found himself in the absurdly huge main room of the penthouse, which acted as a combined kitchen, dining, and living space. Except, unlike the cheap open plan space of his apartment, this one felt like it had been built to be enjoyed as separate spaces. Hell, the living room was on a slightly lower level, with a twenty-foot couch curling along the length of the recess that separated the spaces.

      He'd expected to see a TV the size of the wall to match, but the windows prevented that. In fact, there wasn’t a TV at all. An empty entertainment unit sat where one should be for some reason.

      A gentle chime emanated from beyond the kitchen, where he’d wandered in last night. After a few seconds, it grew in volume. That had to be the door, or elevator, or whatever alerted him to guests.

      An in-built panel in the entrance hall showed Fia standing in the foyer just outside the door, two bags in her hands. She waited patiently, twirling an unlit cigarette in her fingers.

      Vince stared at the panel, which consisted of a touch screen with a dozen pictorial icons but no words or explanations of what anything did. None of them looked like an unlock or open button. Why the fuck did tech companies hate making things simple or easy to use? Sure, the screen looked cool, but did Pola even know how it worked?

      After a few seconds, he simply walked over and opened the door.

      “Morning,” Fia said, looking him up and down. “You don’t smell of sex and I can’t hear Pola, so I’m guessing she’s still asleep.”

      “Showering. I forgot to take the second pill, but she remembered not to break me.” He stepped back and gestured her inside. “Can any capo use the elevator to get up here?”

      “Not anyone. Pola and Alessia only hand out fobs to people they like. I had one before I was even a capo.” Fia strode straight into the kitchen and plopped her bags onto the counter. “Good to hear the protection worked. I was a little worried Pola might be too strong for it.”

      He grimaced as he leaned against the counter next to her. His hips still stung. “She was. I’m certain I’m not supposed to feel like I fell fifty feet on my ass.”

      “Ah. Well, I guess that means the two of you had fun.” She grinned. “How’d you sleep? Enjoy the penthouse? I imagine it’s a step up.”

      “A step? This is more like taking the express elevator from the underworld to heaven.” He waved a hand at the windows, with the gorgeous view of the bay, which glittered in the morning sun. “How much does this place cost, anyway? I’m assuming the Lionettis own it.”

      “The Family doesn’t rent,” Fia drawled. “I’m no property expert, but my Dad mentioned this place is worth tens of millions at least. He didn’t even bother putting a price on their family estate out in the hills, as they’d never sell it.”

      Vince nearly choked on his own saliva. “Tens of…”

      He stared blankly at the kitchen, which was full of the latest top-of-the-line appliances, and no less than four ovens. Given how clean they were, he doubted anyone even used them. Although the breakfast bar looked worn and he’d spotted a wine fridge on the other side of it.

      “Hey, Alessia’s offer to marry into the family is still open.” Fia pulled out some drinks from one bag as she talked. “Dunno if Pola bothered to give you the tour before jumping on your dick, but there’s two unused bedrooms here. Plenty of room to squeeze in Nina.”

      He remained dead silent.

      Fia caught on and stopped fiddling with her bags. “Wow. You’re actually thinking about it, aren’t you?”

      “Let’s just say it’s a good thing Alessia isn’t here to make the offer here and now,” he muttered, running a hand down his face. “It’s one thing to talk up my independence in theory. Another when I’m staring down more money than sin. Alessia’s playing hardball over my pay while her sister lives here.”

      “Both of them live here, although Alessia splits her time pretty evenly between her condo in Lionetti Tower and here.”

      “What about the family estate?”

      “I don’t think Pola’s been there since the assassination. Alessia goes there once a year for family matters and to make sure nothing goes missing,” Fia said.

      Damn. He really had underestimated the sheer amount of wealth the Lionettis controlled. They were old money in the city and had practically controlled the whole place once.

      Something cold pressed against his cheek, pulling him from his thoughts. He turned and saw Fia holding some sort of coffee drink up.

      “You need to stop doing that,” he said.

      “But it’s fun.” She smirked. “Anyway, drink up. I know you’ll need a proper supply of magic after last night and Pola doesn’t keep energy drinks around. This is a lot better than that junk anyway.”

      He took the drink and looked it over. “It’s coffee-flavored milk. Infused with magic. You got me magic coffee milk.”

      “Yes. It’s good for you.”

      Shrugging, he undid the cap and took a gulp. It was decent, mostly because it tasted like coffee and wasn’t loaded with sugar. “I thought milk was bad for dogs.”

      Fia hit him in the arm.

      “Fine. I thought milk was bad for wolves.”

      “We’re wolffolk, not actual wolves. And you’re human, so drink up.”

      However, she pulled out a black iced coffee drink for herself. Hypocrite.

      The other bag contained food and interested Vince far more. Once she cracked open the paper bags, the scent of breakfast sausage struck his nose and he groaned.

      “Forget the milk, give me the sausage,” he said.

      “Did you make Pola say that last night?” Fia asked.

      He rolled his eyes. “I don’t think I needed to say it, because she sure as hell acted like it. Anyway, gimme.”

      A pair of breakfast rolls came out, each wrapped in parchment paper and containing breakfast sausage, bacon, cheese, and egg. A white aioli leaked out. Naturally, they tasted delicious. Vince and Fia bit into them in silence. A third sat in the bag, waiting for Pola to eventually join them.

      Fia paused halfway through hers, flecks of sauce on her lips that she lapped up with her tongue. She put the sandwich down and took a swig of her iced coffee.

      “So, are you serious when you say you’d marry Pola if Alessia asked you right now?” She stared out the window, refusing to look up at him.

      Vince stopped eating his own sandwich. “It’s a harder proposal to say no to. I live job to job. Right now, I feel I’m being indirectly slapped in the face by wads of cash.”

      “Yeah, Pola does that. Alessia’s tighter with the money, because she manages the entire empire and needs to balance the books, plus keep the branch families happy. But both of them are princesses.” Fia looked up at him and poked him in the chest. “If you continue to say no, are you going to hold all this wealth against Pola? You said you’d think about what comes after the sex later, but I don’t think you can form a relationship if you’re pissy about how much money she has.”

      “This isn’t a fairytale. I can’t magically get over all the cash the sisters splash around,” he said. “Even if I’m refusing a chance to get a shot at it. It’s not like it’s mine if I just marry into it.”

      “They were born into it.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. That’s not my problem, though. In the end, I’ll be dealing with Pola as she is, which will include all the unsanded edges and her profligacy.”

      “Big word. Didn’t you give me shit last night over ‘vamoose?’” Fia narrowed her eyes and bit into her sandwich.

      “Profligacy is a modern and accurate word. Vamoose sounds like something from the 1950s.”

      “Sure thing, old man.”

      He glared at her. Defiant, Fia simply grinned at him around bites of her sandwich.

      They ate in silence for a little longer. Pola couldn’t be too far away, he assumed. His peace and quiet with Fia would soon be interrupted.

      “Did you plan to hang around this morning?” he asked.

      “Depends on your plans. If you’re going to take another pill and make a mess of the couch, I’ll go enjoy my weekend. Otherwise, I can give you a lift.” She jabbed her thumb over her shoulder at the elevator. “Pola’s not the only girl you need to worry about.”

      He winced. “Nina told you about last night?”

      Fia’s expression vanished, and she looked at him with an unreadable expression. “Told me about what? I messaged her you wouldn’t be home due to the party. She’s said nothing to me since.” When he said nothing, she pushed further, “Vince?”

      He sighed and fished his phone from his pocket, pulled up the messaging app and passed it to Fia. “Pola sent her a… surprise.”

      The door opened right as he handed Fia the phone and Pola walked in, wearing a fancy black top with silk edges but only a pair of white panties on her bottom half. Vince’s eyes shot to the long, gorgeous pale legs padding into the living room. Pola’s ear shot up upon spotting him and her tail began to wag, before she tilted her head at Fia.

      “Oh, Fia, you’re here. I thought I heard you,” Pola said.

      But Fia wasn’t paying attention to her superior. Instead, that empty expression was slowly contorting into an expression of utter rage and confusion. Vince hadn’t seen anything like it on her face before. Or anyone’s really. She seemed furious, yet uncertain about what she was looking at.

      “Cazzo! Merda!” Fia spat, abruptly reverting to Italian. “Pola, what the fuck? Have you lost your fucking mind? What the hell is this?”

      She thrust Vince’s phone across the breakfast bar so that Pola could look. Presumably, it showed the selfie Pola had taken of her riding him last night.

      Pola immediately puffed up with pride, which looked ridiculous in her current outfit. “I had to make my claim clear to that bitch. She got to Vince first, but I’m on top now. And I wanted her to know it.”

      Spluttering, Fia dropped the phone. Vince snatched it up.

      “You… Do you even know who Vince’s girlfriend is?” Fia asked.

      Pola sneered. “Of fucking course. I’ve smelled her on him almost from the start. I didn’t recognize the scent at first, but do you think I’m going to forget the enforcer who ripped my ear off, just because she’s all over a guy? My nose isn’t busted like yours.”

      Vince and Fia stared at Pola in disbelief.

      So, his hunch had been right. Pola had known all along and had now admitted as much. She also held a bit of a grudge, judging from the way she said “bitch.”

      Within seconds, Fia’s disbelief transformed back into rage. She vaulted over the counter into the living room.

      “You knew the whole fucking time and didn’t tell me?” Fia snapped. “Here I am, covering for you and Vince so you don’t get your head smashed in, and you know, then fucking taunt her.” She stalked right up to Pola, who reared up, tail and ear bolt upright.

      “You knew as well and didn’t tell me,” Pola said.

      “Yeah, because I knew you’d do something fucking dumb. Like send a photo of you with Vince’s dick in you to his girlfriend before either of you can talk to her.” Fia pushed Pola, only for the other wolfgirl to grab her arm. “Do you remember how I told you that talking helps and not to treat Vince like meat? That applies even after you fuck him.”

      Pola’s eyes filled with fury and her knuckles whitened around Fia’s hand. “This isn’t like that. I’m not using Vince. He’s my mate now. But I’m making sure that bitch knows her place in the pack now that we’re together. What’s the problem?”

      “Um,” Vince tried to say, aware that Pola seemed to be acting under some misapprehension over what last night meant.

      Sure, the mating talk had been hot in the heat of the moment, but he felt he’d been pretty clear that taking things further than sex was a “later” thing.

      Neither woman seemed to hear him. Fia instead growled and lashed out at Pola with her free hand.

      A pushing and shoving match resulted for a few seconds, as both wolfgirls struggled for dominance. Pola’s raw strength granted her the upper hand and Fia began to buckle.

      “It’s not about using him,” Fia ground out, about to fall to her knees. “It’s about growing the fuck up and treating people properly.”

      Fia fell to the ground, and Pola fell off balance. In a rush of tails and hair, the two tumbled. Fia’s leg swept Pola’s out from under her, but the sottocapo simply fell on her underling with a growl and lashing claws. Neither used magic, but their raw strength meant they didn’t need to.

      Both tumbled across the floor. Fia’s fist slammed into Pola’s face to little effect, while Pola tore one of Fia’s jacket arms off and her nails drew blood through her clothes. The deep red quickly soaked into her shirt.

      “Fucking hell, calm down,” Vince snapped, leaping over the counter himself now. His food and drink lay forgotten.

      Using strength to pull them apart was foolhardy. He’d need to throw one into a fire cage.

      But before he could reach for his spell, Fia slammed her head into Pola’s.

      Dazed, Pola loosened her grip, and Fia seized her opportunity. Her leg snapped up faster than Vince could blink. It slammed into Pola’s torso.

      Pola flew across the room, hurtling toward the windows at breakneck speed.

      Vince’s heart stopped. His mind played out the next several seconds before he even saw them.

      Pola would strike the windows and they’d shatter, whatever magic might be holding them together. This high up, she’d tumble dozens of stories to her death. The scream would haunt him. None of his spells, nor Pola’s or Fia’s could stop her from falling.

      Then reality returned. Pola hit the windows with a dull thud and a grunt. She collapsed to the floor.

      Slowly, Fia rose and clutched her side where Pola had punched her nails into her skin. Pola rose as well, rubbing her back. The two women glared at each other.

      “Done trying to kill each other?” Vince asked, genuinely amazed. “Do you have a stash of healing infusions for your little brawls?”

      “Yes,” Fia said. “There’s one in the pantry.”

      She waved at a small room in the corner of the room, opposite the kitchen. Figured that Pola and Alessia kept a stock of infusions for themselves.

      Not that Fia let him grab them. She wandered into the pantry herself and returned momentarily with a couple of small green vials. After tossing one to Pola, she drank the other. Then she frowned.

      “Pola, what happened to the TV?” Fia asked.

      “It broke,” Pola said, refusing to meet her eyes as she wandered over to the breakfast bar.

      “Why didn’t you buy a new one?”

      “Alessia said I need to wait a month.”

      “… so you mean that you broke it, not that it broke.” Fia rolled her eyes as she reached across the breakfast bar and grabbed the last of her roll. “What pissed you off so badly that you smashed it? I notice that a few other things are missing, too.”

      Pola’s eyes landed on Vince but she said nothing.

      Hmm. He had a feeling he knew the answer.

      Rather than say it aloud, he grabbed the bag with her breakfast sandwich and tossed it to her. There appeared to be an iced coffee for her, so he threw it as well.

      “I was going to eat that,” Fia said. “She doesn’t deserve food this morning. And I’m not apologizing for starting that fight. You should be kicking her ass, yourself.”

      “I’m not going to kick her ass because it won’t accomplish anything,” he said. “I’ll apologize to Nina about not giving her a proper heads up, but she made it clear she was open to me, uh…” He scratched his cheek, aware of the words about to escape his mouth and how surreal they sounded coming from him.

      “Fucking other women?” Fia asked, lips quirking upward.

      “That. Yeah. She’s talked a lot about how I’ll form a pride and her… position in it.” He looked at Pola, who let out a harrumph.

      “See, Vince is nice. Just as my mate should be,” Pola said proudly, before eating half her breakfast sandwich in one bite. Yolk and aioli dribbled down her chin before she lapped it up. “But I don’t know about being part of a pride. Shouldn’t it be a pack if I’m the leader?”

      He sighed. “Okay, we do need to talk about that.”

      “About what?”

      “The mate thing. And everything going forward. Nina is only a sliver of the problem, even if you’ve picked a fight with her. Do you remember what I told you when I agreed to sleep with you last night?” He wolfed down the rest of his sandwich and drummed his fingers against his own drink.

      Pola screwed up her face. Vince resisted the urge to walk over and clean up some of the sauce she’d missed earlier.

      “Um, Lucia said something about how we weren’t dating.” She blinked. “But we’re still mating. That’s what’s important, right?”

      Well, shit. It seemed Pola missed what was important in his words.

      Fia ran a hand down her face. “He meant that last night was sex, and the two of you need to spend more time together to work out if more comes of it. Because he was being Vindick, the only enforcer who casts magic using his cock.”

      “Hey,” he muttered.

      “I think his focus is his cane,” Pola said.

      Both of them stared at her, and she smirked.

      “My point, Pola, was that we need to find some time to talk things out,” he said. “The sex is great. But especially with Nina involved and the fact I’m only an independent enforcer taking a job with the Lionettis”—Fia shot him an annoyed look—“we’re not exactly a settled couple.”

      Pola frowned. “You can just join the family.”

      “He’s not wolffolk or Italian,” Fia said flatly.

      “Oh.” Pola blinked. Then her eyes widened. “Wait, how does he join us? I know we used to have human enforcers.”

      “Marriage.”

      Silence.

      Vince sighed. This wasn’t how he had wanted this conversation to go. He’d wanted to steer things toward a date this weekend once he calmed Nina down. Something where he could get to know Pola one-on-one without it being entirely about sex or work.

      Instead, her face began to redden and she picked at her shirt with one hand. Her tail swished low and rapidly. Fia had less-than-subtly sabotaged his effort to turn things around here.

      He reminded himself that even if he got along with Fia, she felt very strongly about her position in the Lionettis. Getting him to marry Pola was almost certainly part of her job.

      “We have a lot to talk about and work through before we get to marriage,” Vince said. “That includes spending time together outside of work and bed.”

      Pola’s tail whirred. “Oh! That sounds fun. You mean other than just drinking?”

      “I know you have hobbies beyond getting smashed, Pola,” Fia said. “Maybe you should look up dating next, rather than pick-up lines.”

      The two wolves glared at each other again.

      A loud buzzing from the doorway interrupted them. Everyone looked over at it. Fia and Pola appeared alarmed.

      “Wait, it chimed earlier,” Vince said.

      Pola ignored him and dashed over.

      “The chime means somebody’s in the foyer. Usually a capo or bodyguard,” Fia explained. “The buzzer is elevator access in the building lobby.”

      “Wouldn’t it be pranked a lot?” he asked.

      “That’s what building security is there to stop. Plus, there’s usually enforcers here if Pola or Alessia are here. There’s actually a guard room attached to the foyer for Alessia’s bodyguards.”

      Sounded like a cushy job. Then again, Lucia and the other bodyguards had nearly all died last night, so maybe not. They’d proven to be quite capable fighting off the hit squad.

      A strangled scream reached them from the hallway. A silver blur shot through the living room and crashed through the door with a slam. Vince presumed that had been Pola.

      Fia rushed toward the panel, which showed a camera view of the lobby. He followed.

      The cause of Pola’s panic became apparent.

      Surrounded by a half-dozen enforcers was Pola’s worst nightmare.

      Nina stood outside the elevator, dressed in her old enforcer outfit and wearing her gauntlet.
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      “I think you need to keep your girlfriend busy,” Fia said, staring at the camera feed. “Before ‘somebody’ does something stupid and she flattens them.”

      “You’re calmer than I expected,” Vince said.

      “Pola left her gauntlet back at the tower. I doubt she’s raring for a fight, and she deserves the scare. Go give Nina a kiss to make up for last night while I deal with my supposed boss.” She gave him a push toward the door.

      He still needed to grab his drink, so he resisted. Once equipped with his magic milk drink, he relented and slipped outside.

      Nobody waited for him in the foyer, so he entered the elevator and hit the ground floor button. Which was also the only destination. This was the dedicated elevator for Pola’s penthouse, after all.

      Once again, his brain reminded him that it could be the dedicated elevator for his penthouse. That little voice wouldn’t be shutting up anytime soon.

      The elevator doors opened upon reaching the ground floor and Nina’s face greeted him. She blinked at him. The enforcers and building security seemed just as surprised to see him, rather than Pola or anyone else. He recognized a couple of the enforcers, mostly because he’d bumped into so many last night.

      “V, wait—” one of the enforcers shouted, holding out her hand.

      Nina tried to enter the elevator.

      Vince simply held a hand out, palm open, and said, “No. Bad lion.”

      Nina stopped. The looks on the faces of the enforcers were the stuff of legend, and would make for great memories that would warm Vince on cold nights. If only Fia had been watching on the camera feed.

      “I should hit you for that,” Nina growled.

      “But you did stop.”

      She prodded him in the chest hard enough to nearly push him backward. “Because I’m worried if I didn’t, you’d turn to dust. I bet your legs are jello.”

      Close enough, but he wasn’t telling her that. He took a sip of his milk drink. “I’m good enough. Now, why don’t we wander over to one of the fancy cafes around here and get out of the enforcers’ hair before the police show up?”

      “No. A certain princess put out a challenge and I’m going to put her in her place.”

      Well, shit. Nina seemed pissed. She towered over him, intent on getting into the elevator.

      Vince held his ground, but her words caused the enforcers to take several steps forward. While they seemed confused by the current situation, they at least knew Nina wanted a piece of Pola.

      “That’s not happening. Not today, anyway,” he said. “Nina, we’re leaving. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of opportunities to intimidate Pola later, but we’re done for today.”

      With the way his girlfriend loomed over him, he genuinely worried he might have chosen the wrong words. He was all talk right now. His headache meant he wasn’t about to use magic to stop her.

      Not that he could. With literal inches between them, she could put him down before he could even attempt to cast a spell even if he had been in top form. It’s not like he’d come down here ready for a fight.

      Then she clicked her tongue and looked away. One of her hands flicked her massive mane of hair.

      “Fine. But you’re spending the whole weekend with me,” she said. “No ifs, ands, or buts.”

      She grabbed him by the arm—gently—and yanked him out of the elevator.

      Only for the Lionetti enforcers to immediately form a wall in front of her. The building security showed no such bravery and scattered like ants as Nina approached. Whatever Alessia or the building owner paid them was far too little to deal with somebody like her.

      “You’re not going anywhere with V,” one of the enforcers growled, her barrier crackling with energy.

      Nina stared at the assembled wolfgirls, then looked at Vince. “Um, I thought you said you weren’t doing orgies last night?”

      He ran a hand down his face. This was awkward. “Uh, it’s fine. I know her.”

      “You know her?” The enforcer’s jaw dropped. “But she’s… You know… What?”

      “Fia can explain. She’s with Pola and knows as well. I imagine she’ll be down shortly.” Vince waved at the elevator.

      But by now, their shock transformed into strange smiles and knowing smirks. A couple of them looked at each other and nodded. He recalled the powerful noses of the wolfgirls, and that many of them had already known about his lion acquaintance.

      “Ohhhh. So she’s the one we’ve been smelling on you.” The enforcer looked Nina up and down. “Huh. Explains a lot.”

      “Uh huh. Keep it to yourself,” Nina grunted. “Now get out of my way.”

      This time, the enforcers did scatter.

      Vince reached up and scratched Nina behind the ear. “Good girl.”

      The glare on her face attempted to melt his face. Yet she didn’t bat his hand away even as her lion ears lowered and the fluffy tip of her tail bat against him.

      “Save it for later,” she muttered after a few seconds, then stalked off. He caught up.

      As befitted a heavily gentrified and wealthy part of town, more than a few restaurants and cafes occupied the shopfronts on street level nearby. He gravitated toward the chain store, which bustled despite the early hour, but Nina ignored him and went straight toward the fancier café. Vince polished off his drink and tossed it in a bin before they reached it.

      A waitress stared at them when they entered, her eyes dead and expression wooden. While Nina might be dressed well enough to fit their usual clientele, her magical clothes and huge gauntlet set her apart. Vince likely just looked cheap.

      Even so, they got a table. Somehow, he doubted anyone was going to refuse Nina service unless they had some very imposing security. Not to mention that the place looked pretty empty.

      A handful of customers sat indoors, including a wolffolk in a business suit and what appeared to be a pair of catfolk sisters. At least, Vince assumed they were sisters given their matching blonde hair and similar facial features. One winked at him when she saw him watching. Vince didn’t react.

      He and Nina settled in after ordering coffee. Desperate to keep them away from the regular patrons, the waitress seated them outdoors, as close to the street as possible.

      “Not ordering food?” he asked Nina.

      “Already ate. You think I’m going to get into a fight on an empty stomach?” she asked. “I came ready to kick that Lionetti princess’s ass. Honestly, I expected her to come down. She seemed willing last night with your dick in her.”

      Another patron looked over and Vince ran a hand down his face.

      “I thought you wanted a… big pride,” he said, hoping he hadn’t fucked things up.

      “Sure. But I’m on top.” Nina straightened up in her chair and jabbed a thumb into her chest. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Vince. I just need to set things straight with the bitch who’s all bark and no bite. Even if I don’t deal with it right now, me and her have business.”

      “Given Pola just survived an assassination attempt last night, I think she has plenty of bite,” he said, aware that he was throwing himself out of the frying pan and into the fire.

      Nina’s expression turned from annoyed to stony in a flash. Fortunately, the waitress returned with their drinks. Vince finally got his hands on some normal coffee.

      While he pumped caffeine into his system to make up for his lack of sleep and to soothe his aching body and migraine, Nina eyed him. She said nothing for close to a minute.

      In that time, he spotted a couple of the Lionetti enforcers slip into the café. Despite the rough and tumble looks of the wolfgirls, they dressed well and kept their foci hidden. The waitress appeared more than happy to seat them indoors, but the enforcers took seats just outside.

      He wondered if they were spying on him or making sure nothing went wrong with Nina. Hard to say. They’d been surprisingly protective of him earlier and very welcoming last night.

      “Last night, huh,” Nina finally said after a long slurp of her drink.

      She flagged down the waitress and ordered another coffee, as she’d demolished her first. Once finished, Nina leaned back and began rocking in her chair.

      “If you fall over, I can’t catch you,” he said.

      Nina rolled her eyes. “Some boyfriend.” She slammed her chair into the ground. “The names of the independents you and the Lionettis iced are surfacing today.”

      “That fast?” He failed to hide his surprise.

      Sure, everyone usually found out about dead enforcers at some point, but not in less than a day.

      “There’s not much action taking place in the city right now and this was a massive hit,” she said. “When the city canceled seven registrations this morning of some fairly high-profile independents, everyone noticed. The cops haven’t released any names officially but they’ve leaked. I’m curious who you iced, as there’s not much news about who fought where.”

      “They hit twice—” he tried to say.

      “I know the basics, Vince.” Nina bared her teeth. “A convoy, presumably with the bitch I need to hold down while you stuff her, and the tower. What’s missing are the details. I only know a couple of enforcers from the list. Hamelin was the only one famous in my time. A meister-tier necromancer isn’t somebody you mess with without a plan.”

      Vince stared at Nina. She stared back, then reached over and flicked him in the forehead.

      “Idiot,” she said.

      He rubbed his face. “I didn’t have a choice. She had the tower entrance on lockdown with her undead. Besides, she went down easily to my dragon and being mobbed by all the Lionettis. And Hamelin, really? What kind of name is that?”

      “The Pied Piper of Hamelin, idiot. A mousegirl who controls the undead with a flute. It was a pretty good name. Better than V.”

      He agreed with that internally.

      Nina twirled her empty cup on the table. “So, you took out the biggest name on the list. How many others?”

      “I chased off Juliet, plus took out some other chump. The Lionettis dispatched another pair before I even got there,” he said. “Pola and her capos dealt with the other three, I’m guessing.”

      “Hmm.” Nina narrowed her eyes. “One must have escaped. I can’t imagine they’d send less after Pola given her rep, even if they had Juliet for the tower. This was easily a half-mil job. Eight enforcers, plus Juliet on her own contract. Maybe even double that, once you account for the premium due to the police reaction due to the conference. Then again, seemed the police didn’t do anything. Trippych and his goons were ripping them a new one last night.”

      Half a million… That meant each enforcer was essentially being paid as much for a night’s work as what Alessia offered him for the entire job to retake all their turf from Kaziern and protect it from Houou.

      Vince recalled Ronin’s comments and the laid-back reaction of the cops. “I’m pretty sure the police were intentionally ignoring the assassins. They didn’t even react to the hit on Pola. Would that reduce the going rate?”

      “Maybe. It would make the job sane,” Nina said. “Taking out a company—even one on the ropes like the Lionettis—isn’t for independents. The mafia has an army of enforcers, plus their own elites like Pola and Fia, and who knows how many magic tools. Everyone knew you were around, with your fancy-ass dragon. Plus there are the defenses of the tower itself. Finally, the police would be forced to respond no matter the bribes involved. Being caught would mean an immense fine and possibly jail.”

      “Wait, even as a registered enforcer?”

      “Alessia Lionetti is a civilian, even if everyone knows she’s the head of a crime family. You kill her, you’re a murderer if you’re caught. Blowing up her building would have insurers after you as well, as it holds regular businesses. You can’t just throw some flyers outside the building telling them to evacuate, then say everyone’s a bad guy when you bury hundreds in the rubble.” Nina scoffed. “I imagine Houou hired the assassins through a lot of intermediaries, but it’ll be lawsuit central. Somebody might pay you to capture Juliet alive, given she’s supposedly wealthy.”

      “Other than Salome?” he asked drily.

      “Somebody with an interest other than watching you shove your dick into her, yes.” Nina crossed her arms over her breasts.

      The waitress nearly spilled the coffee she brought over in response to Nina’s comment, but both of them ignored her.

      Vince realized he didn’t fully comprehend the rules of corporate war. He’d always worked in the backstreets, where the cops largely ignored him so long as he kept a low profile.

      But he supposed Nina’s words made sense. The entire purpose of the enforcer system was to enable companies to battle over the underworld without troubling the civilian population. Once it spilled into the public and threatened the general public—or even worse, those companies that didn’t participate in underworld dealings—the appetite to accept enforcer shenanigans evaporated. Especially with the federal government waiting in the wings with their own law enforcement.

      “Let me run a couple of things past you,” he said. “The hit on Pola. That would have been fairly safe for the enforcers, right?”

      Nina nodded. “Kinda showy, but almost everyone in those cars would have been enforcers and the hit was at night. The news is making a fuss, but it only looks bad because of the big hit on Lionetti Tower and the conference. Given the feds don’t like enforcers at all, a corporate hit is a bad look right now.”

      “But an open assault on Lionetti Tower is bad at all times?” he asked.

      “Oh yeah. Houou weren’t willing to touch it years ago. That big shitfest had the cops on edge, but everyone largely stuck within the rules. Sure, a lot of dead Lionettis were civilians, but nobody turned main street into a firestorm. The cops played softball with most of the homicide cases.” Nina fixed him with a hard gaze. “If Houou or Immanuel had pulled a stunt like last night, a few elementals would have swept in and ended everything instantly. Softball league graduates into the real deal.”

      “Ronin told me that’s what’s happening.” Vince leaned back and sighed. “Does that mean the show’s over?”

      Nina whistled. “Might as well be. I can’t imagine any independents will take Houou’s bait after all the corpses last night, but an elemental will stop them from deploying the Golden Path. If they lose a bunch of enforcers and get hit with a massive fine, another conglomerate might swoop in and steal territory elsewhere.”

      “Won’t the mayor be pissed about that?”

      “Fines are temporary. Territory is everything. Houou just burned a lot of their cards to take out the Lionettis.” She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t count them out for a second, but the foxes are absolutely not going to start throwing their resources into the fire. The only counter to an elemental is one of their hotshot seven-tail clan guardians.”

      Vince knew exactly who and what she was talking about. Houou’s foxes were hot stuff, in more ways than one. A few had done photoshoots to raise their public profile. He still had photos of the golden-tailed twin guardians that supposedly did a lot of Houou’s intel work, mostly because they’d done an underwear shoot for charity once.

      “That gives you time off,” Nina said, leaning back and placing her hands behind her head. “Or, arguably, a successful job. You took the turf and it’s easily in the hands of the Lionettis. There’s no way you’ll be protecting it forever.”

      “I agreed to hold off a counterattack from the Golden Path,” he said.

      “What if it never comes, does your boss never pay you?”

      “The timer runs out a week after the conference ends, as we figured Houou might wait until afterward to launch their counterattack.”

      Nina clicked her tongue. “Damn. I’d hoped you could pull a fast one.”

      “Alessia’s been playing hardball. Technically, I protected her for a ‘bonus’ last night. Although I imagine it will be a big one given how shaken she was.”

      The hard look on Nina’s face suggested she thought very little of the idea of working for “bonuses” as an enforcer. Yet she said nothing.

      On the street, Vince saw a series of black Benzes swing past. Almost certainly a convoy coming to collect Pola.

      He raised his hands to deflect Nina’s annoyance. “I mean it. Alessia was more open last night than she’s been for a while, and between that and how Fia and Pola behave, I’d say it’s pretty clear they’re very interested in keeping me on board.”

      “But not so interested to offer you a proper job and the pay to compensate.” She shook her head at him. “You don’t need to be accepting Alessia’s scraps if you like their work or vibe. Hell, if your interest is in dicking the wolfgirls, I’m pretty sure they’ll fuck you even if you’re not working for them.”

      “I think you’re making an assumption there.”

      Nina snorted. “Sure I am. I’ve been smelling Fia all over you for the past week. Honestly, I’ve been waiting for the day I smell deeper, so I can rib the hell out of her for getting railed. I’d certainly prefer her over the mouthy bitch in that penthouse.”

      This time it was Vince’s turn to order a new coffee, as he finished his off to hide his reaction.

      “I guess we should talk about that,” he said.

      A sigh slipped out of Nina before she reached over and tried to mess with his hair. He leaned back, just out of reach. So she stood up and planted a hand on the top of his head.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, staring up at her. The sheer size of Nina’s everything became very obvious when she loomed over him like this.

      “Just want to reiterate something,” she said, fixing with him a serious gaze. “I meant it when I said I expect you to gather up a pride. Quintus has kept you a secret from the rest of the city, and I’m sure that Salome was more than happy to keep you to herself. Now you’re spreading your wings and plenty of women are realizing you exist.”

      “Uh…” He frowned. “Okay?”

      She huffed and slumped back in her seat. “Look, I’m saying this because Fia flat out lied to me about Pola last night. Maybe she didn’t want me to know who you were fucking, as if I care that much about an old job. Or maybe she doesn’t understand that I’m not worried if you bend her over as well.”

      “This is about Fia, not Pola, isn’t it?” Vince asked, slowly comprehending.

      “Duh.” Nina remained quiet as the waitress dropped off a coffee for him. “I’ve known you long enough to realize you’re her type, and the reverse applies. At some point, the two of you are going to fuck—and fuck hard—in the back of her car. I’m making it clear that’s fine from my perspective. She’s fun.”

      Ah, the very word that filled Vince’s heart with dread. He swirled his coffee and stared into it.

      “Vince?” Nina asked.

      “The fact Fia is so much fun is the exact problem,” he said. “She reminds me of a lot of the dumb shit I did when I was caught up in Immanuel’s web.”

      “You’re still in their web. Only now you might have a chance to jump to a new web.”

      Vince got the impression that Nina might not approve of Alessia the same way she did Fia. “I’m talking about bad habits. Smoking, drugs, expensive food, heavy drinking—”

      “You already do most of that. Hell, you smash back energy drinks and infusions so much they might as well count as addictive drugs.” She smirked at him.

      “I haven’t smoked for weeks,” he said, strengthening his tone to get across his feelings. “And I’m keen to avoid blowing my new paycheck on steaks and caviar.”

      “And the booze?”

      “Well, that part isn’t so bad…”

      Nina laughed. “I’m sure you’d react the same way if I pointed out how much sex you’d be having if you picked Fia up.” When he glared at her, she shrugged. “I did a lot of dumb shit when I was an enforcer. I’ve cleaned up because I have to, but I don’t think you should avoid Fia just because you worry she’ll make you have too much fun.”

      “It’s more…” He ran a hand down his face. “Forget it. At least I know you won’t try to rip her head off if something happens. Anything else?”

      “Nicki’s good, too. She at least told me you’d probably end up fucking Pola or Fia last night.”

      Damn that harpy. “She brought up Pola?”

      “Casually, but yeah,” Nina said. “Perhaps a little petulantly. I find her hard to read, honestly. The fact she changed her appearance so drastically caught me by surprise. When I asked her the other night, she just said something about red not being her color. Maybe stuff her with eggs to help her get over… whatever problem she has.”

      “Sex isn’t the solution to every problem,” he drawled.

      “No, but I bet she’d have a lot more to think about once full of eggs and waddling around.”

      “You realize I need her to fly me around, right?”

      “Pfft, harpies are strong enough to carry prey and eggs. You’ll be fine.”

      The raw amusement shining in Nina’s eyes left Vince unsure that she was serious. How many years had it been since she’d been so… crass? While she remained as playful as ever, Nina had changed a lot in the past five years. Primarily because of her stuffy office job. Joking about sex wasn’t acceptable office banter. It’s not like she worked in an all-female office or anything.

      His eyes latched onto her outfit. When she’d shown up to help him deal with Quintus, it had been a little tight in places. Places that weren’t merely her tits.

      And, sure, it still looked half-a-size too small. But he swore that she fit better into it.

      “What are you looking at?” Nina growled, covering up the slightly pudgy spots of her skintight white shirt.

      “I’ve only seen you wear this maybe three or four times since you quit as an enforcer,” he said. “And two of those times are in the last week. Are you sure you’re doing alright in the office?”

      The liongirl slumped over the table. When the waitress looked over and began to walk over, Vince waved her off.

      “No,” Nina moaned. “I’m bored, frustrated, and sick of the idiots around me. Hell, I caught up with an old mentor of mine from my old job and she warned me about burnout. I’m fucking thirty, not fifty. The hell would I be burned out? I just fucking hate the place.”

      As someone who had avoided anything like an office job, Vince honestly didn’t understand the issue she had with burnout. But he’d run into the issue with other enforcers.

      “Didn’t you stop being an enforcer for the same reason?” he asked. “I know you’re not the first enforcer to reach the end of your rope and bail, whatever might have been the straw that broke your back.”

      “Being an independent enforcer is a temp job. Something that pays well for a few years, then you become a functioning member of society,” she said.

      “Thanks.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Given your attitude, I bet you’ll go corporate or ease into a cushy job once you calm down. I’m sure you could convince your current boss to pay you a mint every year to be her bodyguard and let her live out some fantasies.”

      “I don’t see myself as a corporate enforcer,” he said.

      “Sure. Right now. But my point is that enforcer is a job you can walk away from and get a real job. Except I’m in that real job and it’s not like I can just walk away from it, can I?”

      “Seems you’re trying, given how often you slap on your old outfit.”

      Nina glared at him over the top of her coffee cup. He sipped his own drink.

      “Let’s get back to your job. Any other complications?” Nina asked. “Other than the ache in your balls?”

      He chose not to tell her about his near-death experience last night. “The Yakuza showed up in force.”

      She snorted. “Any actual complications?”

      “No, I’m serious. A small army of them protected the depot after Pola panicked and returned to Lionetti Tower. They handed it back to me and said they want to work with Lionetti against Houou,” he explained, watching as Nina’s expression went from amused to puzzled to serious. “They had two immortals with them. A tengu and a… Qilin? Kirin? That’s what Alessia called her.”

      “The name depends on the country,” Nina said. “Qilin in China. Kirin in Japan and Korea. I’ve never met one, but they’re supposedly as powerful as elementals and stronger demons. That’s…” She clenched her fists, then slammed back the last of her coffee. “Forget your current job, Vince. If Houou’s old enemies are sending ancient enforcers over here to take them out, this isn’t a simple job. You either need a massive pay rise or walk.”

      “Alessia won’t pay—”

      “Like hell she fucking won’t,” Nina growled. “If she stiffs you after the past week, she’ll never hire a single enforcer in the city again. Her name will be mud. Especially with a corporate war on her turf. I’ll bet if you ask her to suck your cock to keep you on board, she’d ask you how many of her wolfgirls you want to do it every hour.”

      He coughed and looked away. The Benzes swung back around, but he noticed they slowed down nearby. Curious.

      “Uh, you’ve been more… aggressive this morning,” he said, watching the convoy of mafia vehicles come to a stop right outside the café. “Hornier. At least in your comments. I’d expect this from Salome, not you.”

      “Well, somebody riled me up with a photo of them riding your cock and…” Nina finally turned around and followed his gaze. “Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

      Alessia Lionetti stepped out of an SUV, accompanied by Fia and Lucia. The mafia don flicked a smile at Vince across the wide sidewalk separating her from the café.

      For whatever reason, the mafia don wanted an audience.
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      Nina remained seated while the Lionetti mobsters approached as a pack. But her narrowed eyes and clenched gauntlet suggested that her demeanor would flip like a switch given an excuse.

      More than a few nervous glances were shot at Vince by the enforcers, although Alessia’s regular bodyguards kept their cool. Even their tails seemed stiffer than usual. Lucia at least spared him a wink.

      A railing separated the outdoor seating from the street. At the moment, it seemed to hold symbolic importance as the flimsy barrier between Nina and the Lionettis. Alessia made her way around it toward the front of the store while refusing to meet either Vince’s gaze or that of his girlfriend.

      “If I wanted a mafia shakedown, I’d have stayed in the lobby,” Nina grumbled, her ears lowering. “At least that way I’d have a chance to teach that pipsqueak a lesson.”

      Pola had been upgraded to pipsqueak from bitch, presumably due to the proximity of a small army of enforcers with excellent hearing. Or maybe just due to Alessia. No way Nina hadn’t noticed the pair of enforcers that showed up earlier.

      “Where is the pipsqueak anyway?” Nina asked, looking at the assembled enforcers.

      “Confined to the penthouse,” Fia said. She leaned against the railing rather than follow Alessia. “I managed to keep her from charging out to fight you, and Alessia’s ordered her to stay put.”

      “You should have let her come out and get taught a lesson.” Nina didn’t so much glare at Fia as shoot her an annoyed, almost pouty look. “Vince could have witnessed firsthand how much stronger I am.”

      “Or been disappointed at how out of shape you are after 5 years of office work,” he said.

      Nina’s face reddened while her ears and tail shot up. “The hell I am! I might not spend my nights battling hired hitmen and crazed vampires anymore, but magic’s like riding a bike. I’m still more than powerful enough to be on top.”

      “You don’t seem the sort to ride bikes,” Fia said, looking Nina up and down.

      “My parents got me one when I was little. They make big ones, you know.” The lion crossed her arms and left Vince to imagine just how big a little Nina would have been. “More to the point, Pola Lionetti doesn’t seem like the sort of woman to stay put after sending out a challenge. Not after I rock up, ready to test her claim.”

      Every enforcer in sight visibly reacted to Nina’s words. Tails shot up, ears twitched, smirks appeared on faces. The many wolfgirls Alessia had brought along seemed intrigued and amused by the relationship drama. Vince had expected more hostility, given Nina’s past, but while the enforcers remained wary, they weren’t posturing as he’d expect before a brawl.

      “That’s how you view her stunt? She sends you a photo of herself on Vince’s dick and you think it’s a challenge,” Fia drawled.

      “Isn’t it?” Nina rocked back in her chair and kicked her feet up. This would have earned her a glare from the waitress, but she was too busy fawning over Alessia, who had just entered the café. “I don’t care if Vince bends over the whole lot of you Lionettis and fucks you into submission.”

      “You said no orgies last night,” he corrected.

      “Unless you invited me.”

      “You were serious?”

      Nina clicked her tongue and didn’t meet his gaze. While she talked a big game right now, he felt pretty glad he hadn’t tested her limits that far. And not just because she and Pola would have beaten each other up if Nina turned up for some “fun.”

      “I’m not talking about Vince,” Fia said. “I’m talking about Pola. To you, taking us on five years ago was a job. To us—and especially Pola—it changed our lives.”

      “You danced in the underworld and got burned. That’s how it works. Same deal with those enforcers last night that you, Vince, and everyone else splattered all over the pavement and your fancy-ass tower.” Nina’s eyes bore into Fia. “We walk with death and get to keep all the filthy money we make doing so. If either of your bosses wants to hold something against me, that’s their problem. My interest in Pola is purely about making sure she knows her position in the pride.”

      Vince raised an eyebrow. “Do I get a say in this?”

      “I dunno, Vince, do you?” Fia rolled her eyes. “Not like you just fucked Pola last night and made a decision.”

      “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      “Reality’s.”

      Snickers erupted from the nearby enforcers, although some kept quiet as they watched Alessia approach. The café staff bustled about, presumably trying to prepare something for her. Not that Vince expected to remain here for much longer. Although the sheer number of people now behind the counter preparing coffee, including what appeared to be the owner, suggested Alessia had ordered something big.

      Fia nodded at Alessia. “Boss.”

      All eyes turned to the mafia don, although Nina kept up her tough girl front. Vince hadn’t seen her this bitchy and bossy since he’d first met her. Her enforcer mask had firmly slipped back into place.

      Maybe it truly was like riding a bike.

      Alessia dressed as elegantly and fashionably as always, contrasting heavily against her more casually dressed enforcers and Nina’s enforcer gear. Her figure-hugging one-piece dress practically glowed in the morning sun due to how pure white it was, but only fell to her upper thighs. A neat little black jacket kept her chest and arms warm, but seemed almost too short. Sheer white pantyhose covered her highly exposed legs.

      A monochrome outfit that worked well with her black hair and tail. Even her jewelry was silver. The only color came from her ice-blue eyes, which smiled at Vince before she turned to face Nina and they became steely.

      “Miss Hayes. I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure to meet before,” Alessia said, her smile stiffening along with her eyes.

      Nina snorted. “Pleasure. Right. The only time we’ve had a chance to run into each other, you were holed up in that tower of yours and I was being offered half a million dollars to dump your ass in front of an alley for Houou to collect.”

      The pleasant atmosphere around the enforcers vanished. Their nervous shifting became more pronounced, along with more than a few bitter glances.

      Whether it had been a job to Nina or not, the wounds ran deep.

      Alessia didn’t even react. Her tail and ears remained completely still. Vince found her reaction eerie, as she was typically quite lively around him. The last time she’d been so stiff had been around Arnulfo and the branch families.

      “And if I overheard correctly, that was a job that doesn’t relate to today, correct? Or was your visit to the lobby of my penthouse actually related to enforcer work?” Alessia asked.

      “If you overheard me, then you know that I came here for Vince and to teach Pola a friendly lesson.” Nina crossed her arms over her breasts. “Keyword: friendly. I’m not an enforcer anymore.”

      “So I’ve heard. But one can never be too careful, and everyone has their price.” Sighing, Alessia looked over at Fia. “Pola is still in the penthouse, correct?”

      “Yeah.” Fia nodded. “I don’t think she’ll actually pick a fight. She left her gauntlet back at the tower.”

      “Seriously?” Nina asked.

      “Guess she got a little caught up with you, lover boy.” Fia grinned from ear to ear. “Although she did dig up her old focus. A rapier that I don’t think she’s used for years.”

      “I remember it,” Nina said. “She used it damn well, even if it is the sort of focus that only obscene wealth can buy. Good fit for wind magic. Why the hell would anyone let her switch to a gauntlet? They’re more the domain for earth magic, or any of the more cerebral elements.”

      When Alessia and Fia pointedly stared at the bulky metal gauntlet around Nina’s left hand, the lioness snorted. She flexed her claws and leaned back.

      Vince admitted he didn’t quite understand elemental affinities for foci. He had done enough research on those good for fire magic, but relied heavily on Ally’s expertise when he’d bought his sword cane. Even then, she’d focused on the materials, not the appearance of the focus.

      Nina knew her shit, though. Even if he was the same age she was when she retired, he held a fraction of her experience and knowledge.

      “You may not be a registered enforcer anymore, but the fact you’re equipped like one is enough,” Alessia said, pulling the conversation back to business. “While I always have business with Vince, I’d like to invite you to join us, Miss Hayes. Perhaps you can find a better use for your talent than wearing out office wear.”

      Nina’s chair thumped against the ground as she sat up straight. Her eyes bore into the mafia don, who simply stared back at her, poker face firmly in place.

      “I don’t think you want me around when you negotiate with Vince,” Nina said.

      “What if I want to negotiate with you?”

      A snort escaped Nina and she shook her head. “I’m not registered. It’s a pointless discussion.”

      “Registration as an independent enforcer is trivial, especially with an established background and a corporate sponsor. You and I both know you could be on the streets by lunchtime if you wanted to.” Alessia placed one hand on her hip. “It is up to you, however. Vince, I’d like to discuss business affairs somewhere more private. Once the round of coffees I ordered are done, please join us on the ride back.”

      He stared at her for a moment, then pointedly looked up at the skyscraper that contained her penthouse. It was so close he could probably hit it with a lazily hurled fireball.

      Alessia had the good grace to flush.

      “We do need to park the convoy,” she said, fiddling with her silver necklace.

      “Yeah, well, while you park, Vince and I will stroll over on our own time,” Nina said. “I’ll decide whether to waste my time on you, unless your sister has the balls to respond to my challenge.”

      “I don’t think she has balls,” Fia said. “Unless Vince has discovered something new last night.”

      “No,” he said flatly.

      Nina simply rolled her eyes.

      After several long seconds of silence, Alessia curtsied to Vince. Hell, she even moved slightly to ensure she was only facing him, not Nina. Then she turned and returned to the café counter.

      Vince wondered if he imagined the sway of her hips, which stood out more than any other encounter thanks to her figure-hugging dress. He certainly enjoyed the sight.

      Until Fia poked him in the back of the head and Nina flicked his forehead.

      “Hey,” he said, rubbing both spots.

      “While I’m sure staring at my boss’s ass is an enjoyable pastime, are you actually coming with us?” Fia asked.

      Nina pointedly ignored the question and instead stared at nothing. Despite all her bluster, the decision lay with Vince. This was his contract, after all.

      “If Alessia wants to talk work, I’ll come along. Just need to cover the bill,” he said.

      Alessia’s ears twitched in the distance and she abruptly trotted toward the register. The staff bustled as they prepared what appeared to be fifty separate coffees to go.

      “I wouldn’t worry about the bill,” Fia said, her eyes on Alessia as well. “If you’re coming, I’ll walk with the two of you.”

      While they waited for Alessia’s order to be completed, Fia and Nina made small talk about another outing this week. This time to the gym. Fia dodged the specific topic, but Vince caught her eyes running along Nina’s sides.

      The waitress from earlier darted over with three coffees, including one for Fia. When he tried to get the bill from her, she just muttered something about it being taken care of and rushed back behind the counter. Alessia pointedly refused to look at him.

      Well, he’d take a small bonus where he got it.

      Finally, she left with her enforcers, each of whom carried a takeaway coffee cup. Lucia once again shot him a wink as she escorted Alessia back to the convoy.

      Fia hopped the railing and waited patiently for the doors to shut.

      Then she shot Nina an annoyed look. “Would it have killed you to warn me? By the time I got control of the situation, every capo knew you’d showed up at the penthouse.”

      “Seems like a fair punishment for Pola to be the source of some chaos,” Nina said.

      “That’s not the problem,” Fia snapped. “Other than a few that panicked, almost everyone connected the dots within minutes. The entire Family knows you’re fucking V. I can’t even work out if Alessia knew all along. It makes me look like an idiot or a traitor at the worst possible time, given we had a major leak last night and now everyone knows I either missed you or knew about you, but didn’t tell the others.”

      Nina winced and scratched the back of her head. “I didn’t ask you to keep a secret. And Vince didn’t mention—”

      “Whatever you were told this morning means sweet fuck-all.” Fia slugged back some of her coffee, as if trying to distract herself. “I’d really prefer to be kept in the loop. Vince was balls deep in Pola, so I’ll forgive him for not updating me until he woke up, but you should have known better.”

      “Oh, so he gets off.” The lioness glowered at Vince, who sipped his coffee and stayed out of the argument.

      “That’s what I just said, in more ways than one.”

      Fia continued to glare at Nina, until the lioness raised her hands in surrender.

      “Fine. I lost my shit a bit,” Nina admitted. “Do you have any idea how fucking annoying it was to receive that photo? I only just nabbed my boyfriend, and now some bitch I chose to leave alive is picking a fight with me. And she’s still pissed off over my old job. Fuck, you’re even implying she changed her magical focus to match mine. I don’t see why I’m getting reamed instead of her.”

      “Pola is absolutely getting reamed for her stupid shit, and not just because you’ll flatten her,” Fia said. “I’d just prefer if you worked with me, not against me.”

      “We’ve barely…” Nina stopped herself and instead drank some coffee.

      “Barely met, I know. People become friends by talking to each other, often about their problems and annoying mutual friends. My problem right now is that I think you’ve made things harder all around, and Alessia might go back to playing hardball.”

      Nina narrowed her eyes at Fia.

      But Vince spoke before his girlfriend could, “I’m not sitting back and letting Alessia screw me over my work again. Last night was insane and I’m still feeling the aftereffects.”

      Fortunately, the thirst had died down enough by now that he wasn’t so worried about a medical emergency. He’d grab an energy drink on the way out if doing so wouldn’t freak out both women.

      The convoy had left by now, so they rose and left. By now, all other patrons had left save the suited wolffolk, who dug into his ham and eggs. No sign of the catgirl sisters.

      Walking back to the penthouse only took a few minutes, although they were awkward as hell. Fia and Nina seemed unwilling or unable to talk to each other. He suspected they’d work things out once he was out of their hair. If they didn’t, he’d prod them both.

      Lucia stood in the lobby along with most of the other enforcers, including those who had tried to confront Nina earlier. The bodyguard waved them over to the penthouse elevator.

      “Gotta say, of all the lions you could be fucking, this wasn’t in the betting pool,” Lucia said to Vince. “I think more people expected you to be railing Luscarne.”

      “The dumbass leading Kaziern’s enforcers?” he asked.

      “Well, yeah. You crushed Kaziern so soundly that a few of us thought you might have turned her. Not like anyone believed you were on their side after what you did last night.”

      Oh, good. Although he wondered how any of them might think he was fucking Luscarne. Surely they recognized her scent?

      “Pola would have murdered me if I’d had Luscarne’s scent on me. And Alessia never would have hired me,” he said.

      The penthouse elevator doors opened while Lucia stared pointedly at Nina. The lioness ignored the wolfgirl as she entered the elevator with Fia.

      “Alright, point taken, but Nina’s not an enforcer anymore,” he said.

      Lucia shrugged. “Who better to hire as an assassin? Hey, big girl, how many offers do you get per month to come beat people up?”

      “Too many,” Nina grumbled. “Houou never reached out to hire me for this one, though. I’m betting they knew I was with Vince.”

      Silence overtook the elevator as it shot upward. Vince knew that neither of the wolves wanted to state the obvious: that Houou had connected Nina to Vince before the Lionettis.

      Although Pola had known all along and just… not told anyone. Vince had a feeling she’d be getting an earful from Alessia over that. Fia wouldn’t be the only wolf in Alessia’s bad books.

      Nina tensed as the elevator came to a halt. When the door opened and revealed an empty foyer, she relaxed.

      “Alessia’s not going to let Pola ruin her negotiations,” Fia said as she strode toward the entrance to the penthouse proper.

      Lucia stepped over to the other door and unlocked it with a spell. Voices escaped the small guard room adjacent to the penthouse, then she closed the door and dashed over to them. Vince saw a couple of beds in the room, but caught little else.

      Nina shot Fia a look as they waited patiently outside. “You’re telling me you don’t have a key here?”

      “Only Alessia and Pola have keys,” Fia said. “I think there are a couple of spares, but they’re magically encoded to the sisters.”

      “So when Alessia slips in the shower and breaks her back, you’ll just leave her to die.”

      The wolves shot Nina annoyed looks, but she crossed her arms with a triumphant look.

      “We can unlock the door from the guard room, but it takes 24 hours,” Lucia said. “They can open the doors remotely from the inside if they need us to enter.”

      “Amazing. The mafia don done in by soap.”

      The door opened right at that moment, and another of the bodyguards looked out with a confused expression.

      “Soap? What?” she asked.

      Lucia and Fia pushed past her, keen to get the hell away from this conversation. Nina and Vince followed.

      One of the dining chairs had been pulled into the living space, and Alessia sat with her back to the view over the harbor. She sipped her coffee while gesturing for everyone to sit on the couches in front of her.

      Naturally, Fia and Lucia ignored the command and instead stood on either side of her. Nina leaped over the back of the couch. She landed with an explosive rush of air as her weight slammed into the cushions. Vince wandered around the long way, unwilling to damage any furniture.

      “I expected somebody to be up here to pick a fight with me,” Nina said, looking around at the handful of bodyguards present. No Pola. Only Alessia’s handpicked enforcers.

      “I gently requested that Pola remain in her bedroom until I finalize affairs. If you still desire to confront her about her relationship with Vince, you may do so later,” Alessia said.

      “It’s not about the relationship,” Nina muttered.

      She stretched out across the cushions but kept her distance from Vince. He’d expected her to curl up against him, but maybe that would look weak in her eyes.

      “I’m assuming you’re interested in what I have to say, given you came,” Alessia said.

      “Maybe. Maybe I’m just here to give you a hard time on Vince’s behalf.” Nina stared back with a dull expression. “I told you. I’m retired.”

      “And working a highly fulfilling career as an accountant. Yes, I kept some tabs on you after the… incident.” Alessia’s expression remained unchanged, but Vince caught her eyes turning steely as she looked at Nina.

      “I’m sure that was a great use of your resources. You know there are plenty of other independent enforcers just as strong as I used to be, right? Vince took one out last night.”

      “Hamelin, yes. And the fact he did so only cements that I made the right choice to hire him.”

      Vince’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait, I know you said the mouse was a big deal, but as strong as you? Bullshit. I could vaporize the phantoms with any of my spells and she went down easy.”

      The stares from everyone around him made his skin itch. He shrugged off the feeling.

      “She singlehandedly kept our enforcers from entering the building,” Fia said. “Maybe you should remember just how absurd that dragon of yours is. Both of you had meister-tier spells and could deny entire areas to any enforcer weaker than you. Yours was just better.”

      “And that’s my point,” he said.

      Nina hit him in the arm. “Give yourself more credit. You’ve come a long way since we met.”

      “There’s no way in hell I can beat you with my dragon.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But there are things you can do with it that I can’t. Hell, you chased away Juliet and I never even risked fighting her. Don’t give me shit about how you’re still chasing my shadow.”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Vince effectively admitted that would have been his argument. Nina saw through him.

      Alessia took the opportunity to steer matters back to her favorite topic. “It’s foes on Juliet Forest’s level that have forced me to request your aid—”

      “Nobody forces you to do anything, Don Lionetti,” Nina said, head snapping back toward Alessia and stretching out languorously again. “You’re scared shitless of what Houou’s willing to do. They’ve blown millions of bucks and a lot of political cred to try to take you out. Even though you barely even qualify as a thorn in their side. Somebody has a grudge.”

      Alessia’s hands balled into fists and whitened. Her composure remained intact otherwise, but Nina had struck close to home.

      “Warm?” Nina teased.

      “It’s apparent that Houou has some deeper resentment for my family’s position in the city, even as our presence in the underworld has waned,” Alessia said. “With so little time to rebuild our forces, and relatively little territory to attract elite enforcers, any movement by a conglomerate against us might be lethal. Which is why I want you to work for me.”

      “So I can take the bullet for you?” The lioness scoffed. “I retired so I could stop putting my neck out for billion-dollar corporations who paid me a fraction of what they made from any mission. It’s not like you have a reputation for paying top dollar, like Houou or our lovely dragon lord.”

      “I can more than afford your rates,” Alessia said stonily.

      Nina simply raised an eyebrow and said nothing.

      Seconds passed in silence. Alessia likely wasn’t used to being refused outright like this. Or so combatively.

      “What of you, Vince? Do you have doubts about my ability to pay you?” Alessia asked, annoyance creeping into her voice.

      “Given the expensive alcohol you splash around and this penthouse, no,” he said. But before Alessia could smile triumphantly at Nina, he added, “You know that Nina’s not talking about whether you can afford her, but whether you’re willing to. If you wanted to throw around plenty of cash, you’d have been the one hiring Hamelin and a bunch of other top-notch enforcers.”

      “I did,” the don growled, before wincing. Her wolf ears flicked up and down once as she sipped her coffee. “Money doesn’t guarantee results. Miss Hayes destroyed one group of ‘top-notch enforcers,’ and the Golden Path ruined the second. Even Houou just learned that lesson, after burning who knows how many millions. All of their efforts to stamp us out in the past few years are on the verge of collapse. An investment that can’t even be written off for tax benefits.”

      Somehow, Vince doubted that. Houou surely found some way to claim a tax write-off even for their bribes to the mayor.

      “There’s always an unknown performance factor when hiring people and investing in human capital,” Alessia continued. “In investment, it’s referred to as alpha. You certainly possess a lot of it, Vince. Miss Hayes as well.”

      Fia and the other wolves looked away while covering their mouths. A series of coughs escaped them all. Alessia rolled her eyes.

      “I didn’t call Vince an alpha male,” Alessia insisted, tail lashing the ground as she glared at her subordinates.

      “Never implied that,” Fia mumbled between suppressed laughs.

      “I even said that Nina was—”

      “There’s only one alpha in the pride, and I think that’s Vince,” Nina said.

      Alessia glared at the lioness, and she smirked back.

      “Fine. I’ll cut to the chase. Money isn’t the issue, as you’ll soon find out,” Alessia said. “But are you so wedded to your new life that you’ll leave Vince to battle Houou’s machinations by himself? Especially with a corporate war brewing. It may not erupt in the next week, based on my discussions with Mayor Kochhar and June, but it is coming.”

      A fierce glare shot at Alessia. Nina said nothing, however. Vince felt a storm brewing and knew that if Alessia pushed too hard on this topic that his girlfriend would add another wolfgirl to her shitlist.

      Sighing, he leaned forward. “Alessia, you can’t force somebody’s life to change. Nina’s given you her answer. Why don’t we talk about my contract?”

      “Force?” Alessia bit her lip. “I’m simply making my position clear. Everyone has talents they excel at compared to others, and we don’t get to choose them. Some of us don’t get to choose our lives.”

      “Being an enforcer is a far cry from being born into a mafia family,” Vince said, trying to keep his tone steady. The implied comparison annoyed him. “Your own enforcers sure as hell get to choose. They, and anyone else, can walk away at any time, whatever threats might follow them. We don’t owe anyone employment.”

      Alessia glared at him. “I don’t threaten my employees or members of the Lionetti Family should they pursue a different future. It’s a common occurrence.”

      The fact it was common caused a few enforcers to shuffle uncomfortably. Vince doubted the Lionettis saw the same turnover prior to the attack by Houou five years ago. Were there elite enforcers waiting in the wings, who had stepped away from the Lionettis after their fall from power? Vince doubted there’d be much love for them among the current enforcers.

      “Then you sure as hell understand. So let’s talk business,” he said, meeting her gaze.

      After running a hand down her face and muttering something in Italian, Alessia sat up straight and smiled at him. For the first time in a while, he saw the fakeness of her expression. She’d smiled genuinely at him earlier.

      “Very well,” she said. “First, I’ll explain the current situation.”

      “We debriefed last night.”

      “Yes, and I’ve spent more time than I typically care to speaking with important officials across the city. Houou’s clan heads refuse to acknowledge me and their public executives won’t risk implicating themselves in last night’s disaster. What I do have are assurances from the police.”

      “Are they worth anything?” he asked.

      Alessia ran a hand through her hair and sipped her drink again. “More than they would have been yesterday. Your friend, Mr. Kilpatrick, was right that the police executive is cracking down on the corrupt elements in Albion. They’ve stated that they’ll treat any further public enforcer conflicts as criminal and react accordingly.”

      “So if Houou sends the Golden Path in—”

      “I expect the police to attack everybody involved, unless they’re corporate. If they attack enforcers defending our… property”—Alessia’s lips twitched at the euphemism—“then they’ll set a dangerous precedent. It’d kick off a dozen corporate wars overnight. But it reverses the usual state of affairs. Independent enforcers like you are in danger. Especially while completing your current contract.”

      He showed no reaction. Sure, Alessia had just implied that trying to finish his job and fend off the Golden Path would be a one-way ticket to bankruptcy, but he doubted she’d hang him out to dry.

      Although he might need to push back hard if she tried to screw him again. Whatever he got paid wouldn’t be enough if the police made an example of him.

      “I have an offer to reconcile the matter,” Alessia said. “Join the Lionetti Family as an associate. You’d have almost all the benefits of joining as a corporate enforcer, despite not being wolffolk or Italian. It’s the only way to join us short of marriage. This way, I can protect you legally and financially. The position would come with significant compensation, naturally.”
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      “You’re offering to make me a made man?” Vince asked.

      The silence that followed, along with the awkward shuffling and glances from the Lionetti enforcers, told him that he was way off the mark. Nina seemed less certain. She kept her eyes squarely on him.

      “You can’t be inducted into the Lionetti Family,” Alessia said, her ears twitching as she spoke. “The rank of associate is the highest allowed for non-wolffolk or wolffolk not of Italian descent. Save for marrying into the Family, of course.”

      Her eyes wandered to the door that led to Pola’s bedroom. Nina clicked her tongue in response.

      “So… this is similar to the Golden Path or Kaziern’s non-lionfolk goons.” He leaned forward and rested his head on his hands, using his thighs for support. “I’d be a corporate enforcer, but of a lower tier.”

      Alessia bit her lip. “Yes, but it’s more complicated than that. The position of associate is rarely used in the modern Lionetti Family. Before we incorporated, almost everyone who worked with us was termed an associate. Business owners, union organizers, corrupt police officers, government officials—the list goes on. Every enforcer started as an associate as well.”

      Quite the array of people. Vince reminded himself that he was dealing with the actual mafia, not just some company with a bunch of thugs.

      “Now that we are a legitimate enterprise, the position is only used for allied enforcers,” she continued. “Everything else is handled through Lionetti Enterprises.” A smile graced her face. “Just as we legitimized, so too did our connections. We ceased hiding in the shadows.”

      “Do you have a point?” Nina asked. “I don’t mind history lessons, but I like them to be more relevant than some random ass Pharaoh who died millennia ago because he fucked his sister.”

      “I don’t think Pharaohs died for that reason,” Vince said.

      Nina scoffed. “Well, that just shows how much I care. Well?”

      Rolling her eyes, Alessia continued speaking, but kept her gaze firmly fixed on Vince. “I have great latitude in how I treat associates, including what powers they are granted. The comparison to the Golden Path falls over there. Our security subsidiary is probably the closest to them or Kaziern’s own security. Corporate enforcers not associated with the Family. You’d be the first associate I’ve appointed.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “You said the rank was rare, not nonexistent.”

      Alessia simply smiled at him.

      “We used it a lot more before shit hit the fan,” Fia said. “Back when we controlled more territory. Some associates were basically capos. And I think there was even an entire gang of associates that controlled territory south across the bay, where the Yakuza are trying to set up shop. Is that what you’re offering him, boss?”

      “I don’t think Vince has an interest in creating his own gang,” Alessia said drily. “Unless I’m wrong?”

      “Absolutely not.” He sighed and leaned against the back of the couch. “Look, I’m flattered by the offer, but—”

      “Hold on,” Nina interrupted. Now it was her turn to lean forward, and her frustration directed itself at him. “You’re turning down an offer to go corporate just like that? What did I say earlier?”

      “A prediction.” Vince’s expression remained unchanged. “I like being independent. Alessia, you wondered when we first met why I didn’t take cushy jobs. Nothing’s changed. Even with the risks, I prefer my freedom. Freedom to choose who I work for, and to say no when they ask for too much.”

      “Are you saying no to me right now?” Alessia’s face turned as stony as it had when she spoke to Nina.

      “To becoming an associate? Absolutely. Plus, you still owe me a bonus.”

      Her expression returned to normal and she tried to drink some coffee. Except her cup was empty. She held it up for an enforcer to take, then crossed her legs and tried to look stately.

      “I’ll include the bonus if you join me,” she said. “I can make the offer enticing enough, beyond just covering fines.”

      “Plus, proper insurance, consistent income even when you’re not cracking heads, protection from the cops, vacations.” Nina ticked off her fingers and seemed annoyed that she couldn’t come up with more reasons. “Uh…”

      “Why didn’t you ever go corporate if it’s so great?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.

      The hell was Nina trying to convince him to take the job?

      “Because I always planned to bail on the job and become a functioning member of society,” she said.

      The other enforcers looked as annoyed as Vince felt. Fia even rolled her eyes. Given the capo’s opinion on office work, he doubted she and Nina saw eye to eye on this matter.

      “I could make you a similar offer, Miss Hayes,” Alessia said. “Complete with an office job, if that’s your preference when you’re not needed for enforcer duties.”

      Nina scowled, crossed her arms, and glared at the wall. A smirk flickered across the mafia don’s face before she looked back at Vince with a smile.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “Still no. It’s not a problem with the Lionettis,” he said. “I just prefer being a freelancer. Especially if you pay me well.”

      No response escaped Alessia. Instead, she stood and walked up to one of the windows. Her reflection in the tinted glass gave away her frustration.

      “Then let’s discuss your bonus and contract,” she said. “My first offer is simple. As a bonus for going above and beyond last night, I’ll consider your current job complete. You’ll receive a full payout on Monday, once I can transfer you the funds.”

      Vince’s jaw almost fell, but he managed to reduce his surprise to blinking and a gulp of surprise. Nina hit him lightly in the arm.

      “Oi,” she muttered. “Poker face, dumbass.”

      He ran a hand down his face. “I mean, I’d still get that money if I—”

      “Yes, but you’ll have the cash now,” Alessia said, still staring out the window. “Furthermore, it means I can offer you a new contract. One with substantially more generous provisions.”

      “And more danger. I’m not stupid, Alessia. Houou wants you dead. You and Pola. Whatever is driving them to attack you so ferociously won’t vanish in a week or two, or even if you make Kaziern kneel. What’s stopping you from just offering me a proper bonus and an extra job right now?”

      “Because I’m offering you the chance to walk away from this corporate war.”

      Everyone stared at Alessia. Fia scowled and opened her mouth to say something, before stopping herself and flicking her hair over one shoulder.

      “The moment I stop working for you, Quintus will—” he tried to say.

      “I imagine he won’t wait now. Immanuel’s dislike of Old World influence is well known.” Alessia finally turned to face him. “They came here from Europe to escape the machinations of the eldest demons and to define themselves as more than pawns of evil. I’m certain that Immanuel will act to stop Knightsgate from gaining power, no matter what the collateral damage.”

      “I didn’t think we agreed to work with the Yakuza,” Fia said in a quiet voice.

      “We haven’t. In fact, I’m still unwilling to turn the conglomerates against us by assisting them in their war on Houou. But even if we don’t befriend them, we’ll be fighting for a common cause.”

      “Destroying Houou,” Vince said. “Is that what the new contract is about? Attacking the foxes on their home turf?”

      A giggle escaped Alessia, which she tried to suppress. Her cheeks bulged as she turned to face the windows. Her attempts failed and she laughed more than he’d ever seen her. Even Fia seemed surprised.

      Nina snorted. “Vince, you’re a tough guy. And I’m pretty strong myself. But if you hit Houou’s turf, a kill team of foxes would put us both in the ground. Six-tail assholes teleporting around, hitting like trucks, and throwing around meister-tier spells everywhere. That’s before any clan guardians get involved. I can probably trash a fox enforcer or two, but I doubt even Juliet could touch a guardian.”

      “Indeed,” Alessia said, still smiling broadly. “No, Vince, we’re not attacking Houou directly. Because we don’t have to. All of their territory in Albion is held by vassals like Kaziern. And if the Yakuza wish to attack them directly, that’s their prerogative and the role of the immortals you spotted last night.”

      Vince scratched his head and tried not to look too embarrassed. “Alright, what’s the contract then?”

      “I’d like to hear about your opinion of the bonus.”

      “Alessia, when have I given you the impression I plan to bail?”

      She remained unmoved.

      Nina spoke up this time, “You glossed over it earlier, but paying out his contract early isn’t just a gesture of goodwill. You fucked up with your original contract and now you need him to do extra work.”

      “No, it is a gesture of goodwill. A bonus.” Alessia regained her poker face. “There is nothing stopping me from offering an expanded contract right now, without paying out the first earlier.”

      “Sure, except how many enforcers want to take on a second job for the same boss before their first pays out? You’re being cheap.”

      Alessia merely folded her arms in front of herself and looked at Vince, ignoring Nina. The lioness gave a dark chuckle.

      “Boss, I think we can spare some cash,” Fia said.

      Alessia shot her a sharp look. She sat back down again, her hands restless as they played with the ends of her hair. “Fine. I’ll personally cover your first police fine, no matter the amount, as a gift.”

      “Gift?”

      “Yes. It can’t come from a corporate account and isn’t strictly linked to the job, for legal reasons. I’ll pay it out of goodwill and because of your connection to my sister. Assuming Miss Hayes and Pola sort out their… argument over you, I can easily justify assisting Pola’s mate.”

      “I said it wasn’t about the relationship,” Nina snapped.

      Alessia smirked at the lioness, exuding a level of smugness that Vince found surprising. “Oh? You turned up this morning, immediately after Pola claimed Vince as her mate, ready to battle. I even overheard that you fully intended to put her in her place.”

      Nina snarled while pulling out her phone. “I will put that bitch in her place.”

      The enforcers turned stone faced, save for Fia who stared at Nina and her phone in amazement. Vince realized too late what his girlfriend intended.

      “Your outburst doesn’t convince me,” Alessia said drily.

      “Look, Pola sent this to me. Taunting me with my own boyfriend.” Nina thrust her phone toward Alessia, brightness at max to show off the lurid image on it. “Would you sit back and let shit like this stand? Vince can bend all you pups over and fuck you right now, for all I care, but I’m not taking shit like this. I had him first, and I’m the lioness on top of his pride.”

      Whether any of Nina’s words reached Alessia remained a mystery. Because the wolfgirl don’s face had turned cherry red while her ears and tail shot bolt upright. Her eyes widened so much that Vince worried they might fall out of her skull.

      The other enforcers shuffled around the room to see the phone. Lucia let out a whistle.

      “Nice,” she said, eyes glued to Vince’s crotch. “Very nice.”

      Both he and Fia ran hands down their faces. Nina had shown everyone the image Pola had taken of her riding him.

      Just what he needed. His boss got to see his cock inside her sister.

      “I… I wasn’t aware,” Alessia said, voice oddly high-pitched. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      She juddered to her feet, then shot toward the door to the rest of the penthouse. Lucia tried to follow, but Alessia slammed the door in her face.

      Snickering, Lucia leaned against the wall. “Pola is fucked. And not just by you, V.”

      “Thanks,” he drawled.

      He stared at the closed door. While he heard nothing through it or the wall, Alessia’s reaction suggested a very particular destination. One that he suspected might test the soundproofing.

      “Got my point across,” Nina said, pocketing her phone.

      “If you’re so annoyed by that image, why are you sharing it with everyone?” Fia asked.

      “Because you idiots keep thinking I’m pissed over something else.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Minutes passed in a mixture of silence and small talk between Fia and Nina. Vince tried to ignore the heated looks the other enforcers gave him. Lucia’s grin never faded.

      Finally, the door opened. Alessia stormed through it, one hand dragging Pola behind her. A narrow but long sword hung from Pola’s waist and she’d found some pants since Vince last saw her. Although she still padded in barefoot.

      “Sis, stop, I don’t wanna—” Pola tried to say, before clamming up at the sight of Nina.

      “Lucia, get another chair,” Alessia ground out, fury writ across her face. Her arm bulged with muscles she didn’t have, but Vince strongly suspected she held the same physical strength as her sister.

      Not that Pola appeared to fight back. She glared at the ground as Lucia returned with another dining chair, and only sat down after a barked command from Alessia.

      “Now, Pola, I think you have somebody to apologize to,” Alessia said.

      “I’m not saying anything to her, unless it’s with my claws,” Pola muttered.

      “I want you to apologize to Vince.” Alessia glared down at her sister, tail lashing the ground in a rare show of emotion. “He finally agreed to be with you, and you treat him like this? This is disgraceful. Utterly below a Lionetti, let alone the sottocapo. Apologize, before I make things worse.”

      “Worse?” Pola glared back at Alessia. “How could you—”

      Alessia’s eyes flashed and she glanced at Fia.

      Before any dangerous words escaped Alessia, Pola yelped and shot to her feet. “Wait! Wait! I’ll say sorry.”

      Mollified, Alessia returned to her chair. Her gaze never left her sister.

      Like a small child, Pola wrapped her hands behind her back and looked at the ground. She looked vaguely in Vince’s direction. “Sorry.”

      “Fia, I want you to—” Alessia began to say, voice deathly cold.

      “Wait!” Pola wailed, finally looking at Vince. “Look, I’m sorry. Last night was just so amazing, and when I got reminded that this stupid lion also had you, I needed to stake my claim. You’re my mate. Shouldn’t I be the pack leader?”

      “It’s a pride,” Nina said.

      “Only until I knock you down and watch Vince—” Pola began to say.

      “Quiet!” Alessia snapped. Her voice thundered with magic and Vince felt a light mental suggestion crash against his mind.

      Not that anyone appeared to be seriously affected. The enforcers blinked and rubbed their temples, while he, Pola, and Nina merely blinked. Fia seemed annoyed.

      Vince’s jaw finally dropped. “You can use mental magic, Alessia?”

      She sighed. “Yes. Not that I’m very good at it. It’s always been taught to members of the main Lionetti Family. Unfortunately, it takes decades to truly excel at for demihumans.”

      “But I bet you can fuck with some people if you grip that wand on your thigh,” Nina said. “Great way to cement a contract.”

      “Using mental magic in business dealings tends to void contracts,” Alessia said. “It’s for defense, but also to keep the branch families in line.”

      Always taught to the main family…

      “Wait, Pola, do you know mental magic?” he asked.

      Every wolfgirl snickered as one. Even Alessia allowed herself a smile, while Pola pouted.

      “I never got past the first lesson,” she muttered.

      “Indeed. While you’re powerful, mental magic requires finesse.” Alessia’s expression hardened. “That wasn’t much of an apology, Pola. Vince, what do you think?”

      Both Lionetti sisters looked at him, but with wholly different expressions. Alessia’s silently demanded that he chide her sister, while Pola practically begged for forgiveness. Nina merely crossed her arms and stared at the window.

      Maybe she felt the same way about this that he did. Sure, he wanted Pola to learn her lesson, but this felt like a child being punished by her mother. The entire situation was embarrassing.

      He wanted to say that it was fine, and not a big deal.

      Yet he didn’t. If he gave Pola a free pass here, would she continue to mess around? Sure, he wanted to be supportive, but if she never learned her boundaries, would he last with her?

      Probably not. He and Nina got along as well as they did because they’d been together for years, even if they only cemented things last weekend.

      “Pola, listen until the end,” he said.

      Her ears lowered but she nodded.

      “I do forgive you. But you need to not do that again. You and Alessia keep calling me your mate, but if you genuinely want us to be together, then you can’t trample on me or constantly battle with those I care about.” He paused and bit his lip, while Pola rubbed her arms. “For my part, I’m also sorry that I didn’t tell you about Nina.”

      “I already knew,” Pola mumbled.

      “Maybe. But I didn’t know that. Anyway, don’t do something like this again and I promise not to keep secrets.”

      She nodded. Then she snuck a glance at Alessia, whose anger had faded from her visible expression.

      After rolling her eyes, Alessia waved a hand at her sister. “It’s fine. Although I imagine you’ll need more than an apology to handle Miss Hayes.”

      “Oh, for sure,” Nina growled. “I’ll be happy when…”

      Remembering Alessia’s outburst, the lioness swallowed her words. She and Pola traded glares yet again.

      Alessia looked at both of them. “Unless you’re going to battle for Vince’s affection right now, may I finish my discussion with him?”

      Both women nodded, but never looked away from each other.

      “The contract?” Vince asked.

      “I assume you’re happy enough with the bonus?” Alessia pressed.

      “If I say no to the follow-up contract, what happens to the fine?” he asked.

      “I’ll still pay it. Assuming I’m alive to cover it.”

      He winced at the reminder of what his work likely would involve. Despite his attempt to play hardball, the fact the Lionettis were in mortal peril made it difficult to truly be a hardass.

      Sure, he wanted to be paid more, but he’d let himself get attached. Alessia had him over a barrel. If he walked away, what was the likelihood that Pola or Fia got torn apart by another team of enforcers? Or that Houou went all out?

      Not to mention that getting paid early was a big deal. Nina had rightly tried to find a way to squirm out of the job. The full payout was worth as much as Immanuel paid him for a couple years of work. Sure, he hadn’t battled a vampire assassin or meister-tier necromancer before, but this was more money than he’d ever received at once. Even his biggest jobs for Quintus paid less than the advance he’d received from Alessia.

      “I’m happy,” he admitted.

      “Good. As I said, I’ll transfer the money on Monday.”

      Quintus would be thrilled once he saw the cash enter Vince’s account. He needed to plan for another visit from his old boss.

      Alessia lost all emotion on her face abruptly. Her tail and ears stilled as she prepared to negotiate over the next job.

      “The next contract isn’t simple,” she admitted. “But it will pay commensurately. My objectives at the moment are threefold: bring Kaziern to heel; protect our territory and personnel from Houou; and deal with Juliet before she strikes again.”

      “That’s four contracts,” Nina said. “Weren’t you saying earlier that you could simply offer this job without ending the old one early? Nobody would accept four new jobs at the same time as that old one.”

      Vince agreed with a nod. “Yeah, the previous job was big, but every objective led on from another. These are all separate jobs. I just refused being a corporate enforcer, Alessia.”

      “Yet I still need these things done.” Alessia remained completely still. “In particular, dealing with Kaziern is an important aspect still unfinished from the previous contract. They aren’t about to let their former territory remain in our hands unless we force the matter.”

      “No matter how much you’re offering, a single contract for this is nuts,” Nina said, a scowl forming on her face. “Vince, I know you like these wolves, but you just said you won’t go corporate. A job this big means more than one fine.”

      Alessia continued to show no emotion. “If you prefer, I’m happy to make each a separate contract, with their own conditions for success. Or else a single large contract with ‘progress payments’ as you complete each objective. I understand that Juliet might be difficult to find.”

      “How much?” he asked.

      Without hesitating, Alessia reeled off a six-figure sum. Vince knew he gave away his opinion, especially as Nina sighed and hit him in the arm again.

      “That will barely cover a fine if he gets hit with two,” the lioness said.

      “I’m offering more than Vince would make in a year as a corporate enforcer,” Alessia replied. “In just three months. On top of the payment for the earlier contract. On top of what might be a six figure fine. It’s a very generous offer.”

      “You should be hiring a whole team.”

      “As I said, I tried that. Vince will receive more than any individual enforcer would, save for obscene rates like those of Juliet Forest. But then, I’m not paying him to assassinate Houou’s CEO.”

      “And when Vince gets bankrupted by a second fine, because the mayor is on the warpath?” Nina pushed.

      The mafia don folded her hands in her lap. “If the police act unreasonably against the Lionetti Family—even through Vince—I am more than willing to intervene.”

      Nina nodded slowly, but still seemed annoyed.

      “I take it I can’t get that in writing?” Vince asked.

      “No. There can’t be any paper trail. It’s highly likely that my contracts with you will be ascertained by the police as part of their investigation. The rules around hiring independent enforcers are complex, but if I cover fines then it’ll allow the police to act against the Lionetti Family directly.” Her eyes narrowed. “There is a simple solution if you’re worried about fines, Vince.”

      The ups and downs of being independent. She’d admitted that the pay was far higher than her offer to become an associate, but the flipside was that Alessia’s willingness to cover his fines and incidentals waned.

      Alessia’s lips quirked upward, breaking her façade. “Well?”

      “You should be paying more if you expect him to fight during this conference. The cops are pissed,” Nina said.

      “Last I checked, the conference doesn’t last three months.” Alessia’s tongue must be a desert right now with how dry her tone was.

      “What’s the split?” Vince asked.

      “No advance payment. 20% for Kaziern, 30% for Juliet, and the other 50% will be paid monthly over the next three months, or in full if Houou backs off for any reason.”

      He glanced at Nina. She shrugged at him.

      That told him that the pay was fair enough. Especially as he knew this didn’t involve bringing others onboard. Alessia and Nina had bickered enough so far.

      Hell, even if he somehow demanded the pay of an entire team of enforcers, who would he bring onboard? It was always a dream to get paid for the work of multiple people, but what employer wanted to pay for five people, when they only got one?

      Abruptly, he recalled a certain person in his “employ.”

      “I want an increase for Nicki. You want me to cover a lot of ground and work, and she was the only reason I managed to pull last night off,” he said. “If I want her available full-time, I need to pay her full-time. Especially as I doubt Houou will overlook her.”

      Alessia looked at Fia, who nodded.

      “I had to arrange protection for his flier,” Fia said. “And the other capos told me that she helped Vince get to us so fast. Without her, some of us might be dead.”

      Her eyes flicked to Lucia and the other bodyguard from last night. Both nodded in agreement.

      Alessia returned her gaze to Vince. “Very well. We have a standard rate for getaway fliers, although we rarely use them these days. I’ll add that to the total.”

      “Double it,” Nina said.

      The mafia don shot Nina an annoyed look. “It’s a generous enough rate. I could afford an entirely separate enforcer if I double it. If Vince truly needs a personal flier, I have contacts who can provide one for three months. But fine. I’ll add on another ten thousand, as she’s already proven we can trust her. Does that ease your concern?”

      He wanted Nicki, not some contract eagle who might bail on him when things got tough.

      “What’s the actual rate?”

      Alessia told him. While nowhere near as impressive as either of his pay packets from her, Nicki would earn more in three months than she likely got from her data entry job all year.

      “So, Vince?” Alessia asked once again.

      Damn. What option did he have other than to say yes? This was more than double the pay for the previous job, plus it let him outright hire Nicki. Sure, it took place over triple the length of time, but how the hell else was he going to find jobs that paid like this? Especially as Alessia’s growing annoyance worried him that she’d take her ball and go home.

      Maybe she needed him more than he needed her, but crawling back to Quintus was not on his to-do list.

      And the fact Alessia had immediately offered him this much meant that he likely had a good future alongside the Lionettis. So long as he kept them from falling apart, or getting his skull caved in.

      Although he wondered if the job after this one might be even broader. Alessia made no bones about the fact she wanted a long-term relationship with him. This job locked him into working for her for months, rather than the short stints most contracts were.

      “We’ll need to discuss the specifics of the contract,” he said. “I’m not agreeing outright now.”

      “Of course. I imagine today is a bad day for you.” Her eyes shot to Nina, who nodded repeatedly. “But you agree in principle?”

      Damn. Of course she’d push harder. “Yes. But that depends on the terms and how I complete each job. There’s no guarantee I say yes.”

      “Eh? You don’t want to work for us anymore?” Pola asked, eyes wide.

      His expression tightened, while Alessia hid her smile behind one hand.

      As much as he talked big, he lacked the leverage he truly wanted.

      “If your sister can’t pay properly, then he sure as hell won’t,” Nina said. “Look at this place. You can’t afford to pay properly when surrounded by all this luxury?”

      Pola opened her mouth, but Alessia spoke first.

      “I run the Lionetti Family like the business it is,” the elder Lionetti said. “I wish to establish a strong, long-term relationship with you, Vince. Particularly as you’ve proven yourself to be an extremely valuable asset and friend to the Family. But we’ve known each other for weeks. If I offer you some obscene amount to buy your loyalty, how do I know you won’t simply walk away and take another job? One with less risk. Or that you’ll ask for even more next time. The list of problems grows. And there is a very simple solution.”

      When her eyes turned to Pola, Vince grimaced.

      “Let’s see how things go over the next few months. The big thing I’m worried about is how much Houou throws at us,” he said.

      “Us,” Alessia echoed. “Indeed. Hence why I approached Miss Hayes. However, I’m sure there is time for us to talk about additional assistance. I don’t expect you to hire more enforcers for this job.”

      He really needed to take lessons from Alessia on negotiating. She foresaw his next move.

      So he shrugged. “Well, I’m sure if we need more Lionettis, there’s a way to make them. I still haven’t gotten a reply from you about the possibility of a two-for-one deal if I do good work.”

      Alessia’s face turned as red as when Nina had shown her the photo of him fucking Pola. She spluttered and covered her mouth. Fia and Lucia stepped up to her in surprise, but she waved them off.

      “It’s fine,” she mumbled, refusing to look Vince in the face. “We’ll speak about the contractual details tonight or tomorrow. I need to chase up Kaziern about our territory and get some reports. Monday, even. Fia will let you know.”

      She fiddled with the edges of her dress while overflowing with embarrassment.

      Damn. He’d struck hard with that comment, and it was the same crack he’d made before.

      Pola tilted her head at her sister, then shrugged and stood. “So, you’re done, Sis. Then Vince and I will—”

      “Do nothing,” Nina growled. She finally scooched across the couch and pressed herself against him. “Today’s Saturday, and that means Vince is taking care of my hair.”

      “He’s what?” Fia asked.

      “You heard what I said.”

      “Yeah, but…” Fia stopped dead and sighed. “I didn’t know Vince was a hairdresser.”

      “I’m not. I just comb out her hair. It takes hours,” he said.

      Pola shot him a strange look, then pouted at Nina. “He’s good?”

      “Oh yeah. Which is why you can wait until we’re done.” The lioness bared her teeth at her would-be-rival. “Vince has been combing out my hair weekly for years. We’re not stopping now.”

      “Years?” Alessia choked out, still red as a tomato. “I thought the two of you only started dating last week, given the… smell.”

      Now it was Nina’s turn to flush. Fia snorted.

      “Man, how the hell did the two of you take so long to fuck?” Fia shook her head. “Getting ideas, Pola?”

      But the younger Lionetti didn’t answer. Instead, she rubbed one of her silver locks between her fingers while staring at the ground. Fia ran a hand through her own hair.

      “Well, uh, if we’re done, I’ll drive you back,” Fia said. “I know neither of you have a car and it’d be stupid to send you back on the subway.”

      They broke up and Vince said goodbye to the penthouse. Temporarily, he assumed. He heard muttering from Alessia and Pola as he left, and the ears of the other demihumans pricked upward as they eavesdropped. Lucia and the other bodyguards followed Vince outside, presumably to protect the penthouse from the guard room.

      “Try not to fuck yourself into a coma, V,” Lucia teased as they entered the lift, while she remained behind. “You can’t earn that money if you don’t get out of bed.”

      “I’ll stock up on energy drinks,” he drawled.

      “Wow. Is that your secret?”

      He didn’t answer. Even the drive back was fairly quiet. On the way out of Alessia’s building, he spotted the catgirl sisters from earlier using the main elevators. Small world.

      Only once they arrived near their apartment complex did Fia say much. And only after shooing Nina away. The lioness winked at Fia before trotting off.

      Fia looked Vince up and down. “Looks like we’ll be seeing each other a lot more. Although now that Pola is keen on you, maybe Alessia will let her be your handler.”

      Vince stared at her. But he said nothing. Seconds passed while Fia and Vince locked eyes. Then she burst into giggles.

      “Damn, did I actually get you?” she asked with a grin. “Like hell Alessia will let Pola boss you around. Our ever-dutiful sottocapo would order you to fuck her all day and forget about the mission. You’ll be seeing plenty of me.”

      “Thank fuck,” he muttered.

      “Heh. Good to know you prefer me over your ‘mate.’” She bumped a fist against his chest. “Anyway, hit me up during the week. I’ll be busy helping with intel gathering, but if the blackshirts come down as hard as we expect, there won’t be much to do except call Kaziern’s lions funny names. I’ll die of boredom, even with a gym trip with Nina.”

      Fia shot him a salute, then left him to take care of Nina for the day. Combing out her hair for a couple of hours gave him plenty of time to think as she whined and moaned in response to his fingers.

      After recent events and some close calls, Vince needed to start preparing for his next job. That meant tying up loose ends, gearing up, and getting help from his contacts.

      Fortunately, he had quite a few contacts. Unfortunately, he also had a few loose ends to tie up. From a succubus who had given him info on Juliet, to the rogue enforcer still at large downtown after attacking Daryl, and his supplier, Ally, who might be able to fix him up with more infusions and better gear.

      Vince would be a busy boy. And, hopefully, a well-equipped boy next time he ran into trouble.
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      Saturday passed uneventfully. For a certain definition of “uneventful,” in any case. Vince’s attempt to escape after lunch and combing out Nina’s hair went awry once he brought up the endless hot water in Pola’s penthouse.

      The couch might have required some cleaning after Nina pounced on him.

      He awoke early on Sunday as he nearly rolled out of bed.

      “Shit,” he gasped out, stopping the roll he found himself in once he regained his senses. “Uh…”

      The snickering above him suggested a clear cause. Nina loomed over him, wearing little more than a pair of panties. She’d kept her new lingerie a secret so far, and Vince pretended he hadn’t seen the see-through underwear when he’d dealt with her laundry last night.

      His eyes locked onto her immense tits, which hovered tantalizing above him. When he reached for them, Nina batted his hands away.

      “Not now,” she said. “As much as I’d love to ride you all morning while you grope me, I need to head into work.”

      Despite her words, Vince tried once again to grab her. This time he went for her waist to pull her down.

      This time, he succeeded at grabbing her. Unfortunately, he lacked the strength to yank her down and simply ended up leaning precariously over the edge of the bed, his body propped up against hers.

      “And you called me clingy yesterday.” Nina stroked his hair and he heard the smile in her voice. “But seriously, I need to work. I blew my boss off last week and have been given the cold shoulder since. We can fuck tonight.”

      She pushed him back onto the bed and he flopped onto it. He tracked her movements as she trotted out. Vaguely, he noted that she left her discarded clothes on his floor. His mind wandered in sleepiness.

      Sure, he ran on coffee and energy drinks, but this was the second day in a row he’d been up until the early hours of the morning with a woman, only to wake up far too early. Vince preferred to get up well after the rest of the world became busy.

      By the time he came back to his senses and heard the running water of the shower, it was too late to join Nina. The hot water only lasted five minutes or so. Plus, he might not be able to control himself. Not that he needed to clean that badly. He’d remembered to shower after a long day with Nina and she’d done little more than pet him afterward.

      So he rose, dressed, and began his usual work of cleaning up Nina’s mess. He’d just done her laundry yesterday, so he shoved her dirty clothes into a hamper. Afterward, he dumped his own clothes into the washing machine and set it to quick wash. His mind already spun with ideas for the day and he didn’t want to hang around waiting for his clothes to wash.

      His phone was eerily quiet. He’d expected something from Alessia or Pola. After all, he’d exchanged numbers with his new… girlfriend? Pola called him her mate, but that sure as hell wasn’t a term he planned to use.

      Right now, he doubted Pola rose above prospective girlfriend. They’d fucked, and fucked hard, but Vince railed Salome semi-regularly for years and she’d curse him if he ever called her his girlfriend. Not that he believed she let other men near her in the same way. Salome harvested sexual energy through her club, not her body.

      As if summoned, a message appeared on his phone.

      Got the day off, Ronin said. Let’s grab lunch somewhere and talk about that incident with Daryl you mentioned.

      Vince had forgotten he’d told Ronin about that, and the trouble had slipped his mind once again. Good thing he’d brought it up, whenever he had. Daryl might be a dick, but Vince knew him well enough and didn’t appreciate some rogue enforcer beating him up.

      If anyone was going to plant his fist in Daryl’s face, it would be Vince.

      Filing into the main room and beelining to the fridge, Vince fired off a reply.

      Let’s meet at the crime scene at noon, he said. Daryl might be able to tell us something.

      A thumbs up flashed on his phone, and Vince pocketed it.

      The sound of the shower ceased while he poked through the fridge. Nina stepped into the hallway that separated the bedrooms, bathroom, and main room, buck naked and drying her hair with a towel.

      “If you want to be a great boyfriend, cooking some pancakes would be nice,” she said.

      “Didn’t you need to get to work?” he asked.

      She snorted. “It’s Sunday. I can enjoy a decent breakfast first. So long as I get in before ten, all’s good.”

      He took her word for it and grabbed everything he needed for some decent pancakes. Although he barely cooked, he’d picked up enough from Nina to make breakfast. Mostly because she often left for work and left him to fend for himself.

      The pancake mix looked as cheap as always, and they still had eggs, so he added a couple alongside the milk. Nina always snuck in a bit of melted butter, so he broke off a chunk from the stick in the fridge and nuked it.

      Soon enough, he had a good batter and a pan sizzling with butter. Nina showed herself, half-dressed and bra bursting from her unbuttoned shirt, as she poked around the shoe rack for some reason.

      “Are you trying to tempt me into keeping you home?” he asked, more annoyed than usual at Nina’s willingness to wander around half-naked.

      “You managed to handle me acting like this for five years. Keep your dick in your pants for one more morning,” she drawled.

      Then she turned to him with two pairs of shoes in her hands. He stared at her, about to start making pancakes.

      “Well?” she asked. “Which pair?”

      “They’re shoes, Nina. You know that I wear the same pair of sneakers until the soles are ruined. Don’t ask me to match your shoes with your outfit.”

      She pouted. “I’ll need to teach you.”

      “No.”

      “You’ll be a hit with the rest of the pride.”

      “Nina, the pride is just you and maybe Pola.” He turned back to his cooking and started the first pancake. Surely the pan was hot enough now that he wouldn’t ruin this one.

      “Maybe Pola? You railed her hard enough that she’s calling you her mate,” Nina said.

      “She did that from the start.”

      “Sure. Tell yourself she’s not in the pride. But it’ll grow anyway, and I guarantee Fia will appreciate you if you can help her dress.”

      He shot her a flat look. “I’m happy to help you dress. Don’t get me to pick your clothes.”

      Nina clicked her tongue and tossed one pair back on the shoe rack. “Like hell I’m letting you grope me while pretending to help me dress. We’d ruin my work clothes, and you just washed them yesterday.”

      Her blatant flirting finished, the lioness slipped back into her bedroom. Vince focused on making enough pancakes for the both of them. Nina would eat double his share, so he needed quite a few. He made two coffees while cooking. They didn’t compare to the fancy ones they’d drunk at the café, but caffeine was caffeine.

      Maybe he could buy one of those fancy machines with his new pay packet on Monday, especially as he knew he had another big payday incoming.

      Abruptly, he froze.

      Damn, he hadn’t even thought about how crazy his current situation was. Alessia wasn’t simply paying him a hefty amount for his old job, she was guaranteeing him more cash.

      For the past several years, he’d had no income security at all. Quintus gave him jobs whenever and the pay shifted with the wind and the demon’s whims.

      He really should buy Nina a gift. All he’d managed for her birthday earlier in the year were some fancy chocolates and a case of her favorite beer.

      His mind continued churning away at the idea even as he and Nina dug into the pancakes. Her tail wrapped itself around his waist while she ate, humming happily. She carefully avoided getting any maple syrup on herself.

      “You should do something with Fia today,” Nina said, breaking the silence. “She sounded bored as hell last night. Apparently she’s been forced onto leave.”

      “Forced?” Alarm entered his voice as he recalled Fia’s worries about Alessia finding out about Nina.

      Fia had kept a fairly important secret from her bosses. Was she being punished?

      Nina shoved a forkful of pancake into his mouth before he said anything more, keeping him quiet.

      “The good sort of forced,” she clarified. “She was nearly killed in the attack on Lionetti Tower. If there’s nothing to do while the cops fuck around, it’s smart to let your enforcers play.”

      “You’re saying that from experience?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Even Immanuel rotates out their demons after a big incident. Don’t want your best fighters burning out. So take Fia out for drinks or something.”

      The smirk on Nina’s face suggested she wanted Vince to do a lot more than just drink with Fia.

      “I’ll pop her a message,” he said. “I need to find out why I haven’t heard from Pola or Alessia anyway.”

      Nina rolled her eyes at the mention of work. Not that she had any business doing so, given she left for her own job a few minutes later.

      Vince shot Fia a message while cleaning up, and got an almost instant reply.

      Pola’s busy dealing with the fallout from Friday. I think meeting Nina lit a fire under her ass, because she’s more serious than I’ve seen her for years, Fia said. Alessia’s similarly busy. Give them a day or three to get their heads above water.

      He should have figured. Are you busy as well?

      A gif of a cartoon wolf resting their head on one paw told him the answer.

      If you’re bored, why not join me and Ronin for lunch? I’m letting him know about some trouble in the area, but I’m free for the day otherwise, he messaged.

      Sure. The reply came back so fast he thought it might appear above the message he just sent her.

      With lunch arranged, Vince finished up at home. Clothes in the dryer, dishes all cleaned up, and Nina’s bedroom tidied.

      Part of him considered inviting Nicki out. She didn’t work weekends, after all.

      But he also preferred to have Alessia’s cash in his bank account before promising to pay her a mint for the next few months. Overcautious, maybe, but Nicki could wait a day.

      He still shot her a message about meeting on Tuesday. The money should be in his account by then.

      Fia says you’re doing lunch. Do you want me to stay away while you tuck away a third conquest? Nicki replied.

      Damn. He’d been sprung.

      You can come if you want, he said.

      That’s not the same as an invite. I’ll steer clear. She shot him several winking emojis, along with a peach and eggplant.

      Great. Now Fia would probably hear from Nicki about this.

      Idly, he wondered if Nina had the right idea about all of this. It certainly would be fun.

      He just struggled to see himself surrounded by women like that.

      With everything done at home, it was time to head out. At 9:30AM.

      Damn. He had quite a few ideas of what to do, but it might be difficult to get some of them done and be in the city center by noon. Salome would want to hear about his fight with Juliet, but she lived out in the ‘burbs. It’d take an hour each way on the bus and he hated spending big on Wings for trips like this.

      Although he did have a flier on hand.

      He shot another message to Nicki, Change of plans. How’d you like to catch up this morning? I want to talk to a couple of peeps, including you, and need a taxi.

      I’m always up for a flight, she said. Now?

      Now.

      Fifteen minutes later, an unfamiliar birdgirl rapped on his balcony door. Vince stared at her for several long seconds. Was this one of Nicki’s friends? A scammer? An attempt to save Vince’s soul?

      Because she looked nothing like Nicki, save for being roughly the same height. She had the same lithe frame, but her tits had grown several cup sizes and she seemed that little bit curvier everywhere else. Her black wings glittered with shimmering golden tattoos that shifted along her feathers, which were extra fluffy. Her shoulder-length blonde hair looked right out of a photoshoot and every strand glowed in the morning sun.

      Hell, even her eyes looked different. The pupils of her amber eyes had been replaced with soft blue hearts.

      Heart eyes. Literal heart eyes. Vince had seen them before, as more than a few girls at his school had messed with the magical contacts that changed their eyes. When he’d first met Nina, she used contacts that made her eyes look positively demonic with massive golden irises. Supposedly, they’d boosted her eyesight even further.

      Nicki’s clothes—assuming this was her—looked like her usual fare, though. A plastic-looking white jacket that matched her aqua one, plus a skintight black top and hot pants. The lovely tanned skin of her long legs greeted his eyes. Her birdlike taloned feet and calves were nowhere to be seen.

      “Um, I don’t think I ordered an escort service,” Vince said through the closed door.

      She rolled her eyes and did a little dance. His mind finally connected the dots.

      This birdgirl looked nearly identical to the model that danced on the billboards in the city. The ones that advertised the artificial birdgirl transformation. Only difference was that Nicki wore actual clothes instead of lingerie and was a good foot taller.

      He opened the door. “So, you finally used those dyes.”

      Nicki’s voice spoke from the birdgirl in front of him, “Oh yeah. I haven’t ever looked this fuckable in my life. I have great wings, tits, and legs that go on forever. Fuck, if I could afford a transformation elixir that did this to me, I’d turn myself into this for life.” She gulped and whispered, “Escort service, huh?”

      “Got some ideas?” Vince asked drily, aware of her intentions when she’d initially approached him.

      She snorted and placed a hand on one luscious hip. “Nah. But I know that you love me like this. It’s nice to be desired, y’know?”

      Vince turned away from her while waving her inside. She followed him and flopped onto the sofa. While she settled in, Vince grabbed his stuff and threw on a jacket. His cane hung from his belt as always. He also made sure to nab a couple of infusions and an energy drink.

      “Fia told me you’d have the week off,” Nicki said.

      “I’m not doing work for the Lionettis until the heat dies down, but I need to be ready for anything,” he said. “You remember last week, right?”

      She winced. “Right. The vampire. Uh, will she..?”

      “Dunno. She ran off in a huge tantrum and said she’d had enough, so I don’t think I’ll see her for a bit.” Until he went looking, that is.

      Once ready, he returned to the balcony. But Nicki simply rose and shuffled around nervously.

      “Uh, you haven’t actually told me what you think,” she asked when he looked at her. “Y’know, about my new look. Do you… actually like it?”

      Vince paused and collected his thoughts, rather than spout off the first thing that came to mind.

      Because he wasn’t a huge fan of completely transforming one’s appearance. Sure, he’d messed around as a teen, but felt he knew better now.

      However, he wasn’t Nicki. She had her own thoughts and opinions, particularly about her appearance, and he didn’t live her life. Giving her shit because she wanted to look different and he disliked the idea was pointlessly mean.

      Plus, “fuckable” was an apt description. He had always kept himself from focusing too much on her curves when she wore her lycra, but it was doubly harder now.

      “You look hot,” he said. “I don’t think I need to tell you that. You’ll get hit on hard if you go to a club.”

      Nicki smiled. “Thanks. Not that I want to be hit on, but the looks might be nice. It’s annoying that I need to reapply this every few days. Took me hours to get everything right.”

      That sounded like far too much work to Vince. Sure, he spent hours tending to Nina’s hair once a week, but that was actual maintenance.

      The two of them stepped onto the balcony.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      He showed her Salome’s address. Nicki gripped him with invisible talons and took off. The illusions might hide her harpy nature, but he felt it grasping his body.

      Even with Nicki’s speed and ability to travel as the crow flies, getting to Salome’s place took over twenty minutes. The many birdfolk fluttering about the skies vanished as they entered skies above the suburban sprawl that surrounded Aulfair. Almost every flier out here was in the sky for recreation. A couple of birdfolk kids followed them for a few miles at one point.

      Once on the ground, Vince would struggle to tell where he was if he didn’t recognize Salome’s house. No landmarks to be seen. Just endless houses, replete with overly perfect lawns and oddly similar appearances. If this was a videogame, people would accuse the devs of being lazy shits that copy-pasted the same building.

      “Wow. Rich neighborhood,” Nicki said. “Which business executive are you meeting out here? At their home. On a Sunday.”

      He shot her a look. “These are pretty entry-level houses. Hell, we’re deep into the sprawl.”

      “And I bet they still need more dosh than I’ll earn in my life.” She crossed her arms. “Is this one of those ‘need to know’ things?”

      “Hardly. I’m visiting a succubus that works for Immanuel. She’s an information broker, among other things. You can either stay out here or come in.” He looked at the house in front of them, which belonged to Salome. Nicki had landed exactly where she needed to. “I’ll warn you now. Don’t drink or eat anything. See those trees?”

      He pointed at the big trees on Salome’s lawn and Nicki nodded. Small berries hung from the branches in bunches the size of his thumb.

      “I picked and ate a few berries on my first visit here. I was rock hard for hours,” he said.

      “Right. Succubus.” Nicki grinned at him. “Gonna grab some to help you keep up with your new girlfriends?”

      Ignoring her, he wandered along the path to Salome’s front door. Sure, he hadn’t warned her he was coming, but he knew the succubus’s routine well enough. She lounged around on weekends.

      The doorbell looked like a doorknocker with a brass cock that rang against bare breasts and it set off a tone inside the house when he rang it.. Vince figured it was a good thing that this wasn’t a gated community. Then again, Salome would probably just take control of the homeowner association with her mental magic.

      Minutes passed. Nicki even shot him an odd look as they waited, her wings fluttering nervously. A passerby eyed them as they walked their dog.

      Then the door opened and Salome stood before them in a sheer nightgown and nothing else.

      “Come in, V,” she said, a touch sleepily. Her eyes locked onto Nicki. “Bring your pet in, if you like. Feel free to use her as well.”

      “Pet?” Nicki asked, eyes widening.

      “Oh, you’re not his fucktoy? I just assumed. Wings fliers don’t usually hang around after their job.” Salome gave Nicki a bright smile. “The illusions are very pretty, by the way. I do recommend trying to be a little more unique, though. It’s good to be inspired, but imitation is a sign of an inactive imagination.”

      Nicki’s face turned bright red as Salome turned and wandered into her house. Vince followed her.

      The furnishings were all ornate wood and made the house look like it belonged to an old granny. Then again, Salome was ancient. While she dressed fashionably, her home matched her mental age.

      “I’d offer coffee, but you never drink it,” Salome said as she flopped onto a recliner with a flower print.

      When she crossed her legs, Vince got an eyeful of her bare crotch. Nicki’s eyebrows shot up and she shuffled in place behind a couch.

      “Did I wake you up?” he asked while taking a seat himself.

      “Nah. I was just lazing around in bed. Had some late-night conference calls. Working weekends sucks.” Salome’s face flickered with annoyance before she smiled seductively. “Do you like what you see?”

      He did, but knew that Salome was trying to tempt him to do more than look. “I’m here to talk about Juliet.”

      The seductive look on Salome’s face remained in place, but her eyes hardened. “I note that you brought me a cute harpy, not a vampire ready for dicking. Reports about Friday night are unclear. I know you butchered that upstart necromancer, but the wolves and foxes are tightlipped about whether Juliet got involved.”

      Huh. If Alessia wasn’t letting anyone know, should he say anything?

      “Have you made any progress on her true nature?” he asked.

      Salome’s eyes narrowed. “Here’s the deal, V. I’ll give you everything you want to know about the vampire and keep digging, but you can’t hold out on me. Especially as I’m ignoring Quintus’s orders.”

      He inclined his head. “Fair. Yeah, I fought her. Didn’t kill her, but chased her off.”

      “Interesting. She was that scared of your dragon? And I’m not talking about the dragon in your pants.”

      “Among other things,” he said. “I, uh, might have tricked her into thinking I was immortal.”

      Salome stared at him, then threw her head back and laughed. The sound rumbled through Vince’s body and gave him an erection that he ignored. Nicki gasped and leaned against the back of the couch. Somehow, he knew she was rubbing her legs together out of sight.

      “You’re always full of surprises. Creating your dragon, fending off a powerful vampire, taming the younger Lionetti, and even making an acquaintance of Knightsgate’s pawns.” Salome fixed him with a serious gaze before he fully hid his surprise. “Oh, yes. We’re well aware of what’s going down. Quintus has been keeping a close eye on Knightsgate since their new kumicho arrived.”

      “Kumicho?” he asked.

      “It’s what the Yakuza call the head of one of their gangs, to simplify things. Although this hag of a fox is no tattooed thug.” She bit her lip. “I truly can’t assist you with her, as this is Quintus’s domain, but do not trust her.”

      “Because she’s Old World and Immanuel wants her gone?”

      Salome snorted. “No. Because she’ll rip your heart out with her bare hands if it got her what she wanted. Japan views Aulfair as an eyesore and they have no need for us. Anything she offers you is a lie, because you aren’t Japanese. Once she’s done with you, you’re just an expired tool.”

      Vince nodded slowly. Maybe Salome was shittalking a rival organization out of loyalty to Immanuel, but he wouldn’t easily throw aside her warning. Even Fia disliked the Yakuza.

      Not that he expected to have anything to do with the head of the local Yakuza, especially if she was some ancient mystic fox.

      “Now, the vampire.”

      Salome stood and strode over to a long dresser in the corner. Candles and incense lined it and she began to slowly light them all. The scent of jasmine filled the air along with other woody scents. Once finished, the succubus returned to her seat. In the meantime, Nicki finally sat down on the couch, even if she looked deeply uncomfortable.

      “The bad news is that I still don’t know her origin,” Salome admitted. “My usual contact in the mage colleges clammed up when I brought her up and no amount of cash would make him speak. Whoever is backing Juliet leaned on them and made it clear she was off-limits.”

      “But she can fuck around in the city all she likes?” Frustration coated Vince’s voice.

      “That’s privilege for you.” The succubus smirked. “Unfortunately, she’s angered enough people by constantly flaunting the laws and rules of Aulfair. An associate of mine in Poland narrowed down my search. They’re certain she’s not European, which means she’s almost certainly less than two centuries old.”

      “It does?”

      “Oh, yes. History is a funny thing, and almost all immigration into the US took place after the 1800s. Much of it in the latter half of the century, even. Given her appearance, she’s likely an American vampire and the daughter of immigrants.”

      To Vince, that sounded like they had enough to try something on Juliet. But Salome shook her head as he opened his mouth.

      “I need to narrow down her age further, V,” she said. “US culture shifted dramatically between the 1800s and 1950s, which is the age range I’m checking. Her weaknesses will vary just as strongly and it’s expensive to dig up vampiric weaknesses of any era, let alone a dozen. Her birth state might matter as well.”

      “Well, at least I have some ideas for what to try.” He stroked his chin. “Maybe I should try tearing up the constitution in front of her.”

      Salome giggled. “Depending on what decade she comes from and where, that might not matter as much as you think. Anyway, I’ll look into binding weaknesses while I dig. I’d much prefer her alive and dripping wet when you deliver her to me, after all.”

      Nicki’s eyes widened as she caught onto the implications of Salome’s words, but Vince didn’t even react.

      “Is that all?” he asked.

      “About the vampire and the Japanese, yes. I did want to congratulate you on a job well done, however.”

      He froze, but Salome merely raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m talking about dealing with Kaziern,” she said, then smiled maliciously. “What did you think I was talking about?”

      His contract. But it’s not like it was any great secret, given Quintus would know tomorrow.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He rose. “Thanks for the info. Hard to say if I’ll need it before you find out more, but it helps.”

      “Just remember what I’m really interested in.” Salome rested her head on one hand. “Did you want some toys? I still have plenty of those heat-inducing lollipops, plus endurance enhancing elixirs. They might make for a lovely combo.”

      Vince briefly imagined Pola in heat, given her performance from the other night. His hips ached. He even gripped one and winced.

      Laughing, Salome rose and trotted into a corridor past her kitchen. “Some muscle strengtheners, then. I have better ones than you get from drug stores. Give me a minute.”

      Figured that she did. The succubus returned after five minutes with two small bottles and a lollipop.

      “Um, I didn’t—” Vince tried to say.

      She forced the lollipop into his hands. “A gift. For becoming as impressive a man as I’d always hoped. If you could send me some videos, I’d be much obliged.”

      “I don’t think either Nina or Pola would appreciate that,” he said.

      “Maybe once you tame them further.” She winked. “Enjoy your Sunday, V.” Her hand brushed over his crotch.

      He left, leaving Salome to pad back into her bedroom. Nicki let out an explosive breath and fluttered her wings wildly.

      “Holy fucking shit,” the harpy breathed out, her eyes wide and confusing with her heart pupils. “I thought that was going to end in a threesome. What the fuck was going on?”

      “A succubus. You might want to do some mental defense exercises.”

      “I don’t plan to meet her ever again. All I could think about was…” Her eyes flickered to his crotch and her face reddened. “Nevermind. We heading to the city?”

      He nodded, aware that sticking to this topic was unwise. Sure, he might appreciate Nicki’s attention that way, but not when manipulated by Salome.

      Rather, he focused his thoughts on his next discussion with Nicki. Once they landed, he’d need to talk to her about hiring her as his flier for months.
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      The flight back was rougher than usual, as Nicki tried to get her thoughts in order. Vince checked his pills on the way.

      Naturally, Salome had slipped him something special. One bottle was a muscle strengthener that lasted 12 hours and should keep him durable with Pola and Nina when they went all-out. The other was for endurance in bed. It even had a warning about erections that lasted longer than 24 hours and advice to ejaculate at least once per hour while taking it. Wonderful.

      Vince doubted he’d use it. For now. If his “pride” grew as big as Nina suggested it might, something to keep him going all night might be necessary. It’s not like he knew any spells to remove his refractory period, even if Pola’s love juices could. Although the warnings made him worry that he’d end up needing medical attention so that his balls didn’t explode.

      It was just after 11AM when they landed near the usual fast food joint. Ronin and Fia wouldn’t arrive for another hour.

      So he waved Nicki toward the chain coffee shop across the road. There was a café close to Ally’s laneway, but Vince doubted Nicki would appreciate it.

      They grabbed drinks. A coffee of questionable quality for him, and a caramel frappe for her. Not that they called it a frappe, but it sure as hell looked like what every other store called a frappe. Chains and their nonsensical naming conventions.

      Once seated, he jumped right into it. “The Lionettis are extending my contract. Part of it includes payment to hire you for the next few months.”

      Nicki looked up at him from where she had bent over her drink and blinked cutely. “Uh… you’re already hiring me, Vince. I didn’t hit you up for my pay from the other night because it would have been dickish as hell and we’re friends now.” Her face flickered with uncertainty, and allowed Vince to clearly see the Nicki he knew in her altered features. “But I’m definitely working for you already.”

      “Not like this. I’ve only been able to pay you whenever you fly me around, and it’s not like I’m replacing your day job. This is different.”

      Her eyes widened and she froze mid-sip. Slowly, her wings rose behind her and her hair seemed to stand on end.

      “You alright?” he asked.

      Nicki pulled her lips free of her straw and coughed. “Fucking hell. Are you saying you want to hire me, hire me?”

      “I think you need to speak actual English, Nicki.”

      “Oh, fuck off.” She cursed several more times beneath her breath and plonked her cup on the tiny table between them. “You’re offering me a job?”

      “You wanted to be my getaway flier. I have the money to hire one full-time for the next three months.” He sipped his own coffee and frowned. “Although we’ll need to actually talk about it seriously. I might even need an actual contract with you, depending on the terms of my own contract.”

      She remained silent, but her wings returned to normal. Her fingers drummed against the table nervously.

      “Well?” he asked. “I wanted to run this past you rather than just assume you’ll be available.”

      “Do you think I’m going to say no?” The way she bit her lip suggested she might. “I just… don’t know if I deserve something like this. I really don’t want you to think that I’m just in it for the money again. Do you even need me full-time? Fia said you’d be off for like a week.”

      “If I randomly called you up tomorrow morning and said I needed a lift somewhere, would you drop your current job to handle my emergency?”

      “That’s… Didn’t we agree that I keep my current job?” Her eyes widened. “Oh. Oh! You want me available whenever you ask, don’t you?”

      “Yeah.” He tilted his cup toward her. “Things are getting serious. My expanded contract has me on the hook for a lot of stuff and I need someone I can rely on. You stuck it out on Friday night, well after most fliers would have bailed. The Tower was a disaster and you helped me get to the top despite that.”

      “Sure, but that wasn’t that big of a deal,” Nicki mumbled. “Are you sure?”

      “Are you sure?” he fired back. “This is a little more than Wings or booking a flight a few days in advance. I mean it when I’m saying that I might call you at a random time and need to be flown across the city. The job requires me to help defend Lionetti turf, and with things heating up that could mean helping out at any time.”

      “I get it.”

      Despite her words, she stared into her cup and sucked on her straw. Empty slurping sounds escaped her as she swiftly reached the end of her drink. Her eyes turned to the counter, where plenty of people lined up for a morning coffee.

      “Another?” he asked.

      “I can buy my own drinks.” She grimaced for some reason. “I hate to ask this, but…”

      “How much am I paying?”

      She winced and her wings shrouded her body. Yeah, despite her change in appearance, she remained Nicki.

      “I never asked how much you actually earn, but I’m pretty sure what I can pay you from the contract is as much as you’d earn all year.”

      “In three months?” She remained unwilling to look at him.

      “Yes. Something wrong?” Her nervousness got to him a little more than usual.

      “No. Yes. I just…” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind one ear and let out an explosive sigh. “Fuck, Vince. I really did want things to be less about money, but now you’re dangling this in front of me. Do you know how hard this is? I want the job. Fuck, I don’t care what the terms are. The last couple of weeks have been amazing. But I also don’t want it to seem like I’m chasing the cash. The fuck am I supposed to say?”

      “A tentative ‘yes’ is fine.”

      She shot him a frustrated look before poking him in the chest. “There you go again, just shrugging off my bitching like water off a duck’s back. Do I need to flirt with you again and coo in your ear to make you take me seriously?”

      Vince sincerely hoped she didn’t. Mostly because he knew she’d get the reaction she wanted, especially looking like that.

      “Yes, I’m interested. Fucking hell, Vince, you really didn’t need to be so serious about it.” Nicki pulled herself up to her full height and glared at him. “Although you realize I’ll still need to fly over to you whenever you need me?”

      “We have a spare bedroom,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes, but her face reddened. “I don’t need to hear you and Nina fuck like beasts every night.” More quietly, she said, “But I’ll think about it. Can’t be worse than living with a bunch of drugged-up harpies.”

      Her living situation sounded exactly like he’d feared. Although Vince realized the irony of paying her to rent a room from Nina. Even if Nicki got an upgrade, she was effectively reliant on him. Hence her concern. While he wanted to be an employer, the situation could easily come across as being her sugar daddy.

      Although a real sugar daddy would get a lot more than Nicki’s attitude and some flights.

      “Then it’s settled. I’ll need to sort out things with Alessia first, but it should be sorted this week,” he said.

      “Damn. That’s fast.” A smile finally crossed her face. “Maybe I can get some more permanent illusions from Ally. Or even…” She gulped.

      Once again, Vince kept his thoughts to himself about her desire to change her appearance. If it helped her confidence or made her happy, he didn’t want to mess with her.

      Ignoring Nicki’s protests, he grabbed her another drink when he went for a second coffee.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, now curled up in her chair with her knees in front of her face. “What’s that, your fourth coffee of the day?”

      “Third,” he said. “You have no idea how tired I am.”

      She leered at him. “Oh, I can guess. Nina’s mentioned a few times in our group chat how hard the two of you fuck. I don’t think she believes in TMI.”

      Given Nina’s desire to wander around naked or close to it, he could believe that. Not to mention that she’d shoved the photo of Pola fucking him in Alessia’s face.

      Before they descended into small talk while waiting until noon, he realized he should ask about that.

      “Nina didn’t post a certain photo in that group chat, did she?” he asked.

      Nicki raised an eyebrow. “The only photo she’s shared is of you dozing in bed the other day. Is that it? You looked cute.”

      Thanks, Nina. Vince groaned and ran a hand down his face. “No.”

      Time flew quickly as they chatted, to the point where he lost track of time and got buzzed by Ronin. He and Nicki crossed the road to find Ronin leaning against the wall inside the fast food place. A small army of Wings fliers waited for their orders, but the regular line looked nearly empty.

      Only a few tables in the seating area had people at them. Mostly families, although a trio of suits lurked in the corner and a pair of Labrador doggirls chatted over their fries. At least, Vince suspected they were labs from the floppy ears.

      “That was fast,” Ronin said, pushing off the wall. He nodded at the harpy. “Who’s this?”

      “It’s Nicki. I’m, uh, using some illusions.” Nicki rubbed the back of her neck. “Ronin, right? I know we met last week and you helped Vince, but I can be bad at names.”

      “Nah, you remembered it. You look good.”

      “We were just over grabbing coffee, or what counts as it from a chain,” Vince said.

      “Here I figured you’d refuse to touch the low-quality stuff now you’re hanging with the mob.” Ronin walked toward the registers and they followed. “Aren’t Italians big on decent coffee?”

      “I think Fia would vomit if she drank the coffee I just did, but I’m not sure the rest are that picky.”

      Ronin glanced over Vince’s shoulder and he immediately knew that Fia had walked in.

      Or, as it turned out, was standing directly behind him. Something jabbed him in the back and he spun. Fia glared up at him.

      “I think you’re calling me a spoiled rich girl,” she growled.

      “You avoid chains like the plague.” Vince pointedly looked at the menu. “Go on. Tell me what you’ll have for lunch here?”

      Fia flushed. “A cheeseburger.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yeah.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You already ate, didn’t you?”

      When Fia refused to answer and instead pushed past the trio, he knew he’d been right. She might call Pola and Alessia princesses, but Fia had a snobbish streak.

      A young wolfgirl, likely still in school, took Fia’s order and made small talk with the older woman about her outfit. To Vince, it looked like Fia’s standard fare: fashionable but flexible clothes, and no skirt. Her jacket looked designer.

      Fia turned to look at the rest of them. “Well, what are you ordering? My shout.”

      “I can cover this,” Vince said. “I invited you out.”

      “I won’t say no to free food,” Ronin said.

      Both Ronin and Nicki gave Fia their orders, which were polar opposites. Ronin got a massive triple patty burger that took a while for the cashier to enter into her system, while Nicki got a cheeseburger like Fia, but with a shake on the side.

      “Are you really going to be stubborn?” Fia asked.

      He sighed and gave in. Only for Daryl to show his face and relieve the cashier.

      Ronin and Vince nodded at the burly wolffolk as he fiddled with the register. Daryl’s jaw still had the bruises from last week.

      “Just fixing your order. Easy for the kids to mess up the custom stuff,” Daryl said, then glanced up at them. “Haven’t seen you two together for months. Figured you might have fallen out.”

      “We just haven’t needed a late-night fix after drinking lately,” Ronin said.

      “Speak for yourself,” Vince said.

      Fia clicked her tongue. Her lack of appreciation for greasy fast food at 2AM was noted, although Vince vaguely recalled that she preferred gyros.

      While he gave Daryl his order, the purpose for coming here remained clear in Ronin’s mind.

      “So, Vince mentioned something went down here the other night?” the off-duty cop asked.

      Daryl folded his arms but nodded. “Yeah. You investigating? A detective came in the other day, but didn’t give me much faith he cared. The asshole who kicked my ass came in this week and fucked off when we called the cops. But nothing’s happened since.”

      Ronin’s expression darkened. “Mind giving me the details? I can’t promise anything, but I don’t like that a rogue enforcer is getting off for any reason.”

      “Sure. I can even play you the tape. Always happy to assist.” Daryl’s attitude toward Ronin was worlds apart from what he showed Vince.

      While the rest waited for their order, Ronin and Daryl retreated into the back of the store. The food got made before they returned, so the group found a table.

      “What’s this about a rogue enforcer?” Fia asked as she daintily picked at her cheeseburger.

      The neighboring doggirls looked over in interest, likely because “rogue enforcer” drew attention, but returned to their chatter about makeup soon enough.

      “Somebody was hitting on all the cashiers and conning them into giving him free food. Probably sleeping with a few, too,” Vince explained. “Daryl confronted him one night and got sent flying across the store. No clue what spell was in use, which is strange as hell.”

      Fia narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. Unless they’re illusioned or using a tool.”

      “What?” Vince asked.

      “Tools act instantly. No fancy spellwork.”

      “Not that. The illusion.” He glanced at Nicki, whose pupils still looked like hearts.

      Fia noticed. “We shared photos yesterday. Cute eyes, though.”

      “Thanks,” Nicki mumbled.

      “Anyway, an illusion can hide spellcasting if it affects the body. I bet Nicki can cast something without giving away what she’s up to.”

      Frowning, Nicki focused on her drink. After a few seconds it levitated. Unlike the last time Vince had seen her use magic, her eyes remained unchanged, blue heart pupils firmly visible.

      “Right,” he said slowly. “That might explain why the cops didn’t recognize him. Except…”

      “Almost all surveillance cameras and CCTV are enchanted to see through illusions.” Fia waved her half-eaten cheeseburger in the air. “That’s why transformatives have become more popular, especially now they won’t make you impotent or infertile.”

      “They’ll what?” Nicki’s wings flared outward.

      Fia and Vince grinned. By the counter, Ronin began to return to them.

      “You didn’t know? One of the old side-effects of dodgy transformations was infertility,” Fia explained.

      “Alongside baldness, heart attacks, strokes, seizures, premature ejaculation, and growing fur,” Ronin drawled as he sat next to them. “Don’t worry, Nicki. The number of ER presentations related to transformatives has fallen drastically this year, now they’ve replaced the injectables with elixirs. They’re still in a gray area of legality, thanks to federal laws, but they’re safer now.”

      “Safer, huh?” Nicki sighed.

      Ronin dug into his massive burger, which dripped sauce all over its packaging. “Anyway, I checked out the tape. I’m guessing you’re thinking the same thing I am?”

      “Either an illusion or powerful magic tool,” Fia said. “Can’t be a transformative, as they don’t hide spellcasting.”

      “Yup. I’ll need to check the system for the case notes, but I know the detective investigating the case. If he’s not doing anything, it’s not because of laziness. It’s because he doesn’t have a good lead.”

      “You sure? What if it’s a corpo enforcer going undercover?” Vince asked.

      “Then he’d be investigating extra hard,” Ronin said drily. “It’d be one hell of a feather in his cap to reel in one of Houou’s foxes or the Yakuza. Making an example of the conglomerates is half the reason the Enforcer Division exists. Battles like the one on Friday night aren’t worth their time, but enforcers beating up civvies? That’s their bread and butter.”

      Vince should have guessed as much. Although the fact Juliet remained free left him less certain than his friend.

      After all, she’d blown up a restaurant and frequently flaunted the law. If a detective never brought her in for her crimes, why wouldn’t Houou be just as immune?

      “Can’t say I have your faith,” Fia said between bites. “Anyway, namedropping Houou makes me think you’re confident it’s an illusion.”

      “I didn’t see any tools on the guy in the tape.” Ronin frowned. “Could be something hidden under his clothes, but he definitely hit Daryl hard with a telekinetic blast. That’s fox magic. Especially a blast strong enough to shatter bone. A tool that good would cost tens of thousands, and I can’t imagine any fox willing to sell one. Houou only sells to immortals, after all.”

      “So you’re looking for some douchebag fox getting his dick wet with fast food workers, while using an illusion to keep himself from being outed?” Nicki asked. “Isn’t that, like, super bad PR for Houou if he’s caught? This isn’t some big brawl on the news. He’s basically a rapist.”

      Once again, the doggirls looked over in response to the “interesting” words being thrown about. This time, they seemed a little more alarmed and began to collect their trash. A mother of a nearby family shot Nicki a dirty look.

      “Houou would be forced to fire him on the spot,” Ronin said. “Felonies don’t look good on a corporate enforcers rap sheet, especially if they’re not related to their job. All the pressure at the moment only makes matters worse. Hence why I want to look into this. Might be a frame-up. The Yakuza could be causing shit.”

      Vince nodded. “I’ll leave this to you, then. But hit me up if you want some muscle around. If it’s related to the Yakuza or Houou, it might be relevant to my current work.”

      “Don’t get yourself killed,” Fia warned. “This is Houou’s turf, even if the… cops keep a tight lid on things.” She’d almost said blackshirts, but had stopped herself.

      Lunch went well, despite Fia’s disdain for the food. Nicki perked up once the discussion shifted away from illusions. Vince kept himself topped up with caffeine, even if it was atrocious and earned him surly looks from the wolfgirl present.

      As the hour closed on one, they cleaned up and stood.

      Vince’s mind wandered to his next destination and Fia caught on.

      “What are you doing now? I doubt you dragged your taxi out here just for this,” she asked.

      “Well, we already went somewhere else,” Nicki said. “But yeah, where next, Vince?”

      “Uh…” He frowned as he abruptly realized a connection to their earlier conversation. “Ronin, you said that foxes only sell to immortals. But I know one who sells to anyone. Maybe we shouldn’t close out the magic tool angle.”

      Ally’s store was a stone’s throw away and he wanted to top up on infusions anyway. Hell, maybe he could even find some fancy magic tools to help him, now that he had a huge pay packet on the way.

      “Seriously? You sure she’s a fox?” Ronin asked.

      Nicki snorted. “Well, she made for a fucking hot harpy the other day, but the tails looked convincing when she dropped the glamour.”

      “Oh? A fox selling magic tools?” Fia froze. “Wait, you’re not talking about the Yakuza supplier nearby, right?”

      “Houou hates her, but I don’t think that makes her Yakuza by default,” Vince said.

      The four of them stepped outside as they spoke. A dense crowd bustled across the intersection and Vince led his group across it before the lights changed.

      Fia stopped them short of the laneway he walked toward. “Maybe. But if Houou has something against her, it’s for good reason. I’ve heard those rumors myself.”

      “Everyone has. A random pharmacist knew of them, but didn’t trust them.”

      Ronin nodded. “This is Houou’s turf, even if Immanuel is breathing down their neck here. If a fox is refusing to join up, I bet Houou would be fucking pissed. Especially if she’s selling to humans and demihumans.”

      “You’re more trusting than I expected,” Fia said.

      “If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be hanging with you and Vince.” Ronin’s eyes hardened, and the wolf winced. “Anyway, if Vince trusts the store, it might have some decent stuff. That cane of yours is new. You get it there?”

      Vince nodded and automatically gripped his new magical focus.

      As they’d decided on a destination, they trooped up the laneway. Just like last week, lines formed outside almost every store.

      Vince spotted a few familiar faces around them, including a handful of Lionetti enforcers that gasped at Fia and ran off after walking out of a store. One that sold magical “toys” and enhancements, if he was right. The doggirls from earlier lined up outside the succubus’s store.

      But, as always, one store lacked any lines. Ally’s. Time for Vince to brighten up her day.
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      Ally’s humble little storefront looked as empty as always. Although right as the group approached, a suited demon stepped out the door. He ignored Vince and the others and didn’t even bother holding the door.

      Ronin frowned at the demon’s back, but entered with the rest of them. Fia entered first, mostly because Vince held the door for her.

      “Welcome!” Ally’s voice called out. “Let me know if I can help you with anything.”

      Fia’s lips quirked upward, which told Vince enough. He slipped in after the wolfgirl and saw Ally’s face fall, only for her to perk back up when Ronin joined them.

      His favorite fox—really, the only fox he knew—had taken on the glamour of a wolfgirl with brilliant red hair, a big bushy tail, and form-fitting clothes that matched Fia’s style. Ally actually possessed a bust in these clothes, although Vince half-thought she might be using an illusion to enlarge them.

      “Oh, Vince, you brought friends?” Ally asked, then gasped as her eyes fell on Nicki. “Wow! You look amazing today. Did you manage all that with those dyes I sold you?”

      Nicki’s wings fluttered but she rushed the counter to show off her new look. While Ally gushed over the intricate illusions and commented on her contacts, the harpy preened.

      “You have to let me take a photo of you like this. I can’t believe how much you’ve done with the dyes. I always assumed you’d need a proper illusion tool or elixir for such a complete transformation,” Ally said.

      While the fox took photos of Nicki, Vince and the rest poked at the many items for sale. Ronin gawked at the shelf containing all the magic tools, while Fia rummaged through a clothes stand in the corner.

      “Well?” Vince asked.

      “These aren’t as good as Nina’s, but I’ll admit I’m interested,” Fia said. “Enchanted clothes are a pain to get. You can’t just throw magic into any fabric, as ordinary polyester and cotton can’t hold spells properly. It’s why I never bothered. Finding a trusted tailor and enchanter, choosing the right spells and materials, and then getting multiple outfits done, because you know one will get damaged…” She shook her head.

      “So how the hell does Nina have one?” he asked. “I’d figure that the Lionettis could afford them if she can.”

      “Alessia would go broke if she tried to deck us out.” Fia placed the pants she’d been looking at back on the stand. “Nina refused to tell me, but I bet she dropped at least a hundred grand on hers. Dunno how many spares she has.”

      “Just one.”

      Fia shot him an odd look and he shrugged.

      “I do her laundry. Even if she rarely wears her enforcer outfits, they need to be taken care of. Otherwise they’ll become stuffy and useless.”

      With that said, he struggled to see how Nina’s clothes could be worth as much as Fia said. Sure, she’d made the care instructions super clear, but would she trust him to take care of something worth literal years of rent?

      Then again, if he hadn’t, Nina would have left her clothes to grow moldy.

      Vince rifled through the clothes on display and still struggled to see how he might pay tens of thousands for some jeans or a jacket. Especially as he’d need to be sure of what enchantments were laden into them. He could feel the barrier built into each piece of clothing, but he could cast his own barriers. Nina’s outfit had far more to it than just a barrier.

      “Hey, Vince, you bought your cane here, right?” Ronin asked, pulling Vince from his browsing.

      He joined his friend by the shelves full of magic tools. Ronin had a metallic bracelet in his hands and appeared confused.

      “Yeah,” Vince said. “Ally helped pick it out.”

      The fox’s ears perked up and she looked away from where she was taking a photo of Nicki, who had removed her jacket. Vince tried not to look in their direction, as Nicki’s clothes left little to imagine, especially looking like she did today.

      “I know the Lionettis are paying you well, but this well?” Ronin stared at a familiar stone dagger. “I’m saving up for a good telekinetic magic tool, so that I can stop perps from fleeing so easily, but this is exactly the stuff I was talking about earlier. Fancy stuff that would break my bank. Any of these foci would be worth what I pay in rent.”

      “The cane was worth what I pay in rent,” Vince said drily. “That’s why I got Alessia to pay for it.”

      And then some, given Ally had lied about how much he paid for it. He’d somehow made a profit by buying a new focus.

      Ronin looked at his cane and his lips thinned.

      But before he could say anything, Ally flounced up to them. She’s returned to her fox appearance and one of her tails rubbed against Vince’s back. When he glanced at it, the tail pulled back and Ally’s face reddened. She didn’t acknowledge him.

      “I promise my prices are very fair,” Ally insisted. “Anything you get here is far better than the same product elsewhere in the laneway. And affordable.”

      “Given catalyst prices, I doubt you’re selling them that cheaply,” Ronin said. “That was your local Immanuel dealer who left earlier, right?”

      Annoyance flickered across Ally’s face. “No. He was the muscle assigned to me because I buy from one of their middlemen. What catalyst dealer would visit their customer? That would get me in all sorts of shit, officer.”

      Fia and Nicki giggled while Ronin hunched his shoulders.

      “Seen through,” Vince said. “He’s off-duty and a good friend, Ally.”

      The fox rolled her eyes. “If I was worried about being busted by the police, I wouldn’t have a store in the middle of the city.”

      “With so few customers, how do you even afford rent here?” Ronin asked.

      “I have customers,” Ally insisted. “You came here with one.”

      Ally’s tails practically encased Vince as she spoke, but they hovered just out of reach. He wanted to stroke one.

      Something told him that Ally would boot him out of the store if he acted on his thoughts.

      “Why’s Immanuel’s muscle visiting you?” Fia asked.

      Ally’s tails froze even as she looked at the wolfgirl. “There was an incident on Friday night. It’s nothing serious.”

      “Immanuel don’t send demons to random stores for trivial matters. Something went down. I might have been preoccupied that night, but it’ll come out soon enough.”

      “It will, yes.” Ally sighed and retreated behind her counter. “How are you doing, by the way? You’re a Lionetti, right? I’m glad that both of you are doing well given what I saw on the news.”

      “We’re good. Thanks to your infusions,” Vince said.

      As if keen to change the subject, Ally perked up. “You used them? Were there any side-effects? Did they work as well as I promised? It’s not often I get the chance for direct feedback from a customer. Back in New York, it was common enough, but most of my sales are indirect here.”

      Indirect? Vince wondered who she sold to. That sounded like a corporate sale, which left him curious as to how she had enough infusions to sell over the counter if everyone was snatching them up due to the conference.

      “The only side-effects involved not dying, so I appreciate that,” he said.

      Ally’s eyes widened. “Dying? Are you sure you’re alright? My infusions are powerful, but…” She bit her lip.

      “Given how quickly they healed him, powerful is an understatement,” Fia said. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

      Visibly annoyed, Ally huffed. “Houou… caused a scene here. I’ve been encouraged to take legal action against them and Immanuel is poking into my affairs, as I’m technically under their protection because I buy catalysts from them.”

      “Even though this is Houou turf,” Ronin said.

      “It’s not like I can buy from them,” Ally said.

      Fia crossed her arms. “A scene. You mean an attack.” Her eyes widened and she looked at Vince. After a few seconds, she scowled. “I can guess why. But I’ll drop the topic for now. If you’re the supplier of Vince’s infusions, I’d definitely be interested. Hell, the entire Lionetti Family might be, if you can supply us.”

      “Um…” Ally bit her lip. “It might take a bit. I still need to fulfill an order for another client. But I have enough to supply you right now.”

      Fia stepped up to the counter. Once there, she tried to surreptitiously slide her phone across the counter. Vince only just caught the motion before one of Ally’s tails blocked his vision.

      What were those two communicating in secret? Whatever it was, Ally pulled out a small box full of infusions.

      “I need a few of those as well,” Vince said. “I might come back later in the week to grab a magic tool, but I’m here for infusions.”

      “Oh. I can do you a deal if you also buy a tool.” Ally smiled brightly at him, appearing almost like the sun with her brilliant red hair and tails. “Um, although if you don’t know what you want…” She frowned abruptly but said nothing.

      “Do I get a deal if I buy a magic tool?” Fia asked, her eyes gleaming with mischief.

      Ally shot a sidelong glance at the wolf, but pretended she hadn’t said anything. Fia grinned.

      After some dithering, Vince ended up with another batch of magic-restoring infusions, plus a couple of healing ones.

      “If you’d like, I can hold the payment until you come back for your tool.” Ally’s tails wavered. “Also, I wanted to ask if you were free on Wednesday. A friend of mine really wanted to meet you, and I’m having lunch with her. You could choose what you want then, pay for everything, and then join us for lunch.” She looked at him expectantly with wide eyes. “Please?”

      Fia snorted and covered her mouth with one hand, while Ronin and Nicki ignored them.

      “Sure. I have time. Who’s the friend?” Vince asked.

      For some reason, Ally’s expression faded a little. “Oh. Just a fox I know through my father.”

      Vince became paranoid. “This isn’t getting back to your father, right?”

      He worried that he might be forced into meeting Ally’s parents due to being—to his knowledge—her only customer. Part of him doubted that she had a client for her infusions, even.

      Ally laughed. “No, no. I’m trying to keep him away from Aulfair, actually.”

      “Then it’s a date.”

      Smiling at him, Ally wrapped up his infusions before helping everyone else. Fia grabbed a bunch of infusions for herself and nodded at the cost. Vince kept his thoughts to himself.

      After all, he was certain that Ally was charging her twice as much. He’d bring it up to Fia when they left the store, because it might be due to some corporate deal. If the Lionettis wanted to buy out Ally’s supply, it stood to reason she’d charge more.

      Ronin ended up buying the bracelet for a few grand. His expression when Ally told him the price suggested he expected to be robbed for it.

      Although if a basic telekinetic bracelet cost three grand, Vince worried what he might have to spend for the stuff he was interested in. His attempt to learn a melee spell fell short of what he might need and wanted something akin to Pola’s claws or Fia’s flame blades. Hell, the illusion tool Nicki discussed with Ally cost two grand, and it wasn’t Ally’s best quality.

      “Um, it’s not that it’s cheap,” Ally explained. “But it does need regular recharging and recasting to maintain the illusion. My best work is more like the tools you’re used to. It effectively lasts forever, or might only need to be recharged once a year.”

      “But you’ll recharge this one every month for free,” Nicki clarified.

      “Um, for the first year. It’s part of the price.”

      The harpy fluttered her wings and tapped her feet on the floorboards. The noise she made reminded Vince that she still had talons beneath the illusion. Especially as her toes didn’t touch the floor during the gesture.

      “I’m still not sure,” Nicki muttered.

      “I’ll cover it as your bonus,” Vince said. “From Friday night. But you should be certain of what appearance you want.”

      “Well, this one is…” Then she paused. “No, that succubus was right. I should create my own appearance. Not just copy that slut on all the ads.”

      Everyone shot Nicki a strange look, but she ignored them. Vince found it amusing that Nicki still called the artificial birdgirl on the billboards a slut despite copying her appearance.

      In the end, they left after Fia and Vince exchanged numbers with Ally. He didn’t know why Fia wanted her contact details, but he needed Ally’s number so he knew when lunch was happening on Wednesday.

      Once outside, they trundled down the laneway. The lines hadn’t moved as much as they should have. The doggirls remained firmly entrenched outside the succubus’s store. Part of Vince felt glad that Ally wasn’t busy, but he also knew she deserved to be and how much it must hurt to be ignored on such a busy street.

      “Those infusions aren’t kickbacks for bringing us there, right?” Ronin asked while adjusting the bracelet on his wrist. “The prices were almost too good to be true.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Fia muttered. “I won’t say I got ripped off, given it’s so damn hard to buy infusions right now—let alone ones that can heal a gaping hole in my chest—but I reckon she’ll give Alessia a run for her money when the two negotiate.”

      “Is that why you got her number?” Vince asked.

      “Yes. Not so I can arrange a booty call, like you.”

      Nicki laughed, her wings bumping against Vince in the process.

      “I was going to ask about the price you paid,” he said.

      “I’m not her favorite customer, so I don’t get generous discounts or insane magic foci that should cost like thirty grand.” Fia gave him a sidelong look. “I’m a corporate enforcer. It’s normal for me to get reamed on infusions and the like. Chances are the price I paid is what she sells to her client.

      “Are you sure she has one? Nobody visits her.”

      “She’s paying her rent somehow, and Houou fucking hates her. I bet her client is Immanuel, given the visit from that enforcer. Houou’s pissed she’s supplying the competition. Fucking insane that they’d attack her store, though. It’ll be all over the news. People will eat up fox-on-fox violence. Trippych might even interview her personally.”

      Ronin nodded in agreement as the group stopped on the street at the end of the laneway. “Attacking a store, even if it is supplying a rival, is an outright crime. There’re no news reports of it, but if she’s considering legal action, there’ll be a police report somewhere. An arrest might have been made.” He paused. “Anyway, I’ve spent far too much for one weekend and I’m back in Albion for another 12-hour shift tomorrow. I need some rest. Later.”

      They waved him off, and considered grabbing some drinks. But as they crossed the intersection, Fia appeared less interested in a drink than a chat. She stopped Vince outside the coffee shop.

      “Go and grab a drink, Nicki,” Fia said. “Just want to talk to V.”

      He waited for Nicki to enter the store, then looked at the wolfgirl. “What’s wrong?”

      “Two things. One that I’m not entirely certain of. Another that I am.” She stared at the laneway, as if expecting somebody to walk out of it. “Ally got hit by Houou because of you. The timing is uncanny. Same night that they hit us? Somebody threw a tantrum because she gave you infusions and stopped their assassination attempt.”

      “You’re certain of that?”

      “Okay, maybe certain is too strong, but the timing is concerning. The other thing…” Fia looked up at him and brushed her hair behind one ear. “Be careful, Vince. I think you’re in somebody’s sights. Getting so much fame and attention so quickly might have painted a target on your back. If Houou’s attacking civilians already, they won’t hesitate to try to take you out, crime or not. Things are lining up too neatly for my liking.”

      “What do you—”

      She shook her head. “I need to look into things. That’s my job, especially as your handler. And friend.” One of her hands brushed against his arm and her tail batted his rear. “Anyway, I’d offer you a ride, but Nicki nearly had a panic attack the one night I drove her home. Girl did not like being cooped up. Remember to talk to Nina before loading her up, by the way.”

      Before Vince could clarify who the “her” in that last sentence was, Fia crossed the intersection and left. Distraction marred her expression.

      Personally, he hoped she was also careful. Hadn’t she been one of the targets of Friday’s attack?

      For now, he enjoyed a little more time with Nicki and some more coffee. No eggs involved.

      He did wonder about Ally’s friend, however. Come Wednesday, he wouldn’t need to wonder. But who knew what might occur in the two days before then. Fia’s warning rang out in his mind as he left the coffee shop.
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      Nina returned home late, tired, and hungry that night. Late enough that Vince ordered food. He demolished one bowl of pho dropped off by a Wings flier and shoved the other in the fridge to be reheated.

      “Couldn’t you have asked me what I wanted for dinner?” Nina whined once she returned and found her share.

      “I did. You never answered,” he said, stretched out across the couch.

      She blinked and pulled out her phone. The fridge swung shut while she stared at the screen, visibly lost.

      “Oh.” Nina’s sigh sent the meal planner stuck to the front of the fridge fluttering across the room, causing her to dart after it. “Sorry. I wanted steak, but I’ll live.”

      Vince struggled with the urge to laugh. “Steak? We had that last weekend and it cost a fortune. When’s the last time you’ve even cooked steak?”

      “Too long.” Giving up, Nina retrieved her pho. While sliding it into the microwave, she slammed the fridge shut with one foot. “I tried one for lunch at this new place people are raving over. It was so fucking chewy and flavorless that I almost wanted to walk out and not pay. Urgh. I wanted to cook a nice one to make up for it.”

      Throwing good money after bad in Vince’s mind. He let Nina complain some more as she slowly demolished her huge bowl of soup. As always when she got home, she flicked on the news. Not that there was much relevant tonight.

      Rather than anything local, every single channel was showing an emergency report about Australia. Apparently, a former leader of the country had returned after being lost at sea for decades and overthrown the government. Half the commentary was about the implications this had for Japan’s power in the Oceanic region, and the other half was about the powerful water magic he’d used.

      “Seriously? International news? I wanted to hear about the conference.” Nina grimaced.

      “Are we sure this is actual news?” Vince scratched his head. “I know things are crazy, but if somebody told me that FDR walked out from the ocean in our time of need and overthrew the government with secret magic from Atlantis, I’d ask them to share the drugs they’re on.”

      “It’s on every channel. Timing seems crazy given Japan’s move here.” Annoyed, she turned off the TV and pulled out her phone. “It’s everywhere online, too. At least there’s some discussion of the conference, though.”

      “Shouldn’t you have read the news first?”

      “It’s easier to watch it. I have better things to do on my phone.” Despite her words, Nina flicked through article after article.

      He’d underestimated the degree to which she cared about the conference. This level of interest was a far cry from “water cooler talk,” as she’d described it a while ago.

      Personally, his interest remained firmly on the water magic this Holt person had used. He’d defeated agents and soldiers as strong as the Yakuza immortals Vince might have to fight, which was no mean feat.

      “What did you do today, anyway?” Nina asked. “Fia told me that your new contract still isn’t ready and you had lunch with her.”

      “Sounds like you already know what I did,” he said.

      But he explained his activities anyway. His girlfriend nodded along without comment, even when it came to Salome’s actions, but frowned at the news regarding Ally’s shop.

      “If Houou attacked her store directly, without using an intermediary, that’s bad news for them. There’s like six elementals on the streets right now. I’ve never seen this many active at once. They usually leave the beat patrol to enforcers like Ronin, but they’ve already flattened a few small-time enforcers causing shit. Houou will be in a world of pain if they keep fucking around.”

      “I just wonder why they’d hit Ally, or why they have such a grudge against her,” Vince said.

      Ronin hadn’t gotten back to him about the case. He might have been busy, as he was apparently doing 12-hour shifts in Albion every other day now. Or he might know something and be unwilling to share it.

      “If she’s supplying Immanuel or the Yakuza with infusions right now, she’d be a big target. But…” Nina grabbed a toothpick and began cleaning her teeth. She leaned against Vince in the process and nearly toppled both of them, but he propped himself up. “If they hit her because you bought from her, that means they’re worried about you.”

      “They sent Juliet after me,” he pointed out.

      “Yeah. Which only adds fuel to the theory. Expect to be approached by a few people this week.” Nina placed a hand on his shoulder and looked deeply into his eyes. “I don’t just mean Quintus or some ambulance chaser. If Houou can’t kill you, they’ll try to hire you. Just like Kaziern tried.”

      “I already said no.”

      Her expression hardened. “And when a seven-tail fox pulls you aside, offers you a million straight up to walk away, and implies he’ll destroy you if you say no?”

      Vince scowled. “That gives me even more reason to tell him to fuck off.”

      He’d already told Alessia no when she tried to bring him into the mafia and constrain his actions. After being burned by Immanuel for so many years, he’d gotten a taste for what it was really like to be independent.

      If big companies and gangs worried he might work for a rival, he could earn insane money compared to the scraps Quintus had thrown him. Nina had reminded him as much when she’d threatened Quintus with exactly that.

      Nina sighed and nestled her head into his neck. Her position became deeply awkward as she curled up on the couch against him. Vince scurried to the far side before she crushed him.

      “You’ll push me off if you’re not careful,” he said.

      “Then I’ll lay on top of you on the floor.” Her ears flicked against his jaw. “Just be careful, Vince. I’m worried about you. The money’s good, but you’re attracting attention that would scare even me. Defeating Juliet and Hamelin has put you on the map.”

      Damn. If Nina was talking him up like this, he might need to really worry.

      “I’m going to grab some fancy tools from Ally on Wednesday,” he said. “I’d get an outfit like yours, but Fia told me it costs a fortune. ‘All-the-money-Alessia-is-paying-me’ levels of fortune.”

      “Mmm,” Nina purred into his skin. “I told you that I spent almost everything I earned on expensive stuff. That outfit came courtesy of a big job for the cartel. Needed to protect a big shipment from Immanuel’s elites, who were trying to lock them out from the docks.”

      She always had a great story behind everything she did. Unlike Vince, whose only real claim to fame was lighting main street on fire for a few hours.

      And helping the Lionettis on Friday, he supposed.

      “Any advice for what sort of tools I should get?” he asked.

      She straightened up a little so she could look into his eyes while still leaning on his shoulder. “Ones that don’t break your bank. You’re getting a big paycheck, but it might be a whole month before you receive more. Even if your boss is covering one fine, you might get more.”

      Not a pleasant thought. But he nodded.

      “But more specifically? I was thinking of melee,” he said.

      “Might work. But if you’re in melee with somebody like me, who can shatter your barrier, then you’re fucked if you can’t chase me away. You’re a bruiser, but you need distance. Buy something that can generate it.”

      Given Ally’s expertise, Vince figured he’d find some tools that fit Nina’s advice.

      With how tired she was, they ended up retiring to bed early. Which suited him just fine given she’d woken him up way too early.

      Monday went slowly. Once again, Nina left for work and he puttered about at home.

      Ordinarily, he’d be trolling for work at nights or doing odd jobs for Immanuel. Yet he found himself with little to do despite being employed. A strange feeling.

      Before he could make many plans, Alessia finally contacted him. Not with a message, but a phone call. He stared at her name on his phone for several seconds before finally picking up.

      “I didn’t expect a call,” he said.

      “It’s faster this way,” Alessia replied. Her voice sounded a little distant, suggesting she was using a headset or earbuds. “I’ve wired you the funds. You should receive them within a few hours.”

      Damn. An actual wire transfer. Vince knew about them, but Quintus always paid in cash.

      At least he wouldn’t need to worry about carrying fifty grand around in his wallet or finding a safe to keep it in. Enchanted safes proofed against magic and demihumans cost a mint and weighed so much that not even Nina could lift one without a spell.

      “What about the contract?” he asked.

      “My lawyers are going over it. Given the nature of the work and how long the contract is, they want it to be ironclad. I can’t risk a piece of paper undoing everything we’re doing because it lets the police take action against us. Houou might be able to absorb the investigation against them, but I might even be ousted by the branch families if I saw the same problem.”

      Investigation? “Wait. Is that investigation related to an attack—”

      Alessia interrupted him, “Yes. Fia told me about the magic store you visited yesterday. It’ll be quite the boon if I can acquire a mystic fox as a supplier. The police announced an investigation this morning into the attack, and I’ve heard rumors about possible antitrust action, as Houou assaulted a smaller competitor. Not that I expect the latter to amount to anything. The conglomerates have proved largely immune to such accusations.”

      “That’s it? An investigation after a brazen assault on a random merchant?”

      “The perpetrator is dead, Vince.” Alessia’s voice stopped him cold. “Cut in two down the middle. They’re keeping his race a secret, but it’s almost certainly a fox, which begs the question of who and how they slaughtered him. Given the rumors…”

      “Which are?” Vince figured to finally push about them.

      A long pause followed his question, although he heard typing in the background. Another voice echoed in the background, which he recognized as Lucia’s.

      “I’m surprised you don’t know their nature if you’re shopping there,” Alessia finally said. “Although Houou’s propaganda is all over the place. Everything from accusations that the store-owner works for the Yakuza, to being a federal government plant, and even that she sells forgeries. The latter is clearly untrue.”

      Working for the Yakuza… Vince grimaced. “Uh, do you know—”

      Once again, she interrupted him, “Fia told me that you’re going to meet with Ally’s friend. A fox from New York?”

      “That she knew from New York,” he corrected.

      “Hmm. Well, be careful, nonetheless. For many reasons.”

      Everybody and their mother was warning him. Vince wondered if he should stay home today.

      “When do you think the contract will be ready?” he asked.

      “Tonight, hopefully. Tomorrow morning at the latest. I’ll have Fia provide you a copy so you can peruse it. If you’re out and about on Wednesday, perhaps you can stop by my office and give me your decision. I recommend acquiring legal advice. If necessary, we can delay the signing, but the sooner the better.”

      Legal advice? Vince’s eyes popped. Nina had never mentioned using a lawyer. Hell, these contracts were dodgy as hell in general. Immanuel had him sign an annual one that acknowledged he worked for a shell company that they controlled but had no direct connections to. It had been boilerplate.

      “Sure,” he said. “If I need a day or two, I’m still available as an enforcer.”

      Alessia sighed. “You shouldn’t say things like that. You’ll make me regret offering you so much.”

      Was she admonishing him or threatening him? Vince let the comment slide and closed off the conversation. Alessia appeared busy anyway.

      Worried about all the warnings he’d received, he chose to spend the day researching vampiric weaknesses. He also spent a couple of hours researching spells. Sure, his fire net was neat, but he felt he needed something with more punch to handle somebody like Juliet. His fire lasers could only hit so hard, after all. Hell, he worried about cracking barriers used by the Golden Path enforcers. They sure as hell wouldn’t use barrier rings.

      Not that he wanted to try mastering another meister-tier spell. He lacked the months necessary to learn one.

      Somebody rapped on his balcony door and he glanced over, expecting a random visit from Nicki.

      Instead, a blonde uniformed birdfolk man stood on his balcony. Wings fliers didn’t wear uniforms. The logo on his jacket marked him as an employee of some sort of logistics firm and he wore white gloves along with his navy-blue uniform. He held a small package roughly the size of a fist.

      A white glove delivery service, complete with physical white gloves.

      Right before Vince opened the door, he stopped.

      Wasn’t he staying home today because of concerns about an assassination attempt? And here was an unannounced package in the hands of a company he’d never heard of.

      A red barrier sprung up around Vince’s entire body. The birdfolk’s lips quirked upward but he remained unmoving. Finally, Vince opened the door.

      “You’re warier than I expected,” a feminine voice said, sultry and sweet as it dug deep into his brain. “Strong barrier, too. No wonder you’ve stayed alive this long.”

      He froze for only an instant. By the time he tried to slam the door shut and summon an offensive spell, the “birdfolk” vanished.

      “Shit,” he swore, spinning while swinging his hand, fire laser at the ready.

      But the birdfolk merely sat on his couch, legs crossed and now distinctly female. The impressive mounds on her chest made it difficult to mistake her for somebody else.

      “Do calm down,” the woman on the couch said. “If I wanted to break in, I could have done it even with the doors closed. The protective wards on this building are laughable.”

      “You’re a fox,” he said, recognizing her short-range teleportation.

      “Do I look like one?” She laughed. “The city is full of merchants selling magic tools that grant short-range teleportation. Perhaps they’re out of your price range, but dozens of them sit in the armories of every conglomerate. Now, I’d rather have a pleasant chat instead of sitting on you. Perhaps over some coffee?”

      She glanced at his coffee machine.

      Fox or not, if she was claiming to be an enforcer or agent from a conglomerate, Vince didn’t want to fight her. Especially as attacking him in his home was a crime.

      If she belonged to Houou, attacking him would bring down an army on them given the current pressure they were under. And even a Yakuza agent would need to hold off. Every conglomerate in the city hated them, after all.

      He kept his barrier up and began making two coffees.

      “They’re shit, you know,” he said.

      “I’ve drunk coffee from countless offices, in almost every conglomerate,” she said. “You wouldn’t believe the state of most. Filthy things. Given what I know about you, I imagine you clean yours.”

      “Once a week.” Vince set aside one coffee, only for it to instantly vanish.

      The “birdgirl” nestled it in her hands, blowing on it. Her hair had grown out into a long ponytail since he last glanced at her.

      “Hmm. Not bad, given the beans,” she said after a sip. “Perhaps you should upgrade to something nicer. Just avoid those terrible bean-to-cup machines.”

      “That would require effort.” He leaned against the counter while waiting for his drink. “So? Why am I getting a visit from a corporate agent.”

      “Several reasons, really. Consider me a messenger for an assortment of interests.” Her smile broadened but failed to reach her bright blue eyes. “First, Aulfair Statewide Insurance wishes to pay you for any evidence you can procure about the attack on Lionetti Tower. Privately, I’d bury this message, but it would cause trouble if I interfered with the mail.”

      Something told Vince that impersonating a courier already involved interfering with the mail, even if she delivered the message.

      “Do I get a contact number?” he asked drily.

      “Do you have evidence that matters?”

      “Against a certain vampire, yes.”

      The birdgirl narrowed her eyes. “Ah, yes. Her. I can advise you that while her contracts against you and the Lionetti sisters remain in place, she’s been forced into hiding by her benefactors. The contracts can be canceled if you assist me with another matter.”

      Vince turned away to grab his coffee and hide his concern.

      Who the hell was this woman to offer this? She had to be from Houou.

      “And that is?” he asked.

      “Refuse any job offers you receive from Immanuel or Knightsgate. Or the Yakuza, if you’re not entirely aware of Knightsgate’s nature,” she said. “I imagine you’ll receive some this week, if not today. Should my… supporters learn otherwise, know that Juliet Forest will be deployed against you again. Among other enforcers.”

      “In other words, you’re working for Houou.”

      “Believe what you wish. But if I was, shouldn’t I tell you to walk away from the mafia?” Her eyes glittered.

      Her coffee had practically vanished by now. Damn, she drank fast. He’d barely touched his own.

      When she said nothing for close to a minute, he grew restless.

      “Well, is that it?” he asked, voice deepening as he tried to hide his nervousness.

      “I had hoped to receive some hint regarding your intentions,” she said.

      He snorted. “Yeah, that’s not happening. You’re threatening me, while I have no clue what I’m about to be offered. Kaziern at least offered me a small fortune.”

      “Ah, yes. Them.” The woman sighed and stood up. She deftly kept her massive wings from knocking anything over as she stretched. “Quite the poor decisions they made to land in such a mess from the position of power they held. Which brings me to my third point: if you deal with the rogue enforcer plaguing the city center, I’ll give you one of these useful teleportation tools.” She shook her wrist until a bracelet glittering with rubies appeared.

      “A job offer? You came here for that?”

      “Underworld business is always conducted in person. It helps for you to understand my capabilities, as well.”

      She blinked across the room and appeared directly in front of him. While she’d towered over him outside the door, her height had shrunk drastically since and she looked up at him with a dark smile. Her arms pressed against the wall behind him as she pressed her breasts into his chest.

      Alarm sounded in Vince’s mind. She’d leaned right through his barrier and was only inches away from him. Fia’s warning about his barrier’s weakness left him far more vulnerable than he’d expected.

      “You’re cute.” The birdgirl paused. “And capable. It would be a shame if I needed to destroy you.”

      “I already said I don’t appreciate threats,” he growled.

      “Ahaha, yes, you did.” She tilted her head. “But you misunderstand. This isn’t a threat. You can make the choice to disobey me and face little more than a whiny vampire. But should we cross paths and be pitted against one another, you’ll be little more than dust.” She stroked his cheek. “I’d much rather avoid that. I can be a very generous employer, you see.”

      So would he, but Vince had no plans to give in to threats. Especially as he remained dead certain this woman worked for Houou.

      Not that he understood her angle.

      She teleported away again, appearing on the balcony beyond the closed door. With a short wave, she leaped over the railing and vanished.

      Naturally, he called Alessia right away. She answered within seconds.

      “Vince?” she asked.

      He explained what had happened, leaving out no details. Alessia listened in silence, save for a question or two to clarify things.

      “I see,” she said. “Those could be Houou’s agents, but to intrude on your home directly… That’s quite a risk to take. Part of me wonders if this is a false flag op, attempted to frame them and make you deliberately work against them. Their requests make little sense to me. Not to mention that Houou wants you dead and missed a golden opportunity. There’d be little evidence linking them to your death if they acted then and there.”

      “What if they were caught on surveillance?” he asked. Not that he had any cameras in the apartment.

      “A teleporting birdfolk does not make a case against a conglomerate. I recommend ignoring her requests.”

      Easier said than done. If Immanuel or the Yakuza planned to offer him work, Vince needed to weigh up the fact he’d have a hit squad sent against him for saying yes.

      Ronin and Fia had little of use to add when he messaged them. Although Ronin reiterated that Houou was under a lot of pressure. He apparently registered the confrontation with the police for Vince, for what little good it might do.

      When Nina returned, her fury made itself known.

      “Breaking into your home is an instant blacklisting.” She paced back and forth in her office clothes, pressing one fist into a palm. “Whoever the hell this bitch is working for, tell them to go fuck themselves.”

      “I technically did open the door for her,” Vince said, aware that he shouldn’t be defending the intruder.

      “And if you refused, I bet she would have teleported in anyway. What would you think if fucking Quintus showed up in person?” Nina’s eyes blazed.

      “That I’d pissed him off?”

      She scowled. “Don’t give me that shit. He’s already pissed but you haven’t been visited by any demons, have you?”

      Sex tonight turned out to be rougher than usual. Vince wished he’d taken one of those muscle strengtheners, because he’d feel Nina’s riding tomorrow.

      Another day, another morning when his girlfriend rushed to get ready for work. She’d slept in, no doubt because of how long she’d ridden him for.

      Only for Fia to interrupt them. Vince stared at her as she stood outside his door. His mind slowly put the pieces together and he slapped his forehead when he understood.

      “Shit. The contract,” he said. “Alessia said you’d drop it off.”

      She held out a manila folder, which he took.

      “Yeah, we prefer using paper contracts,” Fia said. “Alessia scans them in on the internal system, but it’s easier to keep stuff from leaking if we’re not sending things of questionable legality around by email.”

      “I’m sure the cops tap everything.” He waved her inside and Fia beelined toward the coffee machine.

      Despite the face she made at the cheap machine, she still made herself some drip coffee and happily drank it. “The feds, maybe. Who knows what crazy magical schemes the IRS and NSA have cooked up to break the encryption on every phone call and message. But the local blackshirts? Not fucking likely. We’re a legit corporation, though, so they can subpoena us.”

      The idea of using a court to subpoena a contract for illegal work boggled Vince’s mind. Then again, the fact he was signing contracts meant they were legally enforceable in some way. Magically binding contracts cost so much money and catalysts to put together that they were only used for massive deals, like corporate buyouts and mergers. Even then, the courts had mages strong enough to annul them, making them of questionable usage.

      Suddenly, one of Fia’s words struck him.

      “The IRS?” he asked. “You don’t really think tax enforcers are that dangerous, right?”

      “Trust me. A smart mafia is one that pays its taxes. They find out everything.”

      Vince couldn’t recall the last time he’d even filed a tax return. Should he be worried?

      Nina wandered into the main room and raised an eyebrow at Fia. “You two going somewhere fun today?” Her accusatory tone punctured the pleasant atmosphere.

      The wolfgirl raised her hands. “I’m just dropping off Vince’s contract. It’s a big one and the sooner he gets across it, the sooner we can rest easy. Just need his lawyer to look through it.”

      Ah, yes. The lawyer Vince totally had on retainer. He must have given away his thoughts with his expression, because Fia snickered at him.

      Midway through slipping on her shoes, Nina froze. “Oh, shit. This is a complicated contract, isn’t it? I forgot you’ve never signed anything that big. Hell, you should have had a legal eagle look over the last one you’d signed. Would have saved you some grief with the completion terms.”

      “Alessia acted in good faith,” Fia said.

      “Sure, sure, but nobody should sign a contract that lets your boss fuck with you like that.” Nina straightened up. “I know a good lawyer who handles enforcer contracts. He used to do everything for me. Same day turnaround. Gimme the contract and I’ll drop it off for him.”

      “Is he a literal legal eagle?” Vince joked as he happily gave the manila folder to the lioness.

      “Yes, actually. You’d be surprised at the number of eagles that are lawyers. Them and hawks represent the largest demihuman population of legal professionals.” Nina shoved the folder into her purse before shouldering it. “Although most of the hawks handle corporate stuff. I bet our lovely dragon lord has a dozen of the best in Aulfair on retainer.”

      Vince knew very little about lawyers, but he strongly suspected that nobody actually kept entire teams of lawyers on retainer. He wouldn’t put it past that dragon to outright buy an entire law firm given how often he got in shit, though.

      Nina and Fia left together. The wolfgirl was trying to offer Nina a lift when Vince closed the door.

      Unfortunately, without the contract to busy himself, he found himself at a loss. He really hoped that lawyer turned it around fast. Not seeing his own contract bothered him. Nina knew the terms and could tell the lawyer what to expect, however.

      Now that staying home proved to be no safer than going outside, he figured to keep himself busy. Vince called up Nicki for a lift. She met him at the balcony door and caused him to instinctively tense. As much as he trusted her, he summoned a barrier before opening the door.

      Nicki merely grimaced. “Nina and Fia mentioned you got a visit yesterday. It’s just me.”

      She still looked like the birdgirl from the billboards. Evidently her dyes hadn’t worn off yet. The heart eye contacts were gone, though. Nicki’s plain amber eyes gazed at him uncertainly.

      “You’ll need to drop the barrier if I’m to take you anywhere,” she said.

      He did so and Nicki didn’t blow a hole in his chest, because she was Nicki rather than an imposter. Maybe he needed some system to recognize people? Like a codeword.

      They traveled to the park he usually practiced magic in. Not many people around this early. A few people in suits cut through the park on the way to work, a dogwalker had a small army of dogs on leashes—the animal kind, not demihumans—and a pair of wolfgirls jogged around the lake in formfitting spandex that drew his eye.

      The day passed fast enough as he practiced a few spells. Every hour spent enabled him to cast faster and better, whatever spell he practiced. Nicki elected to join him and conducted flight practice. Although she joined him for magic practice at one point. He gave her some tips to focus herself and explained how incantations worked.

      Amazing that Nicki could use telekinesis without even understanding that much.

      “Shouldn’t you have been taught this in school?” he asked.

      “Do you know how much it sucks to be forced to cast elemental spells and constantly fail them?” She crossed her arms and huffed. “Nobody let me cast telekinesis, because the teachers said it was too complex and no other student specialized in a cerebral school.”

      “What about healing? Did your school just tell them to go fuck themselves?”

      “Uh, I think there was a different class for healing. Not that it would have helped, as I can’t use healing magic for shit.”

      They made good progress, as Nicki lacked knowledge of many of the basics. While Vince couldn’t cast magic from a cerebral school, much of what he’d learned applied just as well. Especially as he’d once tried learning the very basics of healing years ago, when he struggled to afford infusions.

      Nicki might be right that she sucked at healing, but all the cerebral schools used similar methods to focus and cast their spells. The big difference was the clarity of the image required.

      Natural elements allowed the caster to skip certain steps involving visualization. Everyone innately understood how fire and water worked, after all. But using telekinesis required the caster to clearly visualize what exactly they wanted to do. If they wanted to pick up a stick from afar, they needed to imagine the stick rising into the air. Healing magic used a similar method to heal wounds.

      Bad healing could mend broken bones in the wrong direction if visualized incorrectly. Professional healers learned anatomy as deeply as any mundane doctor and had similarly strict licensing requirements.

      Around 3PM, Vince noticed a suited man lurking nearby. He instinctively tensed.

      Then he saw the red badge glittering from the man’s chest. One of Immanuel’s enforcers. A human one, curiously.

      Or one taking on a human appearance.

      When Vince met the enforcer’s eyes, the man finally entered the clearing. Nicki fluttered down from where she’d been circling the area.

      “It’s fine,” he called up to Nicki, then looked at the intruder. “I know your face. You’re one of the demons who accompanied Quintus at the Prefect’s Lounge.”

      The demon’s appearance flickered, and a pair of slim horns protruded from his head. His skin darkened while black scales appeared around his neck.

      “I attract less attention when using a transformation spell,” the demon said, his voice like gravel. “The boss… Apologies, Mister Hierum understands you may have ceased your employment with the Lionetti Family. I’m here to confirm if that’s true and whether you’re open to the offer he made last time.”

      How polite. “I’ve extended my contract with the Lionettis. If Quintus has short-term work that doesn’t conflict with my main employer, I’m happy to talk with him,” Vince said.

      The demon stroked his chin. “I’ll let him know. I’m pretty sure he’s interested in some muscle to handle intrusions from rivals south of the harbor. Police activity is lower there, unlike Albion and downtown, but it’ll mean some vicious fighting. This is work for real demons. And it’ll pay like it.”

      Quintus really had upped his evaluation of Vince if he was finally willing to offer him enforcer work that usually went to his corporate thugs.

      “Tell him to contact me on Thursday. It depends on whether I think it’ll clash,” Vince said.

      And whether the work was good enough to risk the wrath of his mystery visitor from yesterday.

      Just as the intruder from yesterday had predicted, Immanuel had made Vince an offer. Sure, he’d known it was likely to happen once Alessia paid him, but how had that fake birdgirl known that Alessia was paying him out early? And that Immanuel would make a move this soon?

      Did that mean the Yakuza really were going to offer him work?

      For the first time since everything went to shit on Friday night, Vince truly felt in over his head. He’d been warned of the dangers of getting involved in a corporate war. Now he understood firsthand what those were.

      If he made a wrong move, he’d have powerful individuals like Quintus coming down on him. Yet Vince felt he was in too deep to back out. He’d pinned his flag to that of the Lionetti’s.

      All he could do was tread carefully. And that included when he met Ally’s friend, whoever she might be.
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      The demon left after casting a spell to hide his appearance again. No fancy magic tool needed for him.

      Vince watched him leave. The park remained just as empty as when he and Nicki had arrived. Everyone he’d seen here earlier had vanished, replaced by an even smaller group of people. Two office ladies sipped coffee on a bench by the statue of the founders. A small crew appeared to be filming something in the distance.

      A quiet afternoon in the park, in other words.

      “Nicki, let’s go,” he told his ride.

      Nicki picked him up without even landing. When she dropped him off home, Nina was already there and dragged the harpy inside for drinks. Dinner as well, given the pot already boiling on the stove.

      “Oh, right. I got your contract back. You should give Krein a call to discuss it. I’ll shoot you his number.” Nina tapped a few times on her phone while grabbing beers from the fridge.

      Vince’s phone buzzed. A contact card arrived in his messages and he excused himself. Stepping onto the balcony, he called his lawyer.

      His lawyer. Not something he’d ever expected to apply to him, even if he was hiring one guy to glance at some paper. Speaking of hiring, Vince needed to make sure that he paid Nina back if she’d already paid the lawyer.

      “Viktor Krein speaking,” a stern, elderly voice said, speaking with an obvious German accent.

      “This is Vince. Nina dropped off—”

      “Ah, Vincent, yes. Quite the contract Miss Hayes dropped off for me. I almost thought she’d come out of retirement.” Krein chuckled and the shuffling of paper rustled across the line. “I wouldn’t complain if she did. Put one of my kids through college with how many big contracts she picked up.”

      If Nina paid enough legal fees to cover somebody else’s college, how the hell had she ever struggled with her own student loans? Probably an exaggeration.

      “But enough of history. Let’s talk about the present,” Krein said. “The contract’s complicated. You have it?”

      Vince pulled the papers out of the folder. Then he and Krein went through it over the phone, while the lawyer explained some of the more complicated sections and understood Vince knew what he was getting into.

      “This is effectively three contracts in one,” Krein warned. “They terminate separately and pay separately. Only one of these jobs has a time limit. Even after three months, if you haven’t dealt with the rival company or the VIP, you’re still on the hook.”

      Vince translated internally. “Is that fine?”

      “Hits don’t usually have time limits, unless it’s for automatic failure. I just wanted you to know that the three-month limit only applies to the protection duty.”

      Krein threw around some interesting euphemisms, and Vince wondered if these were the official terms used for various jobs. He’d always spoken plainly and done simpler jobs. Maybe everyone talked like this in the conglomerates.

      “The next concern is the non-compete,” Krein said.

      Vince’s heart grew cold. “I don’t recall agreeing to exclusivity.”

      If he accepted an exclusive contract, Alessia would effectively be getting him as a corporate enforcer through the backdoor.

      “Well, it’s not about exclusivity,” Krein clarified. “There are two elements here. First, you’re not allowed to take jobs from anyone you’re required to dispatch. Houou and Kaziern are explicitly named. But if another gang or conglomerate jumps in, you’ll have to stop working for them.”

      Vince nodded. “Alright. That’s not so bad. What’s the other part?”

      “If you fail to protect Lionetti assets because you’re busy with another job, they can remove up to a quarter of your monthly paycheck. There are also named entities, including Alessia Lionetti and Lionetti Tower, that dissolve the contract immediately should you fail to protect them while working for somebody else.”

      The idea of having his pay cut because he worked for somebody else riled him, but the last sentence brought him back to reality.

      Alessia wanted him available to defend the Lionettis at any time. Hell, he’d given Nicki that spiel. If he failed to live up to his end of the deal, did he actually deserve the cash?

      To hell with the contract, he wasn’t sure if he could live with himself if he let Alessia die because he was doing some smuggling job for Immanuel.

      “Got it. Any big concerns?” Vince asked.

      “There are some minor wording problems in the contract that I’ve written modifications to on your version. I sincerely recommend not signing any contract without them, although you’ll need to run them past your employer.”

      Everything else was minor stuff. Alessia kept things above board, so to speak. The sneakiest trick she’d pulled had been the exclusivity and that seemed reasonable enough when he thought about it.

      “Thanks,” Vince said, finishing up the call.

      “It’s my job. Feel free to drop off any more contracts you receive. Especially if you take work while still under the restraints of this one. I can advise you on how dangerous it might be to take both jobs,” Krein said. “Miss Hayes should have my card.”

      Once finished, Vince made sure to get Krein’s business card off Nina. She’d completely forgotten about it, so he fished it out of her purse.

      He kept Nicki company while Nina finished off dinner. The harpy sipped at one of Nina’s awful beers, but didn’t seem that bothered by its foul taste.

      No steak tonight, unlike what Vince had expected after she didn’t prepare it last night. Instead she made some sort of broccoli pasta with mince. It tasted a thousand times better than he expected. Nicki’s plate shot down her gullet so fast Vince thought she’d turned into a pelican. She then sat quietly, staring at the remains of her meal.

      “There’s enough for seconds,” Nina said. “I made enough for lunch tomorrow.”

      “But then you won’t—”

      “Vince can buy his own lunch tomorrow.” His girlfriend frowned. “Oh, right. I forgot you were having lunch with that fox.”

      “Foxes,” he said. Then frowned. “I’ll admit, with all the attention I’m getting, I’m worried this is another job offer.”

      “From who?” Nina tapped her chin. “If you get an offer from Houou, that proves the bitch that broke in isn’t from them. If it’s the Yakuza, then it is.”

      “I’d be impressed if Ally was working with the Yakuza.”

      Nicki looked back at him while ladling up seconds from the pan. “Wouldn’t there be good reason for everyone to avoid her if she was?”

      “Yeah, but she’s nowhere near their turf. Why would Immanuel sell her catalysts if she’s supplying their enemy?” Vince asked.

      “Money?”

      Nina snorted. “The demons are greedy, but like power more. But maybe they just want to piss off Houou.” She took a long slug of her terrible beer before eying Vince. “Oh, right. You mentioned Quintus approached you. What’s up?”

      Once again, he explained the situation.

      “You’re independent, so take whatever jobs you can. But don’t violate the deal you made with Alessia,” she warned. “I bet Krien warned you, but she’s offering a lot so that you’ll be available whenever. For all you know, Quintus is being paid by Houou to make you unavailable. Or maybe Houou will realize you’re busy and strike then and there.”

      Shit. Vince hadn’t thought of that possibility when reviewing the contract. “There’s a reason most enforcers don’t accept deals like this, isn’t there?”

      “Eh, it’s not quite a poisoned chalice. More like golden handcuffs. Like taking bodyguard duty. I’ve done it before. Just need to turn down other work for a little bit.” Nina shrugged. “You’re in deeper shit because your boss has a fat target on her ass.”

      “Who’d you protect?” Nicki asked, wings fluttering as she sat down with her second plate of food.

      With that question, the conversation moved on from Vince’s work for the night. Drinks came fast and furious as Nina forced beer after beer on Nicki, leaving the birdgirl collapsed in Vince’s lap by 9PM.

      Nina giggled at her friend. “Man, you’re such a lightweight.”

      “I don’t drink much,” Nicki moaned. “I really hope I don’t get a hangover.”

      Vince forced a glass of water against her throat, and Nicki slowly gulped it down.

      “Stay hydrated and you’ll be fine,” he said. “And no more beer.”

      He glared at Nina, but she just grinned back.

      Fortunately, he enforced the rule. Rather than send Nicki home—and potentially right into a fine for drunk flying—he dug up his old futon and some blankets. Finding room for it in the spare bedroom meant shoving Nina’s clutter around, but he settled the harpy in with little fuss. She fell asleep almost instantly.

      “Damn. I was hoping she’d hit on you,” Nina said, leaning against the door behind him. “She’s super-hot right now, even if she cringes whenever somebody tells her. Figured she might make a move.”

      “Cringes?” He frowned. “She preened a lot for me. Fished for compliments, too.”

      “Oh, really?” Nina grinned and hit him in the arm. “Man, you really do need a specific type of woman, don’t you?”

      “What does that mean?”

      He didn’t find out, although he did drink more than advisable. Drunk sex felt great, though. Even if he was tired and attacked by a crippling headache come morning.

      Vince checked his phone upon waking. Messages from Fia, Pola, and Ally.

      Ally’s turned out to be straightforward. A restaurant and time, in case he couldn’t make it to her store first. Pola begged for him to visit her at her penthouse tonight, as she was bored. Figured.

      Whereas Fia reminded him to be careful. She also offered to pick him up and take him to Lionetti Tower.

      Not that he had any clue when he planned to meet Alessia. She’d said today, but no specific time. Most likely she’d spend the entire day in the tower, especially with the danger she was in.

      He wandered into the main room before answering Fia. Nicki curled up on the couch with a tall glass of water.

      “I take it you need some time to recover,” he said.

      Nicki winced and her wings stretched out. “No, no, I’m fine.”

      When she held the side of her head after standing up, he crossed his arms.

      “Alright, maybe a couple of hours rest,” she muttered.

      With his personal taxi incapacitated, Vince let Fia know he’d hit up Lionetti Tower after his lunch date with Ally and her friend. He also didn’t expect to need a lift, as he’d have Nicki with him.

      You’re going to make her wait outside while you enjoy some fancy lunch? Cruel, Fia said.

      I’ll make sure she eats something nice as well, he replied.

      No reply. Time for breakfast, then, as Nina still hadn’t crawled out of bed. They’d run out of eggs and milk was preciously low, but he found a tub of yogurt and a variety of fruit. Nina must have gone shopping yesterday. Why she didn’t buy more eggs remained a mystery. Her meal planner probably didn’t involve them.

      Which also meant eating the fruit would probably mess with her plans. Vince therefore decided to mix the fruit and yogurt with some granola. He even made three bowls, because he was a good boyfriend. And friend, he guessed, given he definitely wasn’t dating Nicki yet.

      “Wow. Dinner and breakfast,” Nicki murmured when he plonked a bowl in front of her. “You’re spoiling me.”

      Vince remained silent while parsing the comment for sarcasm. After failing to detect any, he shrugged.

      “Nina does all the shopping. I just ruin her plans,” he said. “And tempt her with waffles.”

      Nicki’s eyes closed and she let out a hum of pleasure, spoon sticking out of her mouth. “Waffles. Sometimes one of my… roommates makes them, but they always suck. I bet Nina’s are better.”

      “Vince makes the waffles,” Nina called out as she leaned on the doorway. “I just eat them.”

      The harpy stared at Nina, eyes widening. Once again, the lioness had neglected to put on clothes and the sheer size of her tits in her underwear bounced in plain sight.

      Ignoring Nicki’s stare, Nina slipped away into the bathroom.

      “Damn. They seem even bigger than the first time I saw them. You could play volleyball with them,” Nicki mumbled.

      She looked down at her own illusioned breasts. They were big, by normal standards, but Nina tended to ignore standards. All the better for Vince.

      “Thinking about what you might look like when you try the dyes again?” he asked.

      Nicki gulped and hunched her shoulders. “A little. I’m not supposed to create an illusion that doesn’t properly match my body, though. Even now…” She held her hands against her chest. They visibly sank through it. “If I gave myself fuckoff huge bazongas, it’d look weird. I bet I’d wave my hands through them constantly.”

      “You don’t need giant tits to look good,” he said.

      “Yeah, but I’d look better with them.” She sighed and munched on some granola. “Wouldn’t you like a bigger dick? Uh, not that I know how big it is.”

      Her shifty eyes caused him to glare at her. “Nina finally shared the photo, didn’t she?

      Nicki refused to answer, which told him everything. Had it come up last night while he’d been on the toilet or something?

      Once finished with her shower, Nina joined them. She clicked her tongue at the granola.

      “Don’t bitch. Be happy I made anything, given how little there was in the fridge,” he said.

      “You could have made pancakes. Or waffles. Or an omelet,” she said.

      “With what eggs? Did you plan for me to get them from Nicki?” he asked.

      Nicki choked on her water, spluttering and spitting it everywhere. “Hold the fuck up. I make the egg jokes around here!”

      Rolling her eyes, Nina dug into her granola. Although she shot Vince and Nicki a curious sidelong look.

      Vince noted that his girlfriend remained in her underwear. “Shouldn’t you be getting dressed? It’s early, but not that early.”

      “I’m working from home today,” Nina said.

      “You never work from home.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve decided that today’s the day I do. Yesterday sucked, so this is how I’ll deal with the constant bullshit of work.”

      How long before Nina quit? She’d simmered for the past couple of weeks, but if he’d thought things were blowing over, they’d clearly boiled over instead.

      “Do you want a distraction?” he asked.

      “I’d rather not fuck like rabbits around Nicki,” Nina said.

      Nicki’s face reddened and she glanced at Vince. “Bit late for that.”

      “I take it we were loud?” Vince said.

      “I can’t believe how long you two fucked for. I even checked on those endurance pills the succubus gave you and they’re still unopened.” Nicki covered her face. “Do you have some spell to handle it?”

      “No,” he and Nina said together.

      Nina grinned. “He takes breaks. Why? Are you getting ideas?”

      Nicki buried her face in her arms. After a little more teasing, Nina gave up.

      The morning trundled by slowly. Vince stayed out of Nina’s way as she worked on her laptop. At least she dressed herself. Nicki lounged on the spare futon, playing with her phone.

      Eventually, the harpy declared herself good enough. It was 11AM, and therefore too late to visit Ally’s store. Vince would pick up his tools after lunch, then.

      He had a lot to do after lunch, it turned out.

      After letting Ally know his plans, he got dressed properly and equipped his gear. Nicki remained in her clothes from yesterday. When he suggested she fly home and change, she just shrugged.

      “I don’t sweat much. You can check if you like.” Then her face caught on fire and she refused to say anything for several minutes.

      The flight downtown went quickly. Vince could have easily taken the subway, but he’d grown to enjoy being flown around by Nicki. Her chatter proved better company than strangers he ignored.

      Their destination was the Tri Sommet. Specifically, one of the fancy restaurants on its many levels. He’d bumped into a couple heading to one during his trip with Fia. The price of food there kept the restaurants well out of his wheelhouse.

      He doubted he’d be paying today, but at least could afford it. As Alessia promised, the money had arrived, and he couldn’t believe the numbers he saw in his banking app.

      The Sommet had dedicated landings for birdfolk taxis, but Nicki avoided them.

      “You need approval to use them,” she explained as they landed in the plaza outside the Sommet. “Wings gives us codes to drop people off, but I think you need a permit or some sort of employee pass otherwise.”

      He frowned. “Will that be a problem in many places? Now that you’re private.”

      “Nah. Not many bougie shitholes like this that keep the riffraff out.” Nicki snorted. “Plus, I plan to grab a private taxi pass once you pay me a little more. Should let me into most airspaces closed off to private flying.”

      The more Vince knew. He also recalled that he hadn’t paid Nicki her bonus.

      “I still owe you for Friday night. Do you—” he tried to say.

      Nicki shoved him. “Fucking hell, Vince. You’re offering me a huge job and promised to buy me one of Ally’s illusion wands. I’m good. Especially after you let me stay the night.”

      Was that truly such a big deal?

      With that said, he still pulled out his wallet and forced some notes on Nicki. She squawked in complaint, but took them.

      “This isn’t much, but it should cover lunch around here. I don’t know how long I’ll be with Ally and her friend,” he said. “I’d feel bad if I left you to grab some fast food while I’m enjoying overpriced stuff.”

      “I can still buy fast food, you know. Maybe I prefer it. But thanks.” She shot him a smile. “I’ve even been laying off the egg jokes lately.”

      “I noticed,” he said drily. “I’d begun to worry.”

      “Noted. I’ll remind you regularly of the heavily laden consequences of flirting with birdfolk.”

      It took far too long for Vince to realize she’d make a joke and he groaned. Laden with eggs, of course.

      “Just go. I’ll call you when I’m done,” he said.

      Nicki fluttered away, leaving him to brave the Sommet’s intimidating interior. Unlike last time, he lacked an escort that knew the place.

      Nobody stopped him or confronted him for clearly being out of place here. He joined several people in the elevator, and they all stepped out on the same floor. One even directed Vince to his restaurant after noticing how lost he clearly was.

      The name of his destination was French, and the airy layout and soft blue tones gave the place a chic appearance. He doubted this counted as fine dining, even if the prices suggested as much.

      The tables were mostly empty. Which figured as he’d gotten here before midday. A few couples occupied some seats, and a familiar pair of catgirls sat at the bar with plates of fish. They were the same sisters he’d seen on Saturday near Pola’s penthouse. Hell, they’d been in her building. The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he processed their presence.

      “Oh, you’re here early, Vince,” Ally’s voice interrupted. “Looks like Mei isn’t here yet. Um, I hope you’re not too shocked when you meet her.”

      “Because of her appearance or something else?” he asked.

      He turned to face Ally, only to hide his reaction to her cute appearance.

      A fluttery one-piece dress clung to her figure, only to flare out below her waist. Its white and red tones complemented the vibrancy of her red tails, hair, and fox ears. Butterfly hairpieces had been braided into her front bangs, and little crystal foxes hung from her ears.

      Ally demurely twisted in front of him, hands clutched together and her tails lowered almost flat to the ground.

      When she bit her lip and looked to the side, Vince recalled his own question.

      “Um, both,” Ally said, uncertainty in her tone. “It’s just a meeting, though. If Mei bothers you at all, you can leave at any time. I made certain of that.”

      He kept his expression neutral. “This isn’t just a friendly meeting, is it?”

      “It’s, um, complicated.” She sighed and looked around, including inside the restaurant. “Let’s get a seat. I don’t see anyone here that I recognize.”

      A waiter stood by the door patiently, fake smile plastered on his face. The fakeness slipped away when Ally bounced up to him and mentioned her booking. Without a moment’s hesitation, the waiter led Vince and Ally to a round table in the back.

      An expansive view of the harbor and downtown laid before them, visible through the windows. They weren’t as high up as when Vince met Alessia on the conference floor, but easily higher than most other buildings nearby.

      Ally ordered some sparkling water before taking a seat. Vince deliberately chose the chair facing the entrance, which didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, ears flattening against her head. “I was requested to invite you and can’t really say no. Mei’s important, but I really want you to know that you can walk away at any time. She promised me.”

      “Not to be mean, but promises often mean little to those with power,” he said.

      Ally’s eyes hardened with a fierceness he’d never seen before. “She’ll regret it if she does.”

      Then she blinked and her face reddened. “I mean, you really can trust her. At least this far.”

      “Do you trust her?”

      “… Yes, but only because of…” Ally’s tails wiggled. “That’s also why I know she won’t betray me.”

      Which meant Vince was here under Ally’s protection. He found the idea amusing, given how adorable she looked. Although he shouldn’t focus too much on her cuteness, given the cleavage showing from the top of her dress.

      He looked away and his eyes locked onto the catgirls. His expression tightened.

      “Ally, can you detect illusions?” he asked.

      She blinked, then looked around wildly, tails flailing. After several seconds, she calmed down. “Yes. That’s why I know none of Mei’s associates are here. Plus, I know you can detect glamours.”

      His eyes remained focused on the catgirls, who showed no interest in him and Ally. Was he paranoid?

      Ally’s tail waved back and forth and her eyes flickered white. “I can’t sense anything. Did… Did something happen?” She bit her lip.

      “I got a visit from somebody capable of powerful illusions. I didn’t sense a thing, even after they were actively changing their appearance,” he admitted.

      “Oh.” Ally’s expression turned downcast. “I’m almost certain that they’re not illusioned.”

      “Almost certain?”

      “Err, the only illusions I feel could remain hidden are those from truly powerful foxes or djinn. Plus transformations, I suppose. Are you being followed by a demon? Perhaps a powerful succubus?”

      Vince snorted. “I know a powerful succubus, and she loves playing with transformation spells and illusions, but I think they work differently to yours. But she’s definitely not interested in me and…”

      Hmm. Could another of Immanuel’s succubi be responsible for the visit? Nobody else saw the fake birdgirl, so the “illusion” might actually be the product of mental magic.

      But why would she have told him not to work for Immanuel?

      He ran a hand down his face in frustration. “It’s fine. This is my own fault, given all the attention I’ve drawn recently. I won’t say no to a nice lunch.”

      “The baked salmon is amazing here,” Ally said, her tails waving around in excitement. “And you really should have some of the oysters. All the seafood is fresh and high quality. Mei would never come here otherwise. She’s so picky about her sushi.”

      Some menus sat in a holder on the table, cementing the expensive café vibe Vince had gotten. This place must cater to more casual eating. Probably due to the office workers and mages here.

      He flicked through the menu and tried not to gawk at the prices. Every main dish cost as much as two or three meals at ordinary restaurants. At least Vince wasn’t paying.

      Ten minutes after midday, a small entourage of suited individuals approached the restaurant. Vince sipped his water and watched.

      A couple of the faces looked familiar from Friday night. All the newcomers wore familiar pins.

      But it was the masked tengu that drew his attention. She nodded at him, presumably because she’d met her gaze.

      “You know Kiyoko?” Ally asked, frowning.

      “Is that her name? She never introduced herself,” he said.

      The pack of Yakuza moved like a wall. No, like an ancient military formation protecting something in the middle. Mei must be behind them.

      Ally frowned. “She’s the fuku-honbucho of, um…”

      “The Yakuza? Also, I don’t know what that means.”

      “Yes. Um, the translation is something akin to ‘assistant manager.’” She grimaced. “Kiyoko’s not bad. She saved me the other night.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “From Houou’s attack.”

      Wait, that meant Kiyoko had been the one who cut a fox in half.

      Holy shit. If she’d attacked him on Friday night, he’d be the one cut in half, his blood coating apartment blocks across northern Albion. Between her absurd speed when flying and her powerful magic, Vince understood why she might be “number two.”

      Which worried him about the power of the Qilin he’d shaken hands with, if she was Kiyoko’s superior.

      The Yakuza pack stopped at the entrance, and Kiyoko spoke with the waiter from earlier. The manager quickly took over, worried but unsurprised by the army of thugs in his restaurant.

      “What is a fuku-honbucho?” Vince asked. “‘Assistant manager’ doesn’t tell me much.”

      “It means she’s the assistant to the wakagashira.” Ally winced. “Sorry. I only learned about this recently, too. It’s complicated to explain. The wakagashira is kind of like a chief enforcer, and Kiyoko helps her do that.”

      He nodded. The Qilin had introduced herself as the wakagashira—or number-two boss, according to Kiyoko’s translation.

      The Qilin’s and Kiyoko’s positions sounded a lot like Pola and Fia, even if Fia didn’t officially hold a special rank. He nodded.

      Finally, the Yakuza separated, revealing the VIP in the center of their huddle.

      And Vince’s jaw visibly dropped. He felt a chill run down his spine. Every other person in the restaurant looked over and visible gasps resulted.

      An eight-tailed fox with stunning silver hair and tails stood there, wearing some sort of traditional Japanese robe. Or maybe not traditional, given the amount of cleavage and thigh it showed. Her bust size compared well to Pola’s and Alessia’s.

      Vince didn’t miss the folding fan tucked into her sash. Or the military emblem emblazoned on it. It made for a strong political statement. He’d seen the flag briefly on last night’s news about Australia.

      “That’s Mei?” he asked, voice raspy.

      Ally rubbed his hand atop the table. “Yes. Like I said, you can leave whenever you want. Don’t worry.”

      Shit. He’d been pulled into a meeting with the Yakuza.

      Which meant the rumors weren’t entirely false. Houou had it in for Ally because she worked with the Yakuza.

      The time to talk with Ally would be later. Vince didn’t exactly appreciate getting jumped like this, and she knew it. Hurt crossed her face and she retracted her hand. Her tails curled around her like a cocoon.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

      Vince found himself lost for words. Not that he had time to say anything, as Mei crossed the restaurant at that exact moment. The rest of the Yakuza remained outside, save for Kiyoko who took a seat at the bar. She and the catgirls looked at each other, before the tengu ignored them.

      “Oh my, have you hurt Ally’s feelings already?” Mei asked, her voice oozing seductiveness. “Well, hopefully the two of you mend your relationship. I had no wish to bring harm to it. Merely to meet you, Vincent.”

      “Call me Vince,” he said automatically, voice sounding distant even to himself. “And how should I call you? I’m not sure I can call an ancient fox by her first name.”

      “Oh, but you can. I permit it.” Mei’s chair moved of its own accord as she swept into it. No, she’d used telekinesis so casually Vince hadn’t even felt it.

      He gulped. Sure, he’d felt in danger around that fake birdgirl, but this?

      Mei could destroy him with a gesture. Could even Quintus match her?

      The only eight-tailed fox that Vince knew of was the chairman of Houou’s board, and he rarely showed himself in public. If Vince recalled correctly, his name was Saito Fujiwara. Even the clan guardians paled in power.

      Hell, where did the godlike elementals in the police stand relative to this fox?

      “However, I would prefer that you never call me a ‘fox’ again.” Mei’s eyes bore into his, and he saw a deep anger hidden within them despite her calm exterior. “‘Mystic fox’ is the word adopted by the… exiles that live outside their mother country. I am a true kitsune. One of Inari’s messengers and a guardian appointed by Amaterasu herself.”

      Vince inclined his head. “Sorry. I didn’t know the difference.”

      “And now you do. I don’t hold it against you or anyone else to get it wrong the first time, particularly given the status Houou holds here.” Mei shot Ally a soft smile. “Although there is some hope that things may change.”

      Ally didn’t react. Her entire stance had stiffened and she held herself with a poise unlike her typical demeanor.

      The manager hovered several feet away, as if uncertain if he should approach. Noticing Vince’s gaze, Mei looked over and waved the manager over. She didn’t even glance at the menu before ordering. He took Ally’s advice and ordered the salmon, while Ally got a salad.

      A bottle of wine arrived within seconds of the manager leaving, and after Mei approved of it, the waiter poured three glasses. Curiously, he didn’t leave it behind. Possibly because Mei wouldn’t deign to pour her own wine.

      “Now, Vince, do you know why I wanted to meet you?” Mei asked.

      “No.” He chose not to elaborate on how Ally had gotten him here, although she shifted uncomfortably.

      “Hmm.” Mei swirled her wine and took a sip. “Then I shall be brief. I’d like you to facilitate a meeting between me and Alessia Lionetti for the purposes of bringing Aulfair’s mafia under the wing of Knightsgate.”
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      “I think you’d have better luck convincing Houou to surrender and rejoin Knightsgate,” Vince said.

      Mei’s expression flashed with fury, but she swiftly disguised her emotions with a long mouthful of her wine. The deep red wine could pass as blood as it ran down her gullet.

      Ally remained studiously quiet. Curiously, she drank much more water than wine. But she’d taken a sip at least, so Vince doubted he’d drop dead if he tried some himself. It tasted divine. Far beyond any wine he might order himself.

      “Again, I’ll forgive you for your faux pas,” Mei said. “I have no reason to seek the return of such a pathetic group. They forsook their people, the country, and their race. Knightsgate and Japan have no place for them. Not even in the ground.”

      “Okay. But you still have no chance convincing Alessia to let the Lionetti Family join another organization,” he said.

      “We could offer them much more than mere protection. A return to their glory days, even.” Mei smiled and left Vince uncertain of whether it was genuine or fake. “But leave the negotiations to me. I have more than enough experience to handle a young, lost woman struggling to hold her legacy together. Plenty of sympathy, as well. The reverence she and the Lionettis show their origins is worthy of respect. Others could learn from their example.”

      The ancient fox almost sounded convincing. As if she truly cared about how hard the Lionettis tried to maintain the link to their heritage. He recalled the sight of Alessia in that room, staring up at the painting of La Lupa and speaking of the importance of her history.

      But Salome’s words floated to the top of his mind. A warning not to trust Mei. That she’d happily spew lies, only to spurn them once she got what she wanted.

      Because who else could the head of the Yakuza be? Although Vince realized he hadn’t confirmed that.

      “You’re the new kumicho of the Yakuza, correct?” he asked.

      Mei’s eyebrows shot up and her smile thinned. “I’m curious who you heard that from. Not many know of my presence here.”

      “Then you’re underestimating the intelligence gathering abilities of Aulfair’s conglomerates. Everyone knows something is up due to the foxes—sorry, kitsune—at the conference.” He corrected his use of “fox” when Mei’s smile slipped. “But if you think you can seriously remain hidden in the territory of so many powerful beings, you’re… Well, underestimating them.”

      He’d nearly called her delusional. Only a strong sense of self-preservation stayed his tongue.

      Mei laughed in response and held her glass out, as if proffering it for a toast. Vince clinked his glass against it. Immediately, she slammed back the remaining wine, before signaling for a waiter to bring more.

      “Your bluntness is refreshing,” the fox said. “You quaked in your boots when I entered, yet you’re still willing to call me out when I’m wrong. Yes, I’m the kumicho. Consider me Alessia Lionetti’s equal in title, even if the Yakuza is a far, far greater entity. Where she rules one organization, in one city, with no further significance, I am part of a sprawling set of chivalrous organizations that stretch from the cold climes of Hokkaido to the violent volcanoes of Kyushu.”

      “And this is Aulfair, the US’s bastion of magic.” Vince matched Mei’s gaze despite the butterflies in his stomach. “Alessia isn’t going to agree to meet you if you don’t offer something more reasonable. Hell, I’m unwilling to bring it up with her if this is all you want. Houou may be a common foe, given their vendetta against the Lionettis, but I’m certain both Alessia and Pola would sooner die than forsake their family.”

      “Hmm.” Mei paused as the waiter topped up her glass.

      The silence lingered well after he left. Vince took the opportunity to survey the room. He’d been so focused on his company that he’d lost awareness of what took place in the restaurant.

      The few other customers shot him furtive glances, but none appeared openly suspicious save the catgirl duo. Kiyoko sat by the bar and faced in their direction as well. If she had any concerns about the catgirls beside her, they had been soothed. Or perhaps never existed to begin with. They might be Yakuza agents.

      Damn. When had Vince become so paranoid?

      Maybe it was after Juliet’s assassination attempt. Or because an incredibly powerful enforcer broke into his home. Just maybe.

      “I must admit, you’re a curious one,” Mei said. “Your history is nondescript. A thug whose only real claim to fame is a sealed police record and nearly burning down main street. Yet you’ve caught the eye of so many due to your recent feats. Crushing the enforcers of an entire organization in one night, then escaping police pursuit. Seizing their most important institutions. And then brutally crushing a highly capable assault on Lionetti Tower, including besting one of the city’s more infamous assassins.”

      “Juliet’s infamous for all the wrong reasons,” he drawled.

      Ally giggled. “Even I’ve heard of her behavior as the ‘revenge night’ or whatever she calls herself.”

      “Leaving aside the vampire’s… curious behavior, she is an expensive and effective assassin.” Mei covered her face with her folding fan as she looked at Ally. Hiding her annoyance, perhaps? “But there is one thing that truly fascinates me about you, Vince. Do you know what?”

      If he could feel his legs, Vince would make a wisecrack about his dashing good looks. Yet while he retained a confident exterior, openly flirting with this immortal galled him.

      Not that he had the slightest clue what she was talking about.

      “My… dragon?” he asked.

      Ally snorted for some reason. She wasn’t the only one who reacted, and Kiyoko stared at him.

      “The magical one,” he clarified.

      Mei rolled her eyes. “Yes, I realized. But I’ve heard that you tend to be… flirtatious.”

      Ally looked away with a somewhat sour expression, which she tried and failed to cover up with her glass of water. Did the little fox not understand that only worked when the liquid was opaque, like wine?

      More to the point, Mei knew his behavior that well? How long and deeply had the Yakuza been spying on him?

      “But no, it’s not your spells that interest me. It’s your magic,” the elder fox said.

      Mei’s tails shifted slightly, and Vince felt the tiniest pulse of magic from them. The only reason he knew she’d cast a spell was because it affected him. The tiniest invisible thread penetrated his chest and a barely perceptible discomfort extended throughout his entire body.

      He stood up immediately. “Whatever you’re doing, I’m not playing your game.”

      The other Yakuza stared at him in surprise, while Kiyoko slid off her seat. Ally saw the reaction and anger warped her face. Spotting a fight looming, the restaurant staff retreated into the kitchen.

      Shock apparent on her face, Mei raised her hands, palms out. “This isn’t a game, Vince. And I apologize that my magical probe caught you off-guard. You shouldn’t have been able to detect it.”

      “Probe?” He scowled. “You cast a spell on me, and I felt it extending inside my body. Given your power and age, I’m not taking chances.”

      “You don’t have to. Sit, sit.” Mei’s calm expression had collapsed, and he saw frustration in her eyes. “I’ll explain everything. Just remain with Ally and I and enjoy your meal.”

      Vince looked at Ally, and she bit her lip.

      “Mei, you promised Vince could leave whenever he wanted and that nobody would stop or threaten him,” the younger fox said, eyes gleaming with betrayal. “Is that still true?”

      A sigh escaped Mei. “Yes. Kiyo, sit. And if anyone else disobeys my orders, they won’t have a second chance to do so. Including you, Kiyo.” The fox didn’t bother turning to face the men and women she’d threatened to murder.

      Not that she needed to. Kiyo practically teleported back onto her seat. While her mask prevented Vince from seeing her face redden, the pale skin of her neck flushed all the same.

      “Sit, please.” Mei once again gestured for him to calm down. “I’m here to talk of an alliance, not murder you or any other questionable behavior. I have other people to do that for me.”

      He believed that. Despite his concerns, he sat down and slugged back most of his wine. Mei once again gestured for a waiter, then noticed they hadn’t returned.

      Before she could say anything, one of the Yakuza enforcers slipped into the kitchen. The staff returned to their positions, including one with a wine bottle. He topped up Vince’s glass before rushing off.

      Their food arrived around the same time, preventing Mei from explaining herself. His salmon looked mouthwatering, especially compared to the granola he’d eaten for breakfast. The salad Ally ordered contained plenty of crab, while Mei deftly cut up the fish she’d been served together with a golden cream sauce of some sort. As he probably should have expected, the ancient fox’s dish looked the fanciest, and could pass as fine dining.

      “The food is delicious here, is it not? French is one of my favorite cuisines. The passion, labor, and talent its chefs pour into the food isn’t the same as that of my home country, but I can respect it all the same.” Mei’s eyes remained on Vince until he enjoyed a bite of his salmon.

      Its taste matched its appearance. All these invitations to fancy restaurants by the rich and powerful might ruin his palate.

      “Well?” he asked, not allowing his anger to fade because of some nice food.

      “As I said, I cast a magical probe. One that should have remained undetected.” Her brow furrowed. “Even immortals struggle to feel my delicate touch. But now that I have seen what lies within you, it’s less surprising.”

      “Is this where you tell me I’m actually a dragon and the secret child of the lost founder of Aulfair.” Vince kept his expression neutral and his voice dry.

      Mei snorted. “No. Aulfair and the world in general have more dragons than it needs as is. But your response suggests you’re aware something is off about you, correct?”

      Ally looked between Mei and Vince in amazement. Whatever secret Mei kept hadn’t been shared with her.

      “I’ve had some interesting reactions to certain things,” he said cautiously.

      Was this really the place to discuss this?

      As if sensing his wariness, Mei raised a hand. “I shall cast a ward around us. One that shall prevent anyone from penetrating it.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t cast it from the start.”

      “It’s tiresome to maintain an unbounded ward. At least one that genuinely keeps eavesdropping at bay. Those with an interest in overhearing me can, as you implied earlier, still manage it.”

      Her tails shimmered but Vince felt nothing. She’d been right to say she had a delicate touch.

      If Mei wanted him dead or under her sway, he’d be done for before he even knew what she was doing.

      “I shall cut to the chase,” Mei said. “You possess what I’d call a powerful core of magic.”

      “A… what?” He screwed up his face.

      “It’s rare, so I understand your confusion. If this were Japan or any of its territories, I’d ask if you met any mysterious spirits as a child. Your nature is common to one secreting away the power of an evil spirit or great power. The sort we seal away in soul eggs and keep out of the hands of those unworthy.” Mei’s face flickered with fury for a moment, but she returned to normal.

      Vince nodded. He followed so far.

      “But this isn’t Japan,” she continued. “Which makes your nature mysterious, but more likely to be a product of magic than possession.”

      “I still don’t understand what’s wrong with me.”

      “Nothing, to be precise. It’s a boon. Your body contains an unusually large well of magical power within it. As you know, humans have no magic in their bodies. This grants your race more flexibility, but also a deep vulnerability. Human mages expend great effort and research ensuring their spells are as efficient as possible. You have a natural advantage, if a minor one. Magic runs through your veins, much as it would a demihuman.”

      He recalled the demihumans he knew in life, including the one sharing his bed. “So, uh, why can’t I bench press trucks?”

      Mei snorted, then covered her face with her fan. Her eyes betrayed the smile she hid. “While the magic in a demihuman’s body grants them inhuman abilities, that’s because it powers the nature of their bodies. You’re still a human. There’s nowhere for your magic to go. Unless you cast spells. Of course, your magical nature allows you to absorb vastly more magic than most.”

      “And that’s it?” Vince tried to hide his disappointment.

      If he turned out to have some super-secret ability, couldn’t it have been cooler?

      “To my knowledge, yes. How you have it is beyond me, but Aulfair doubtlessly possesses its own mysteries.” Mei shrugged. “It does make you a curiosity. No doubt that is why you survived Ally’s infusions.”

      What? Vince’s eyes widened and he looked at Ally.

      She waved her hands in front of her face in a panic. “Not like that! Mei!” Ally’s shoulders hunched. “My infusions are very powerful and intended for demihumans and immortals. But they should be safe for humans… err, safe enough, at the very least. So long as you really need it. At worst you might feel some aftereffects the morning after drinking one.”

      Ah, yes. One.

      Vince didn’t recall how many he drank on Friday night, but it had been at least three or four.

      His expression gave him away and Ally’s jaw dropped.

      “How many did you drink?” she asked. “I should have guessed when you showed up to buy more, but…”

      “Maybe three magic-restoring infusions,” he said, going with the lowest figure to assuage her. “Only one healing infusion. Although I was a touch more holey than usual.”

      His joke caused her to glare at him. “Don’t joke like that. Even my infusions can’t bring you back to life.”

      “But I’m fine. All I felt was a nastier headache and some magic thirst in the morning.”

      “Likely due to your magical core,” Mei said. “You can safely absorb the excess magic, where ordinary humans would face medical complications. I understand that organ failure is a common problem when overdosing on magic.”

      Lovely.

      Ally stared at her salad, despondent at the news she might have killed Vince if he were a normal man. “You did pass out drinking the magic-restoring infusion. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine. You saved my life with your healing infusion, and everything’s worked out.” He waved off her concern. Then he frowned at Mei. “How likely is anybody else to detect this?”

      “Any immortal talented at detecting magic can, so long as they have some skill at probing living beings,” Mei answered.

      Which likely included a lot of Immanuel’s elites and executives.

      Had Quintus known all along? Hell, had Salome? Questions he’d fire at them when he met them next time.

      Mei’s tails shifted again, acting as the only detectable signal she had used magic. Vince still felt nothing. Presumably she’d lowered the eavesdropping ward.

      “Do kitsune and foxes have to move their tails to cast magic?” he asked, staring at the silver clouds of fluff swaying back and forth behind Mei.

      Mei smiled at him. “No. Even less talented or powerful kitsune may train themselves to channel magic without visible movements, save for the possible use of a handheld focus. Much like humans and demihumans, we’re at our best using a focus. Our tails simply provide a… backup.”

      “But can you cast that backup without moving them?” he pressed.

      As if to illustrate the answer without speaking, Mei looked at his plate. It began to levitate. His fork yanked itself out of his hand and dug into his salmon, before hovering in front of his face.

      “I’m not—” he began to say.

      Only for the fork to barge into his open mouth. He ate the food, despite his resistance. Mei giggled, while Ally covered her face with her napkin, eyes shining with amusement.

      The elder fox’s tails remained dead still and had since he’d first spoken. Not even their habitual swaying remained.

      Vince scowled. “Alright, so you can.”

      Mei’s tails began rhythmically swaying once again. He tried not to stare at them, or else he’d be hypnotized.

      “Are you satisfied with the knowledge I’m granting you? Personal enlightenment and even some secrets about my race,” Mei asked. “I’m more than happy to assist with more as a sign of my sincerity about working with you and the Lionetti Family. Or do you want more?”

      “Is that all that was? A way to butter me up and agree to get Alessia to meet you?” he asked.

      A sigh slipped free from Mei and she chewed on her fish thoughtfully. If somebody painted her right now, it’d be worthy of an art gallery if they captured her beauty.

      “Yes, but no. I’m being more forthright than usual, as a—”

      “Gesture of sincerity.” Vince resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

      Mei’s face flashed with anger at the interruption. “Yes. I can stop being so sincere if you like.”

      Something told him that she’d be more sincere instead. Even if that sincerity involved throwing him through a window with telekinesis.

      “Not my point,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “Look, you’re not the first person to approach me and butter me up for a favor. Or a job. Or whatever. You want me to tell Alessia that the Yakuza wants to meet with her. But so far, all you’ve given me is a desire to make the mafia subordinate to you. I’ve only known the sisters for a couple of weeks, but that’s long enough to know that’s a non-starter.”

      Mei’s brow furrowed at his words. “I see. Hmm.” She looked at him for several long seconds, before relaxing. “Allow me to expand on my desires, then. It’s not that I want you to tell Alessia Lionetti to meet with me. I want you to ensure she does meet with me. Anyone can suffice as a messenger, but my impression is that you can accomplish far more.”

      He waited in silence. Surely she had more to offer.

      “And if you believe that the Lionettis will never consider forming a permanent relationship with Knightsgate, allow me to elaborate. Houou is more than a common foe. They’re a cancer that has spread throughout Aulfair, destroying its traditions and very fabric. The Lionetti Family once controlled almost the entire city, and their proud legacy is Aulfair’s meteoric rise in magical affairs. The jewel of North America, one might say.”

      This talk of legacies and traditions might go down well with Alessia. Vince felt nothing about it. While he enjoyed the company of the Lionetti sisters and their enforcers, he lacked the attachment to whatever underlaid it.

      “You need to come up with something other than a merger,” he said.

      “Very well. An alliance, then. One that ensures my mission is accomplished, while allowing the Lionettis to regain the glory they deserve.”

      He frowned. If she’d led with the alliance offer, he still might have misgivings, but would have brought that to Alessia.

      “Alright. I’ll tell Alessia—”

      Mei made a frustrated noise and her tails quivered. “As I said, I need a promise that she will meet with me. Not the platitudes of a common deliveryman.”

      “Maybe you’re overstating Vince’s position,” Ally said, shooting Mei a sharp look.

      “Perhaps. But I’m doubtful. Worry not, Ally. This is merely a negotiation.” Mei smiled gently at her “friend.”

      Vince leaned back, satisfied with his meal. With how much Mei had talked, he’d managed to dig into the salmon. Especially as he doubted he’d want to remain much longer if the fox kept getting more annoyed.

      “I don’t control Alessia’s mind and I won’t lie to her about this,” he said.

      With a huff, Mei said, “Then allow me to sweeten the deal. I have access to plentiful resources and ensure those who assist me are well-rewarded. Isn’t that what independent enforcers are after? Wealth, magic tools, and huge stacks of cash?” Her tone almost sounded mocking toward the end.

      This almost sounded like a repeat of Kaziern’s offer. Except that Mei buttered him up first, instead of trying to intimidate him and then murder him.

      Sure, he was intimidated, but that was because of who and what Mei was. Even Alessia showed up with a goon squad when they negotiated his contract.

      “I don’t betray my clients,” he said, stone-faced.

      “Trust me, connecting me with Alessia Lionetti is the opposite of betrayal,” Mei said.

      “You know, one might think you have an ulterior motive if you’re willing to pay me to bring Alessia to you.”

      Mei’s tails stiffened. “I shall cut to the chase. I don’t care where I meet with her. It can be in her private sex dungeon, if that’s to her taste. My offer is simple: ensure we meet, and I will reward you as I would any of my most loyal… officers.”

      She’d almost said “servants.” Vince felt certain of it.

      This conversation was going nowhere.

      He finished his glass of wine, but placed his hand over it before Mei signaled the waiter. “I’ll tell Alessia that you want to meet her, and that she can determine the details. I’ll even make her aware of your ‘sincerity.’ But I won’t and can’t force her to meet you. She makes her own decisions, and you’ll need to make your case to her if she’s resistant. As you said, anyone can suffice as a messenger.”

      When he tried to stand, a force pushed him down. Mei glared at him. Ally’s body stiffened and her own tails began to shift.

      This time, the Yakuza remained seated. Kiyoko watched closely from behind her mask.

      “I promised you could leave at any time, but I still demand some level of politesse,” Mei ground out. “Do not disrespect me.”

      The force vanished and Vince shot to his feet. He kept his expression studiously neutral. “Is that it, then?”

      “Is it? You seem to have made up your mind,” Mei said. “My offer stands, even if you’re only giving a half-hearted acceptance. If you want to serve your client to your utmost, have them meet with me. I’ll ensure you and Alessia Lionetti are very well compensated for your troubles.”

      Mei waved a hand toward the door. Nothing happened.

      “Should you need more information, you know how to reach me.” She looked at Ally, who glared at the elder fox. “Otherwise, I hope you enjoyed your lunch. Meeting you has been even more fascinating than I expected. Do enjoy your afternoon, Vince.”

      Ally bowed her head to him. “Sorry. Um, maybe visit me at the store in an hour or two? I’ll make it up to you.”

      Mei’s expression tightened upon hearing Ally’s apology.

      “I’ll do that,” Vince said to Ally, then glanced at Mei.

      He said nothing before striding out of the restaurant. Kiyoko’s eyes followed his every step, but nobody else paid him any attention.

      Now, how the hell was he going to tell Alessia about this?
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      Vince stepped out of the restaurant without being followed. The bustle of the Sommet’s lunch rush surrounded him, as suited office workers and sorcerers flitted between the elevators and the many restaurants. More than a few couples flirted in the corridor. Just as during his previous visit, his casual clothes made him stand out like a sore thumb.

      The plush carpet felt strange as he walked away. Not that he could feel it through his shoes, but he swore the carpet pushed back against his feet.

      He glanced back multiple times as he left for the elevator. Promise or not, spurning the Yakuza like that might prove lethal.

      Which is why he nearly jumped out of his skin when he saw Kiyoko darting toward him while he stood outside the elevators. Her black wings wrapped themselves around her body as she walked as fast as he could run.

      “Shit,” Vince swore, reaching for his cane.

      Kiyoko stopped dead in front of him at the moment he grabbed it and began focusing his magic. “I do not recommend that. While you are powerful, I estimate that your barrier is incapable of withstanding more than one of my wind spells.”

      No magic surrounded her, even as she hovered a little too close for comfort. He wished he could see her expression behind that mask. The closest he got to her true self were the whispers of Japanese slipping out beneath her artificial translated voice.

      “If you were going to attack me, I’d rather have my barrier than not,” he said.

      She tilted her head at a nearly ninety-degree angle and Vince stared. “Perhaps. But offensive actions require a salvo in response. Your posture suggested you intended as much.”

      “I’m a little jumpy at the moment.”

      “Understood. If you wish to avoid being surprised as such, we should exchange contact details. As assistant manager, I am responsible for relaying messages and organizing matters on behalf of the number-two boss. Ascertaining a communication method with you is ideal.” Kiyoko remained dead still.

      Vince raised an eyebrow and hid his nervousness with a smile. “I’m getting the numbers of far more women than usual lately. Usually it requires a lot more effort.”

      No response. She returned her head to its normal position after several seconds.

      “Do you perceive a problem with sharing your contact details?” she asked.

      “Uh, can I ask why? Mei made it clear that I’d contact her through Ally. And I’m not working with or for you,” he said.

      Kiyoko’s feathers fluttered, as if annoyed. “The chairwoman’s matters are separate to my own. Regardless of the resolution of your affair with her, you will remain an enforcer of interest during our operations in Albion. I do not foresee a future in which we come to blows, given the common cause we share against Houou. As such, I desire your contact details to minimize friction. It will also reduce the resources we must dedicate to observing you.”

      Vince forced his expression to neutrality. “Chairwoman” must be the translation for kumicho, and equate to Mei.

      Observing him, huh? He wondered if those catgirls belonged to the Yakuza. How many other spies had he missed in the past week or two?

      “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” he asked.

      “There is always a choice. You may have chosen to attack me earlier, or deeply anger the chairwoman.” Her wings flared outward, revealing her dark suit and Yakuza pin. “That would have been a terrible choice, but one you remained at liberty to make. I believe refusing my request is a foolish one, given there are no negatives to accepting it. Yet you remain entirely in power of your faculties and may do so.”

      “I’m not sure I can agree that a choice between giving you my phone number and making an enemy is much of a choice.”

      “Emperors and generalissimos frequently made such decisions when dealing with powers beyond their comprehension. Death and terror frequently resulted. Yet, just as you are considering, they made those decisions rather than sacrifice their pride.”

      Vince wanted to make a pithy reply, but realized she’d seen through him. There truly wasn’t a good reason to refuse Kiyoko. He could just ignore her once he gave her his number, after all.

      Rather, he was being pigheaded because Mei’s actions annoyed him. Especially toward the end.

      He decided to redirect the conversation instead. “Generalissimo?”

      A long pause. “Is that not an adequate translation for shogun?”

      “Uh, I think it would be better not to translate titles and positions,” he said. “I know what a shogun is. And while I don’t recognize the ranks of the Yakuza, it’s confusing when you call them one thing while everyone uses the Japanese name.”

      “I see. Thank you for this information. I am entirely reliant on a magic tool to understand English and other languages, so it is difficult to calibrate the magic without assistance from a native speaker. The changes shall be made.” Kiyoko took a step backward, then bowed at a perfect ninety-degree angle.

      Vince’s hands shot up. “Woah, woah. It’s not a big deal. You don’t need to bow.”

      “Perhaps. But it was my choice.” Kiyoko straightened and he would bet his paycheck she was smiling.

      Okay, maybe not his entire paycheck. He’d only met the tengu twice after all.

      Her positive attitude finally got past his annoyance and he pulled out his phone. “Fine. You’ve won me over. I’ll give you my contact details, although I’ll need yours as well so I know who’s calling.”

      “Understood.” Kiyoko nodded.

      He’d bet that she wouldn’t think to give him her number as well, but couldn’t tell from her response.

      Her phone turned out to be bright pink and lacked a case of any kind. Then again, given the raw speed and dexterity with which she tapped on her phone with those long fingernails of hers, Kiyoko had probably never dropped her phone. Cracked screens were for lesser beings.

      Once they exchanged numbers, his phone buzzed. A message from Kiyoko sat there. It consisted of an anime bird waving at him with one wing.

      “I shall contact you if we are undertaking operations that may overlap with yours. Please do the same. Although, again, you have the choice not to do so and to wear the ramifications.” Kiyoko’s voice remained unchanged, but Vince heard the underlying threat.

      Choice and freedom appeared to be a touchy subject for the tengu.

      “Got it. If it’s in my power to do so, I’ll let you know,” he said. “I imagine you’re in the same bind.”

      Kiyoko drew her wings close to her body and stepped backward. “Whatever my obligations to Knightsgate and the Yakuza are, they remain secondary to my will. I possess no bindings.”

      She bowed again, but not as deeply, before darting back to the restaurant.

      Yeah, definitely a touchy subject.

      Vince finally hit the button for the elevator. Countless people had streamed past them while he spoke with Kiyoko, but he had missed his chance to grab an elevator with one of them.

      When one arrived and disgorged the people in it, he slid inside. Just as the doors were about to close, somebody caught them.

      “Sorry!” one of the catgirls from earlier gasped out as she and her sister practically fell into the elevator. “Oh, you’re…” She gulped and looked away.

      Neither of the catgirls said a word on the trip down to the ground floor. The moment the doors opened, they scurried away.

      Damn. If he didn’t know better, he’d say they were acting exactly like young women would around somebody they’d just seen meet with a Yakuza head. Plus they had been there when he met Alessia, a mafia head. He might seem like a bigger deal than he was.

      Even so, his paranoia remained. He checked his phone and saw a message from Nicki. It had arrived around ten minutes ago.

      Meet you outside, she said.

      Vince walked toward the exit doors, almost woodenly. Déjà vu struck him, enhancing his paranoia.

      Looking around, all he saw were the many dark suited security guards of the Tri Sommet, including those preventing access to the security gates that led to the secure elevators.

      He stepped outside. Plenty of people shuffled across the marble plaza. Nobody in particular stood out. The catgirls had long since vanished, leaving him gazing across a sea of unfamiliar faces and people.

      And no magical blasts tried to incinerate him or the entrance to the Sommet.

      “Hey,” Nicki said, interrupting his paranoid thoughts. “You got out earlier than I expected.”

      Vince grunted, then rolled his shoulders. “I guess. It was a tense meeting. Good food, but the company was…”

      She shot him a sympathetic look. “Yeah, I saw the Yakuza goons roll up. Caused a stir. Recognized the tengu, but they were escorting somebody important in the middle of their protective bubble.”

      “Then you can guess the problem. Seems I’m a popular guy.” He looked up at the darkening sky. “Storm coming in. I’m guessing you don’t fly in them?”

      “Please.” She nudged his arm. “If birds couldn’t fly in a little rain, we’d be pretty shit. Hell, Wings would be wiped out by its competitors. You know, the ones that operate when people need food but won’t go outside because it’s wet? The better fliers use spells or tools to keep operating as taxis, too.”

      Vince didn’t recall that ever happening. He’d gotten a lift from an eagle during a rainstorm once and had gotten soaked to the bone.

      After checking the time and deciding that nobody was trying to assassinate him, he made up his mind.

      “Let’s head home. I need to cool my head for a little bit before I meet with Alessia,” he said. “Maybe talk with Nina first. Alessia will be pissed that I met with the Yakuza before she could make up her mind about them, so some advice on handling her would be nice.”

      “Right, get your girlfriend to advise you on other women. Smart. I bet she’s given you plenty of advice like that.”

      He glared at Nicki, and she merely grinned back.

      “She has, actually,” he said.

      Hell, Nina had specifically told him to stuff Nicki with eggs. Something he was less keen on doing without at least some romantic lead-in.

      They moved into a clear area of the plaza and Nicki took off with him in her clutches.

      Once firmly in the air, Vince pulled out his phone and messaged Alessia.

      Is a 3PM meeting about the contract fine? Something else has come up as well, he said.

      The reply came back almost immediately. She likely kept her phone with her even while working. Or perhaps she was enjoying lunch herself.

      That’s fine. Let Fia know if you need transportation, Alessia replied.

      All clear on the wolfgirl front. Vince just needed to sort out his own thoughts before talking to Alessia about his lunchtime meeting.

      Assuming he hadn’t been spotted meeting them. He had no clue what comprised Alessia’s intelligence network, although he felt it possessed a fraction of the reach of major conglomerates.

      He and Nicki sailed through the air over downtown. Ally’s store sat only a few blocks away now, along with his usual fast food place. Wings fliers flapped around them, and Nicki somehow wound a path through the many fluttering feathers.

      He kind of wished that he’d visited Ally this morning. Now he needed to visit her and deal with the aftermath of lunch, at the same time he owed her money.

      Sure, she’d been apologetic and angry on his behalf over Mei’s behavior, but she’d set up the lunch without telling him. Vince needed to ensure he didn’t treat Alessia the same way.

      Annoyed at his own thoughts, he messaged Nina to let her know he needed to have a serious talk. He also checked if she really was still working from home.

      She didn’t reply, even after close to a minute. Given Nina’s usual response time could be measured in seconds, she might be genuinely busy. Or had gotten annoyed with work and went to the gym. Who knew with her.

      A strange sensation caused Vince to look up. As faint as it was, it felt familiar. Like a spell or magic type he’d recently encountered.

      Looking around, he saw nothing. Then the sensation grew, before abruptly vanishing. At the same time, a distortion appeared in his vision, mangling his view of the intersection below.

      His brain roared to life, screaming an instinctive warning like an alarm bell.

      “Nicki, down!” he shouted.

      He reached up and yanked on Nicki’s legs, throwing her off-kilter. She squawked and dropped a foot in the air. Her entire body tilted, but her talons maintained a tight grip on his body, even as her wings flapped violently in the air.

      “Vince, what the fuck?” she screamed at him. “I can’t—”

      Her voice cut off in a screech, full of pain and shock. Blood and feathers filled the sky. That same visual distortion flickered past them. Vince felt a sensation of weightlessness as Nicki began to plummet, panicked screams escaping her.

      Blood streamed from where one half of her left wing had been cleanly severed. That remaining piece of wing fluttered in the air above them, falling slower due to air resistance. Nicki’s illusion shattered the moment the spell struck her, returning her to her usual appearance.

      “Nicki!” he shouted. He almost asked if she was alright, but stopped himself.

      But what the hell else could he say? Compounding his worry for the harpy was the rapid fall they entered. One of Nicki’s talons lost its grip, causing him to redouble his grip on her legs.

      “Fuck, it hurts,” Nicki said. “Need to…”

      Whatever she “needed” to do was lost to the rushing wind. They plummeted toward the intersection below, falling faster and faster. Wings fliers shouted nearby, and Vince swore he saw the crowd below reacting the same, pointing up at them.

      Nicki’s wings flapped wildly, sending blood everywhere as she desperately tried to pull up from her spiraling descent.

      He couldn’t do a damn thing in this situation. Flight magic was beyond him. The same went for using a barrier to protect himself. It might not work well enough.

      And the moment he cast his barrier or Nicki activated her barrier ring, he couldn’t say for sure that she’d maintain her grip. Her ring likely didn’t let slow movement penetrate it. He’d be giving up on any chance for her to right herself.

      “Activate your barrier ring,” he shouted. “We can survive the fall.”

      No response.

      “Nicki!”

      Then, with an almighty screech and beating of her wings, Nicki stalled the fall.

      For just one instant, unfortunately. Her damaged wing forced them to one side and she lost control, sending them down once again.

      “Vince, I’m sorry,” Nicki ground out, voice full of pain.

      The ground was nowhere near close enough. They’d slowed down thanks to her efforts, but the fall was still too far to possibly survive.

      “Barrier—” he tried to say.

      That same strange sensation from earlier. He recognized it as the spell that had carved apart Nicki’s wing.

      “Got ya!” a new voice said.

      Vince’s weightlessness vanished as an eagle birdfolk snatched him and Nicki out of the sky.

      But the spell kept growing in power. Vince pushed the eagle off him, causing the birdfolk to look at him in shock.

      “Get away,” Vince yelled. “Nicki, down again.”

      Terror filled Nicki’s expression and she flailed her wings wildly. She pushed herself away from the eagle, causing them to begin falling again. Utterly confused, the eagle hovered in place.

      “The hell are ya—” The eagle’s confused statement was torn in half when the air distorted and the spell tore into him.

      His body dropped like a sack of rocks, while his severed head tried to play catch up. Nicki’s terror filled the air.

      So did the panic from the crowd below and other nearby birdfolk. Vince struggled to hear anything other than screams and squeals, even as they tumbled toward the ground. He grabbed his cane and began to cast a barrier.

      Only for Nicki’s eyes to glow bright white as she tried one more time to halt their fall. Her spell slammed into Vince and they slowed to a near stop thirty feet above the ground. She beat her wings furiously in an attempt to bring them down. Tears streamed down her face.

      She collapsed less than a dozen feet above the ground and tumbled to the asphalt. The panicking crowd had stopped traffic and drivers got out of their cars to see what was going on.

      Vince pulled himself to his feet and his solid red barrier snapped around his body. Nicki’s whimpers emanated from her bloody body as she curled up on the ground. She needed a healing infusion, fast.

      Not that he had the time to help her.

      A five-tailed fox with brown hair and ears strode out of the crowd while wearing casual clothes. A shimmering white glove on his left hand glowed with magic as he began to focus another spell. He gazed at Vince much like somebody would look at a particularly annoying insect.

      “Guess I’ll finish this in person,” the fox said.
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      Vince barely had the time to react before the assassin fox launched his spell at him. The air distorted between them and his barrier rippled.

      That was it?

      Only for the blast of telekinetic energy to knock the wind out of him a second later. Vince gasped for air, his body reflexively doubling over from the impact.

      For a moment, he worried he’d been cut in half or had his ribs shattered. No pain flared up in his body, however. His barrier absorbed the attack, but the momentum in the blast had slipped through.

      “The hell was that?” Vince asked, gritting his teeth as he reached for a flame laser spell. “The fuck are you murdering civilians while coming for me?”

      “Because they don’t matter, just like you won’t.” The fox remained stationary, speaking volumes about his confidence that Vince couldn’t harm him.

      A white barrier sprang up over the fox’s body, including his five brown tails. While it looked like one projected by a barrier ring, it was anything but. Shattering it would take an immense amount of effort.

      Which is exactly what Vince conjured with a mouthed incantation. He drew the sword from his cane and snapped it point-first at his enemy. Solid red flames whirled around it. With a thought he fired his spell, shooting a beam of fire across the intersection in the blink of an eye.

      The fox dodged it. His body moved so fast Vince didn’t see him move, and the flame laser hit a street sign and turned it into mangled wreckage.

      Screaming, more of the crowd scattered. They formed clumps around the edges of the intersection, gathering outside of stores, and pulling out their phones to record what was happening. The balcony of his favorite fast food joint amassed a small army of people watching in awe. Some hid in their cars, unable to back up and flee due to the vehicles behind them.

      Any spell Vince fired might hit an innocent. If he did that, there’d be hell to pay, regardless of his own thoughts on harming a random person. This fight was beyond illegal. Any moment now, a beat cop would show up to break things up.

      Vince just needed to buy enough time. Just like when he’d first fought Juliet.

      “Is that it? Where’s your famous dragon?” the assassin sneered as he straightened himself.

      His glove began to glow with power again. Vince grit his teeth.

      Unlike the fox, he couldn’t easily dodge his enemy’s spells. Even when he saw them coming, the telekinetic blast ripped through the air too fast at such close range.

      Nicki gurgled something. Her face twisted with terror as she tried to push herself up, only to collapse in a scream from the pain.

      When the fox’s attention switched to her, Vince leaped in front of her. His cane shimmered with the magic he pumped into it while he mouthed another incantation.

      “You think that matters?” The assassin laughed.

      The magic swirling around the fox’s glove changed. The bastard could cast without any visible sign of his incantation and even change spells on a dime.

      “No, but this will,” Vince said.

      His cane snapped out and magic burst from it. White-hot blazing bars flared into existence, forming a fire cage that restricted the fox’s movements.

      The fox didn’t react, save for pulling his tails closer to his body. His barrier likely deflected the heat of the surrounding flames.

      Then he clenched his fist. Nicki let out a strangled squeal, forcing Vince to turn and watch in horror as she began to rise into the air, gripping her throat with wide, terrified eyes. A white glow covered her neck. Even worse, she still hadn’t activated her barrier ring.

      “Use your ring,” he said.

      Whether she comprehended him or not, Nicki didn’t seem to do anything other than panic. Vince whirled and summoned another flame laser.

      Only for the fox to rear back and slam his fist into the cage. A blinding flash resulted from the impact. Vince shielded his eyes, while trying to point his sword at the fox. But he couldn’t shoot like this.

      If he missed, an onlooker might be killed.

      Embers fluttered into the air as the cage exploded. Unlike in the Prefect’s Lounge, there wasn’t a highly flammable ceiling. Instead, the crowd panicked as spot fires broke out on their clothes and hair, or their skin burned. They began to back up even farther, retreating into stores or pushing back the people behind them in a panic.

      The flame laser vaporized the air where the fox had been held in place by the cage. Once again, he simply dodged a tiny bit and the laser struck nothing.

      Nicki coughed and spluttered behind Vince. Anger seared his veins as he struggled to think of a spell that might work.

      “Guess that dragon of yours is all show, huh?” the assassin said.

      Vince knew that the moment he tried casting his meister-tier spell, the fox would crash into him.

      Plus, thirty seconds might be too long for Nicki. She kicked her legs in the air.

      A flurry of icicles cut through the scene, dozens of tiny ice spikes slamming into the fox from above. His barrier repelled all of them, but the assassin raised his hands in defense or panic regardless. Nicki collapsed to the ground at the same time. The fox had lost his focus on the telekinetic choke.

      “Freeze!” a police enforcer shouted, rushing toward them from a gap in the crowd he’d likely just made.

      Vince would have groaned at the pun, but worried more about getting arrested. The cops had gotten here damn fast. More would be on the way.

      “Drop the barriers,” the officer said. A thin wand of white steel shot back and forth between Vince and the fox. “Both of you. Now! Try to cast a spell and—”

      “And what? You’ll bleed on me?” The fox barked with laughter.

      The officer’s body tensed, and mist swirled around his wand. His mouth moved, preparing another spell. A white barrier snapped up around him.

      Only to be beaten to the punch by the fox. He shot across the asphalt, magic glowing on his glove.

      Then he slammed a fist into the officer’s chest. The police enforcer’s white barrier shattered instantly. The air visibly crumpled around him, sending out a shockwave that rippled the hair and clothes of bystanders dozens of feet away. His body rippled like a blob of gelatin that had been slapped.

      Then he collapsed to the ground. His wand clattered on the road and rolled away.

      A chill ran down Vince’s spine at the remorseless murder of the officer.

      Several seconds passed in silence as the fox cracked his knuckles and turned back to Vince.

      Then the spell broke. The scene transformed into a cacophony of screaming and shoes slamming into the pavement. Hundreds of onlookers turned and ran in blind panic. They pushed and shoved those behind them. A half-dozen languages met Vince’s ear, including demonic, which his earpiece helpfully translated.

      With a cop dead, everyone knew this wasn’t some enforcer dispute. A murderer was standing in the middle of downtown, killing anyone who got in his way.

      “Are you fucking insane?” Vince spat, magic roaring in his body as he conjured a pair of fireballs. “Whatever happens in this fight, you’re a dead man. Every cop in Aulfair will be on your ass.”

      “Let them try. By the time they get here, you’ll be dead and I’ll fuck off. These uniformed roaches are beneath my concern,” the fox said.

      Fuck off? Fuck off to where? Murdering a cop in broad daylight alongside multiple civilians wouldn’t be ignored like some enforcer brawl. The godlike elementals themselves would chase the fox across the city and dig him up. Cops in every other state would hunt him down as well, including the feds. Leaving the country was out of the question as well.

      But as if to emphasize his point, the fox pointed a hand at the nearby coffee shop.

      The screams of those hiding inside breached the glass as they scattered away from the windows.

      Desperate to stop the madman in front of him, Vince hurled his fireballs at the fox. The first exploded uselessly on the pavement. But as the fox darted away, the other slammed into him in an incandescent explosion.

      Then the glass of the coffee shop shattered with a ripple of air. Shards flew everywhere, and the screams from within suggested some reached deep into the building.

      When the flames cleared, the fox stood unharmed, his barrier blazing bright white.

      “Is that it?” He brushed off his jacket for effect.

      Then his eyes locked on to Nicki again. Horror filled her eyes.

      But rather than try to get up and run, she finally activated her barrier ring. A dense field of white light covered her entire body, including her damaged wing.

      Vince once again stood in the way. With his main attack spells not working, he finally reached for his dragon.

      Would he have the time to cast it? He held his cane in front of him, while rainbow-colored flames began to ripple around him.

      Clicking his tongue, the fox hesitated. His glove remained bright white.

      “Whatever.” He shrugged and clenched his fist again.

      A ten-foot wide circle of asphalt shattered and cracked into a thousand pieces around Nicki, as if an invisible hand of some great ogre had slammed into her. She screamed in terror, clutching her arms over her head. Water began bursting up from the cracks. A pipe must have been crushed by the impact.

      But other than driving her a foot into the ground and smashing the road apart, the fox accomplished nothing. Ally’s barrier ring held strong.

      “The fuck?” The assassin stared blankly at Nicki’s still-living form.

      Every second he wasted was one that Vince used to prepare his trump card. Immortal mystic fox enforcer or not, he’d yet to meet somebody who couldn’t be crushed by the raw power of hundreds of flame lasers and fireballs slamming into them at once. Even Juliet balked under the pressure after her attacks failed.

      His eyes met the fox’s.

      Then Vince lost sight of him. Only to spot him a moment later, when the fox appeared directly in front of him.

      Mid-cast, Vince stood there, channeling his spell. The fox’s fist crashed into his barrier.

      The air exploded around him. The body of the dead eagle rolled over as a rush of air shoved it. Vince felt the force of the impact in his very bones and the air left his lungs.

      But his barrier held. He struggled to keep his focus. Mouthing the next stage of his spell, Vince remained steadfast and glared at the assassin barely a foot away from him.

      The fox lost his condescending sneer. Magic coiled around his glove once again and his tails finally began to sway with the raw power being conjured. A swirling white light shifted around his arm and a strange blue pentagram glowed on the back of his hand.

      Vince’s rainbow flames met the pure white light of the fox. Seconds passed while both channeled their spells.

      With horror, Vince realized that his opponent wasn’t prepping another telekinetic blast.

      No, this was a meister-tier spell. One intended to absolutely shatter Vince’s barrier and crush him.

      He redoubled his efforts, trying to speed up his spell. The spell remained unstable, however. If he spoke the final words of his incantation now, it might combust. The raw fury of the dragon would explode all over the intersection. Vince might survive, but Nicki wouldn’t, and he’d need a healing infusion before he could hope to keep up the fight.

      That blue pentagram vanished from the fox’s hand. The assassin chuckled.

      “Too slow, human,” he said. “Pathetic mortals like you shouldn’t play with magic you can’t handle.”

      The fox leaned back and clenched his fist. The white glow condensed into a blinding white sun, before vanishing.

      But the power within it hadn’t vanished. Vince felt the spell activate, as that furious well of magic snapped into existence around him.

      A massive force slammed into Vince from every direction. Like he’d been struck by a truck.

      No, not just one truck. A million trucks, striking him from every possible direction at once. Vince felt as though he was being compressed into a ball. His brain seemed to short-circuit and he couldn’t feel any part of his body.

      The rainbow flames of his spell collapsed as Vince struggled to even think.

      His barrier began to crack. Thin black lines ran across the entire wall of light protecting his body from the cosmic-level forces trying to crush him.

      Every instant was agony. Unlike previous times, the force leeching through his barrier caused deep, physical pain. His muscles cramped and seared his nerves. He fell to his knees as his legs gave out. Without air, his mind started to blank out.

      After what felt like an eternity, the pressure faded. Vince kneeled there, struggling to breath. The fox’s spell swiftly overwhelmed his defenses. A spiderweb of cracks lined his barrier.

      Then it shattered. Vince’s mind rang out alarm bells. He needed to focus his magic through his cane and recast it. But his muscles still failed him. Pumping magic through them was impossible.

      He wasn’t even sure if he could take a healing infusion. The sheer force of the fox’s spell had almost certainly shattered them all. Although Vince felt the light weight in his pockets. If he reached into one, would he only find the liquid remnants of Ally’s infusion?

      “Good effort, for a human,” the fox said.

      He placed his palm over Vince’s head. A scream pierced the air, almost certainly from Nicki.

      The white glow reappeared. Vince tried once again to summon a barrier.

      Barely succeeding, the thinnest, weakest red light flickered around his body. Nowhere near enough to stop the sheer power within the fox’s hand.

      Vince at least looked up at his assassin. He seared the man’s appearance into his mind. If he somehow got the chance in some sort of afterlife or survived, he’d take this fox down.

      A blonde blur rocketed through Vince’s peripheral vision. The fox tried to turn, only for it to slam into him. Raw magical power roared through the air as a fist sent the fox flying, his barrier struggling to deflect the blow. A great spike of asphalt shot out of the ground, easily a foot thick and nearly as big as Vince.

      “Get the fuck up, Vince. You’re not done yet,” Nina said, a vivid amber barrier clinging to her enforcer outfit and her gauntlet glowing with barely constrained magic.
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      The fox assassin tumbled head over heels until he crashed head-first into a nearby sedan. Between Nina’s strength and the fox’s barrier, the owner of the car had a nasty insurance claim to handle. Vince could see the engine block.

      A growl escaped the fox, and he yanked himself free of the vehicle. Not that Nina gave him the chance to get back up.

      Her gauntlet shimmered with a furious orange light and she rammed her fist into the road. Rumbling emanated from beneath them, heavy enough to throw Vince off balance and cause him to fall over. A tower of asphalt, earth, and metal shot upward around the fox. The car went flying into other vehicles while water spewed from the pipes that Nina had transformed with her earth magic.

      “Vince, I said…” Nina bit her lip when she saw him groaning on the ground. “Shit.”

      Vince shook his head. He reached into the pocket where Ally’s infusions should be… and they remained intact.

      Not one to question good fortune—or the fact Ally used magically enhanced glassware for her vials—he fumbled with his infusions. Muscle memory allowed him to yank out a vial and pour it down his throat.

      Just as when he’d used one to heal the gaping hole in his torso, the infusion took only seconds to undo all the pain and damage. His fatigue remained, but wore him down far less now that his muscles weren’t cramping from pushing back against the force of a convoy of semi-trucks.

      A strange tingling remained in his body. He shrugged it off. If it was a side-effect of the infusion, he’d deal with it later. At least he wouldn’t need to risk using the magic-restoring ones thanks to the fake soul egg he’d swiped from Luscarne last week.

      “I’m fine,” he grunted to Nina, pushing himself to his feet. “We need to get Nicki out.”

      Nina nodded and turned to the harpy laying near them.

      The lioness’s head suddenly snapped to one side and a spell rippled off her gauntlet. A dozen feet of earthen wall burst up from the road, blocking them off from the side of the intersection with the fast food joint.

      Then it exploded, pelting Vince with chunks of dirt. He thanked himself that was the worst of it when he saw the people on the other side.

      Two more male foxes stood there, one with four white tails and another with five black ones. Both wore fancy suits, but without any badge or pin of affiliation. They could pass as any of the many office workers in one of Houou’s offices in downtown.

      Hell, they might have rushed here from one of those offices. Although doing so would connect Houou to the attack, and the death of a police officer. Then again, if the chump who attacked Vince first was a corporate enforcer, Houou was well and truly fucked.

      “Get your dragon up,” Nina said. Her muscles visibly tensed through her jeans and shirt while magic filled her gauntlet.

      Vince doubted he’d even need the dragon with Nina here, but wasn’t one to question the veteran enforcer. How the hell she’d gotten here or why she came in her enforcer outfit were questions he would definitely ask later.

      Especially because she’d be in immense shit for getting involved without registering as an enforcer. The cops might overlook her given the situation and her reputation, however. She was trying to stop rogue enforcers, not helping them.

      Before he began casting his dragon, Vince recast his barrier. Safety first.

      As if to accentuate the mood, it began to spit rain so lightly Vince struggled to see the raindrops.

      “I’ll keep them busy,” Nina said.

      “Tough words for a mutt,” one of the newcomers spat, his accent clearly Japanese.

      The four-tailed fox extended a collapsible aluminum staff with a twirl, while the older and more powerful five-tailed fox began to move his tails. A set of thick white bands encased the bottom-third of each of his five black tails and began to glow with a white script—probably Japanese kana or kanji.

      Nina threw her head back and howled with laughter. “Mutt? Is that the best you dollar-store corpo agents can come up with? I’m a fucking big cat, not a dog, you stupid bastards.”

      “You’ll be a stuffed rug in the chairman’s mansion,” the younger fox said.

      “Please. The only man who stuffs me is over there.” Nina smirked while jabbing a thumb at Vince.

      The pair of foxes looked between them in confusion. Did they know anything about Vince and Nina? They’d known enough to shoot him out of the sky here, so this confused Vince.

      Neither group backed down, and magic whirled from everyone present. Vince slid a hand over the fake soul egg in his pocket and began to focus on casting his dragon. He hurled himself deep into his mind, trying to shut out the conflict. Using the egg to power his dragon other than his barrier was a little harder, but he managed it.

      As if his spellcasting acted as a starting gun, the staff-wielder shot forward in a blur. He moved at maybe half the speed of the first assassin, but his spellcasting matched his elder. A soft violet glow surrounded his staff. It looked like no form of magic Vince had ever seen.

      Nina appeared to recognize it, however. Seriousness overcame her expression as she charged the fox in return. Her gauntlet blazed with deep amber fire.

      With a flip, the staff-wielder soared through the air twenty feet above them. Nina spun and slammed her fist into the ground. A dozen spikes of earth pincered the fox from every direction, tearing forth from around Vince and Nina. The fox’s staff whirled in midair as he tried to deflect them.

      Impossibly, his staff obliterated the earth spikes on impact. His wild swings took out almost all of them in an instant while still soaring toward Vince.

      But he missed just one. The earth spike exploded against his arm and sent him tumbling away. His white barrier kept him from being impaled and killed instantly.

      In the meantime, the other fox’s tails moved with an almost hypnotic pattern and glowed gold. A blazing blue fire swirled in front of him.

      Nina stomped her boot into the ground and the entire stretch of road between her and the fox pulled itself toward her like a motorized walkway. If motorized walkways rumbled like an earthquake while tearing up fifty-plus feet of road. Stumbling, the fox’s flames vanished before he leaped aside.

      She’d predicted his movements and appeared in front of him. Her fist crashed into his barrier with a boom. The fox barely flinched even as his barrier cracked, and he instead blurred backward. Nina’s magic followed him as the road itself exploded wherever he stepped.

      Surrounded by the wreckage of her powerful earth magic, Nina dominated the battlefield. Her opponents found themselves pulled into her rhythm, unable to focus on their true target.

      Or at least, Vince assumed he was the true target.

      He observed the battlefield while channeling his spell. Despite everything that had happened, barely ten seconds had passed. He needed twenty more.

      The foxes knew this. Once more, they made a push toward him. This time in tandem.

      That strange blue fire curled around the black-tailed fox’s arm as Nina rushed him. The moment it appeared, she leaped thirty feet backward. The ground burst apart from the impact of her jump.

      While she appeared distracted, the staff-wielder rushed Vince. His staff retained that odd purple glow. It must be a channeled spell, like Vince’s dragon.

      Nina whirled with a spinning kick that displaced so much air it acted like a fan, blowing Vince’s jacket open. The fox fell into a roll to dodge it, but recovered with fancy acrobatics that sent him flying at Vince.

      Raising his barrier-clad arm in defense, Vince kept his concentration on his meister-tier spell. Sure, he could try dodging, but with the fox’s speed, would it matter? Better to brace himself.

      The staff struck his arm with a thunderous crack. Again, no spell burst forth from the violet glow. Rather, enough force to equal a runaway train barreled into Vince’s body. Cracks formed on his barrier from a single blow.

      Fortunately, his barrier held and stopped the insane force from blowing his arm apart like a sausage being struck with a brick.

      The fox landed and his staff whirled. Only for Nina to grab both of his arms and yank him toward her. The fox’s muscles tensed and his entire body began to glow purple.

      He never had the chance to finish whatever spell he began to cast. Nina’s boot sent him flying into the air with a perfect snap kick.

      Spinning with one leg outstretched, she spotted the blue inferno rushing toward her and Vince. When her boot hit the ground, it flared with the amber light of her gauntlet. A trio of earthen shields exploded upward in front of her.

      The flames burst on the first one, and Vince watched as dirt somehow caught fire and began to crumble into nonexistence. Prismatic light flickered among the blue flames before winking out of existence.

      He’d never seen anything like it. If the dirt shields were turning into prismatic light, that meant the blue flames were breaking down Nina’s magic into its component element: magic. Juliet’s anti-immortal spell had shined with prismatic light for that reason. The rainbow was the color of unbound magic. Without a material host or a spell holding it in place, magic dissipated into nothing more than light and heat.

      Supposedly a large enough quantity of unbound magic could act like a contained nuclear explosion, reaching heats comparable to the sun itself. Vince had only read about that, but never heard or seen it. It was the realm of elementals, no doubt.

      The blue flames torched the first earth shield within a second, and crumbled the second almost as fast. When the third began to fail, Nina dashed around them. Her fists shuddered with power.

      Grimacing, the black-tailed fox dismissed his blue flames and instead ran away from Nina as fast as she approached him. A black, shadowy aura filled the air behind him as he ran.

      Abruptly, the glow around Nina’s fists winked out. She grimaced and pulled back, casting another spell within a second. Vince noticed the black aura around the older fox had vanished at the same time.

      But he only had seconds left for his dragon to be ready and paid it no heed. His eyes glowed red and rainbow flames cascaded off him.

      Finally, he mouthed the final words of his spell. Then he cast it.

      His dragon appeared in a great conflagration of fire, sending plumes of flame spiraling outward. Neither the foxes nor Nina reacted. Although Vince caught a scowl form on the face of the black-tailed enemy.

      Spotting the staff-wielder charging him from the corner of his eye, Vince sent his dragon hurtling toward him. Its tail slammed into the fox and an explosion of flames incinerated the very air around him.

      A scream of shock came from the fox and he rolled desperately away from Vince. Flames tore at his suit, having breached his barrier. After a few moments, he recast the white shield of light around his body. But he kept his distance, fear in his eyes.

      Vince turned to fully face him, his dragon surging with power.

      An explosion pulled his attention behind himself. Chunks of rock and asphalt rained down around them. A roar of fury rumbled out from a familiar person, as he tore himself free of Nina’s prison.

      “I will not be caged,” the first fox assassin screeched.

      His eyes met Vince’s and he took a step forward, glove glowing with what had to be his meister-tier spell. The dragon roared and turned.

      Would Vince respond with his dragon before the fox unleashed his spell? Both men bristled with barely contained magic.

      Then an orb of light zoomed toward the assassin. Before either man could react, it burst with a blinding light, much like a flashbang.

      Unlike a flashbang, the light focused itself in one direction. Vince’s pupils shrank to dots due to the deep white filling much of his vision, but he kept his senses. The orb acted more like an exceedingly bright camera flash. One that lasted two or three seconds.

      Earth continued to explode around him as a sign that Nina remained in the thick of battle. But she couldn’t have cast the light spell.

      “V, what the fuck is going on?” a vaguely familiar voice asked.

      Two police enforcers rushed over from an empty street. Vince didn’t know the younger guy, but the officer who had spoken was one of Ronin’s friends. He’d been at the shopping mall when Vince had embarrassed Kaziern.

      “Fucked if I know,” Vince said. “This guy has gone nuts.”

      His eyes spotted Nicki, curled up on the ground and clearly barely conscious. Her eyes had glazed over.

      “You need to get Nicki out,” he said, pointing at the harpy. “Nina and I can handle these crazies.”

      “Nina?” The older officer looked over at the field of earth spikes and sundered road, before his eyes widened at the sight of Nina battling the other two foxes by herself. “Holy fucking shit, she’s back!”

      “Gawk later.”

      The assassin fox screamed with anger. He’d lost his focus and his spell no longer shimmered along his arm. But his spellcasting speed remained as terrifying as ever, and the same went for his running speed. He covered the ground between himself and Vince in an instant.

      Pillars of fire attempted to stop him, but the fox somehow sensed them in advance and danced around each before they shot upward. The telekinetic blast held within his glove soared toward Vince.

      The younger officer stepped in the way, raising the small shield in his arm and projecting a wall of light in front of himself. A projected barrier, instead of a personal one.

      Telekinesis met light magic. The scream of horrific pain made the victor clear, and the police enforcer tumbled backward with blood streaming from his shattered arm. Shards of his shield flew through the air, bursting harmlessly against the barriers of Vince and the other cop. One embedded itself in the younger officer’s face as he hit the ground.

      “Harry!” Bubbling with fury, the older cop thrust a black wand forward.

      An incandescent beam of light exploded from it, easily four feet wide and appearing like some sort of sci-fi laser weapon. The fox vanished amid it, and a half-dozen cars screamed as they were disintegrated.

      But when the spell faded, the fox stood there, utterly unharmed. His fist flew at Vince again.

      Only for the dragon to slam down around the fox, bristling with a raging inferno. A half-dozen fire nets materialized from the beast’s scales and brought the fox to the ground. He shouted in rage. His muscles bulged as he fought against the fiery cables holding him down.

      Vince finally found a good use for his fire net spell. While he couldn’t cast it quickly himself, his dragon could. That made it perfect for tying down a frustratingly fast opponent that might otherwise dodge every spell he threw at them.

      A fire cage appeared as well, ensuring the fox remained contained. Then the dragon reared up, its mouth glowing with an intensely powerful flame laser.

      The fox had held onto his telekinetic blast, however. With a flex of his wrist, the air shuddered around the fox and every spell containing him collapsed in an instant. Flames rained from the sky, often meeting the soft rain and creating a blanket of steam.

      An instant before the flame laser incinerated him, the fox flipped over the dragon. The ground where he’d stood remained unharmed from the spell, as Vince had no interest in digging a tunnel to China.

      Keeping part of his mind on the dragon, which rained fireballs on the fleeing fox, Vince turned to face the remaining officer. His name was Blake or something, if he recalled.

      Blake had pulled his partner up and was forcing an infusion down his throat. The younger officer’s arm hung from threads, and much of his forearm had been obliterated. Blood streamed down his face from the shards digging into him.

      “Fuck! Fuck!” Blake said.

      The weak infusion he’d given his partner sure as hell wouldn’t heal wounds this bad.

      Vince slid his hand into his pocket, and only found two infusions. He’d stocked up today because of his meeting, but carrying more than two or three healing infusions was wasteful. His eyes ran over Nicki, still prone and missing part of a wing.

      Hoping he didn’t regret this, Vince flipped Blake both his infusions. Ally had said it shouldn’t be dangerous if somebody really needed it.

      And missing most of an arm and being close to death sure as hell looked like it. The young guy might not keep his arm by the time he got medical help good enough to save it.

      “Give him this one,” Vince said. “Then get him and Nicki the hell out, and give Nicki the other infusion. You need serious backup to handle these corporate killers.”

      Nodding, Blake poured the new infusion down Harry’s throat. The younger officer coughed and spluttered, and his whole body stiffened.

      “The fuck is—”

      Harry’s good hand shot up to his face, soon followed by his other hand as the missing flesh regenerated. The officer ripped the shards out of his face with a cry. The wound healed over instantly.

      Holy shit, had the infusion been trying to heal a wound with something still in it?

      Harry scrambled to his feet, his eyes full of shock. He stared at his missing magical focus blankly.

      Then Blake shoved him. “We’re getting the fuck out and calling in backup. If it’s not already coming in spades. Fucking run.”

      Without another word, Blake swooped Nicki into his arms and rushed off. Harry charged after him. Three more officers stood farther down the street, forming a makeshift blockade using a projected barrier across the road which they lowered for the fleeing enforcers. They’d likely arrived during the chaos and held back after seeing what happened.

      Vince half-expected his opponent to fire spells at them, but the fox ignored them. Ceasing the barrage of spells, Vince pulled his dragon back. Nothing seemed to hit the bastard.

      His frustration appeared shared. The assassin bared his teeth.

      “Your dragon is as impressive as I’d been told, and I thought they were fabrications,” the fox said. “But you can’t possibly stand against all three of us.”

      Vince looked over his shoulder. Nina seemed to have the other two foxes well in hand. The staff-wielder hadn’t found another opportunity to rush Vince, as he desperately tried to stop Nina from turning him to pulp.

      Honestly, the fact she hadn’t won yet amazed Vince. Then again, she constantly avoided the black-tailed fox. His magic-eating flames troubled her.

      Following Vince’s gaze, the assassin fox roared with anger. And Japanese. He spouted something Vince didn’t understand, save for the word “kitsune,” which was the Japanese word for fox. Even if Mei had insisted on being called that, even in English, it was a common enough term used for Houou’s foxes as well, given they all spoke Japanese.

      But Vince knew the fox was furious.

      “Run out of condescending bullshit to spout?” Vince asked. “Maybe you won’t even survive long enough for the blue army to crush you.”

      “No more words. You will fall, or I will. Such is how honorable duels work.” The fox straightened up and a white glow began to shimmer around his glove again.

      “Honor? Duel?” Vince’s fists shook with anger. “You fucking murdered people, and tried to kill my friend! You’ll burn like the trash you are.”

      The air itself burned as his dragon crashed down around the fox. Unflinching, the fox continued to focus his spell. But he tensed his legs and prepared to dive away.

      He was casting his meister-tier spell again. Vince had no interest in feeling that pain again.

      Again, nets rained down. The fox tried to leap away, but Vince expected that. More nets rained down from above. When the fox hit the ground, trapped between the cables, a pair of fire cages surrounded him.

      Still, the fox kept his focus.

      The dragon’s head opened wide with a flame laser. Great power built within it, as Vince channeled ten spells at once through its maw.

      Facing his demise, the fox’s eyes flickered with intense thought. Then he unleashed his spell early.

      The resulting blast shattered the fire nets and cages again. But the scream of pain from the fox was a harsh reminder of the dangers of rushing a spell. He struggled to rise to a kneeling position as blood poured from his mouth and nose. His barrier remained intact, but his spell had blown apart his internals.

      Unhesitatingly, Vince fired his massive flame laser.

      The fox threw himself to the side with a shout. He didn’t get clear in time. His arm vanished into the laser’s beam. His barrier shattered instantly.

      Tumbling across the ground, the fox covered the broken road with blood. Nothing remained of his right arm.

      But before he could rise and try anything, Vince’s dragon pivoted and fired one more flame laser. A normal one.

      A hole appeared in the fox’s head, destroying his sneer and hateful eyes forever. Without an active barrier, the fox had no chance. The fight ended instantly. He collapsed to the ground, dead.

      “Aniki!” one of the other foxes shouted.

      Vince looked over to see the staff-wielder charging him. A wall of flames blocked his path, but he leapt over it. A vivid violet shroud encased his staff, but his barrier was cracked.

      Ten fireballs swatted him out of the sky. His barrier burst as he crashed to the ground.

      Nina spun, preparing to take out the weakened fox. Only for the other fox to summon a wall of that blue fire around his partner. She stopped dead in front of the flames.

      “This has gone on much too long, and is far too costly,” the black-tailed fox uttered. “I shall end this.”

      He slammed his palms together and his tails weaved a complex pattern. Vince struck him with a flame laser and fireballs, but they exploded uselessly against his barrier. He needed a focused attack, like he’d taken out the first assassin fox with.

      But he never had the chance. A strangle rippling sensation washed over Vince’s magical senses, and he blinked. His vision became blurry.

      No, not his vision. His perception of the world through the dragon wavered, throwing off his own senses. Desperately, he grasped for the magical threads that tied him to his dragon. Only to find nothing.

      He watched as his great flaming beast burned out and returned to nothing, as if he’d ceased channeling the spell. Vince’s jaw fell.

      Foxes could dispel his meister-tier spell? What the fuck?

      “Now, the finishing blow,” the fox said.

      The blue flames surrounding his compatriot shot toward Vince.

      “Dodge,” Nina screamed, rushing toward the flames.

      Suddenly, the flames began to dissipate. Prismatic light shimmered in the air, as if the magic-eating flames were consuming it.

      The foxes and Nina froze. A moment later, Vince realized why as he saw the rain strengthen and form a ball around the blue flames, extinguishing them.

      An immense magical presence, so vast that even Vince’s weak senses knew how powerful it was, overshadowed the entire intersection.

      Slowly, the ball of water grew and grew, before congealing into a man-sized and shaped figure.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, the water transformed into a person. A police officer in full uniform, complete with badge and symbols of office. Snow-white hair waved in the air, rippling off the muscular man hovering before them.

      Vince gulped. He knew this man all too well.

      The water elemental that had faced him down on main street, and a precinct captain of the city’s police force. His name was Erik Frost.

      And the utter fury emanating from Frost’s body and expression suggested a bad time all around.

      Nobody moved, as if rapt by his very presence. Frost surveyed the battlefield, and his eyes lingered on the broken corpse of his own officer and the beheaded body of the eagle birdfolk.

      He raised an arm toward the black-tailed fox. Instantly, without any sign of an incantation or even summoning his magic, a torrent of water eclipsed the fox and half the road. Steam billowed off the flood, producing so much heat that even Vince felt it through his barrier of fire magic. Nina reeled backward, covering her face. Windows across the intersection fogged up.

      And the fox tried to scream as the scalding blast of water consumed him. His barrier exploded upon contact with the spell, but he couldn’t breathe or even move.

      When Frost lowered his arm, the fox collapsed to the ground, unmoving. His skin bubbled a searing red and steam rose from him.

      Frost didn’t say “freeze,” or “surrender,” or “stop fighting.” He simply acted, and ended the brawl.

      The other fox backed away. Vince expected him to surrender, but instead his legs glowed violet and he raced away at the fastest speed shown today.

      It mattered little. Frost clenched his fist and the rain transformed into thick ropes of water. A scream escaped the fox as his bones shattered from the pressure. He collapsed to the ground a few seconds later, clearly alive but crippled.

      When the elemental’s attention spun to Vince and Nina, they both raised their hands.

      “Woah, woah, we’re not your enemies,” Nina said, eyes wide and terrified. Vince knew the emotion was reflected in his own expression.

      Frost showed no emotion other than the fury roiling off his body. He glanced at Nina, then looked back at Vince.

      “You’re both under arrest,” the elemental uttered. “Do not resist.”
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      The police mop-up took a while. Long enough that the storm blew in and began to pelt the city with rain, while thunder rumbled in the distance. Vince looked up from the umbrella he’d been given and saw lightning sparking amid the clouds.

      Nina stood next to him with her own umbrella, although she partly stood under his as well. The little transparent umbrellas the cops had given them struggled to handle her sheer size.

      Despite the time it took, Frost remained here. He constantly channeled magic to keep the water lines from flooding. At least until a group of city workers showed up and used their own magic and tools to get to work. A pair of mages in high-vis vests smoothed out the road, primarily because Nina had been told to stay out of it.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” Vince told Nina, after they’d stood together in silence for far too long. “You’re not registered and—”

      She shot him a sharp look and he shut up. “Do you think it was coincidence that I just turned up? Fia told me she thought something was up, so I stayed home today. The moment Nicki told me about all the Yakuza suits, I booked it to the Sommet. I’m never going to regret helping you, Vince.”

      Despite her harsh gaze, she reached out and rubbed his back with one hand. Her tail curled around his leg.

      “I’m trapped,” he joked, fiddling with the fluffy tip of her tail.

      Her face flushed from his attention. Neither of them said anything further and simply enjoyed each other’s company and the sound of rain pattering on their umbrellas.

      Eventually, Frost strode over to them. He matched Nina in height and either had resting bitch face or was perpetually grumpy.

      “Officers will escort the two of you to the station, where the two of you will be formally reprimanded and questioned.” His gaze turned to Vince. “Your private flier will also be questioned, but given her status as a civilian, no penalties will be applied.”

      Vince’s fists balled despite himself. But he kept his anger at the “reprimand” at bay.

      Because his worries focused solely on Nicki.

      “How is Nicki?” he asked.

      Frost nodded and his features softened ever so slightly. “I would describe Miss Stewart as fatigued, but well. The healing infusion administered ensures she will continue to fly.”

      Vince nearly smiled, only for the meaning of Frost’s words to sink in.

      If he hadn’t given Nicki one of his fancy infusions, did that mean she might never have flown again? While healing magic capable of healing any wound existed, it usually cost far more than a thousand-dollar infusion. Hell, the one time he’d gotten roughed up badly enough to go into the hospital, the bill had been bankruptcy-threatening. Only the fact his insurance covered it saved him And that had only been because it had been life-threatening.

      He sincerely doubted Nicki’s insurance would have covered regenerating a wing. Hers was likely as bad as his. Insurers didn’t particularly like the self-employed.

      “Thanks,” he said to Frost, remembering the conversation.

      Frost simply nodded, then walked away. Only for him to stop and turn to look over his shoulder. “And I must sincerely thank you for the assistance you provided Officer Davis. He said he owes you an arm.”

      Then the elemental finally left. Davis had to be Harry’s surname, the officer that Vince had given a healing infusion.

      A pair of demihuman officers trooped up moments later. The REAT emblems on their shoulders identified them as specialist enforcers tasked with dealing with dangerous enforcers. REAT being Rogue Enforcer Apprehension Tactics, and with a history dating back sixty or seventy years. Supposedly, they’d been formed to limit the influence of the Lionettis.

      Amusing then that one of the REAT officers in front of them was a wolfgirl.

      Not that the amusement was shared. The grim-faced officers took them to a police SUV, which gleamed with an active barrier built into its frame. They didn’t cuff Vince and Nina at least, which was a step up from the countless times he’d been hauled away after an incident that drew their attention.

      The trip was long, despite the short distance they drove. Downtown’s station sat only a handful of blocks away. Traffic had well and truly built up due to a major intersection being closed and countless cars stuck behind those that had been abandoned in the battle.

      A group of enforcers stood watch outside the station, foci in hand and barriers active.

      “Do you really think somebody’s going to hit the station?” Vince asked, amazed at the police response.

      “A corporate enforcer just shot you down in broad daylight and killed a responding officer. We’re not taking chances,” the wolfgirl officer said. “But you’re on your own once you leave the station.”

      That suggested Vince wouldn’t be held for long. They’d at least locked him up for a night after the incident on main street.

      He and Nina were escorted to separate interrogation rooms. They looked as bland and isolating as in the movies. No window or fake mirror, though. Cameras in each corner kept close watch and the door was solid steel with no interior lock.

      Vince was left alone for a couple of hours. Between the police clean-up, the trip to the precinct, and his wait, it had to be dinnertime already. His stomach grumbled but he ignored it.

      The door opened and Frost walked in. Nobody accompanied him.

      After sliding into a chair across the table from Vince, the elemental leaned back and sighed.

      “I’d wondered when I’d see you in here again and how bad it might be,” Frost said. “You have a knack for creating messes.”

      Vince kept his expression neutral. While he’d seen Frost on main streets earlier this year, they’d never spoken.

      “I’ll take credit for main street,” Vince said. “But I didn’t do a thing this time. Neither did Nina. She intervened to stop a rogue enforcer from killing more people. You shouldn’t—”

      “Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do,” Frost thundered, his voice rumbling in Vince’s bones. The demigod paused. “I’m using my prerogative to give Miss Hayes a warning and nothing more. She’s an enforcer in good standing, despite her recent inactivity, and it is important to encourage good Samaritans. Even if they’re inspired by more personal desires.”

      Vince blinked. “An enforcer in good standing? Nina retired five years ago.”

      “And she re-registered this morning. The paperwork had been finalized before the incident, thanks to the efficiency of our bureaucrats.”

      She what? Vince’s eyes popped before he could calm himself down.

      What had happened to her refusal of Alessia’s request or her office work? Most professional employers took a dim view of their staff moonlighting as enforcers, because of the high likelihood of police charges or making the news for the wrong reasons. Nina would be fired, especially with today’s news. Who knew how many people captured her on their phones?

      “I’m not here to discuss Miss Hayes, whatever your relationship with her,” Frost said. “The incident today caps off a series of troublesome behavior, all linked to the same source.”

      “You think this is related to my work for the Lionetti Family?” Vince played dumb.

      The elemental’s eyes narrowed. “The skill and power on show by the offenders suggests they’re corporate enforcers. That limits their employer to either Houou or Knightsgate, whatever middlemen they use to hide their involvement. Although none of the mystic foxes match our records from either company, we are certain of their true loyalties.”

      Something piqued Vince’s interest. “Hold on. If you can’t work out who the foxes worked for, does that mean they’re from outside Aulfair?”

      “Most likely. We have detailed records on every mystic fox in Aulfair, given their limited numbers and the nature of their clans. But there is an errant fox clan that escaped to the UK at the same time Imperial Japan chased Aulfair’s resident foxes to our shores,” Frost explained. “We are aware of all potential criminal affiliations.”

      Frost didn’t appreciate being questioned or Vince’s uninformed sleuthing. Not that Vince would stop.

      The assassins had come after him and nearly killed Nicki. Frost was indicating that the police didn’t have strong enough leads to take action, which left Vince in danger. If the cops weren’t going to do anything after one of their own got killed, when would they act? Vince couldn’t trust them.

      “If they entered the country, surely you can find that out?” he asked.

      “It will take time to ascertain the records from Homeland Security. Even then, if they intended to take criminal action from the outset of their time here, they may have used other means. Mystic foxes are renowned for their long-range teleportation magic, which is difficult to detect even for our highly talented mages.”

      Most countries possessed some sort of broad-based magical sensory network, built atop cellular infrastructure and old radio towers. Controlling access to the country or detecting major magical incidents would be impossible without one. Frost was suggesting that both Houou and Knightsgate could evade it, which was news to Vince.

      Because he’d known that short-range teleportation dodged most detection methods, as the magic involved was too little, but how the hell could somebody move between continents without being caught?

      This was far above his paygrade. Vince needed to stick with simpler clues and let the experts handle the complicated stuff.

      “Do you need anything from me about the attackers?” he asked.

      Frost sat up straight and steepled his hands. “A simple confirmation of their behaviors is enough. We have video evidence and the reports from the officers who responded before I did. First-hand corroboration is always welcome.”

      After nodding, Vince explained what he’d seen. Their Japanese accents, use of Japanese, types of magic used, lack of any visible affiliation, and even the arrogant dismissal of non-foxes shown by the first assassin.

      “The behavioral clues are useful, thank you,” Frost said when Vince finished. “The problem is that they can be faked, especially if somebody is trying to frame a rival. Both organizations in question have powerful reasons to trick us into cracking down on them. Without strong evidence, we can’t make a move. Especially with the conference on.”

      “Because Knightsgate has attendees?”

      Frost’s lips quirked upward. “Officially, they don’t. But everybody knows about the connections between the Japanese Government and their pet magic association. The influence they’re buying at the conference due to… federal missteps is concerning, but part of reality.”

      Physical pain seemed to cross the elemental’s expression when he criticized the federal government, as if the very idea of speaking ill of authority struck at his core. Amusing, given how milquetoast the opinion had been.

      Unfortunately, that was where any good humor ended. Frost looked Vince in the eyes.

      “Now we move onto the subject of your reprimand. As I said, this is a continuation of a series of troubling incidents and—”

      “You’re fining me for being the target of an illegal assassination?” Vince asked, anger bubbling up in his voice despite his attempts to remain calm.

      “When you’re rear-ended once, it’s an accident. When you’re rear-ended repeatedly, one might wonder if you’re the common factor,” Frost said. “Regardless of the assassin’s actions, they came about because of your enforcer activities. This is especially the case given the prominence of the incidents.”

      “So I’m getting fined to save the mayor’s reputation?” And the cops’, but Vince stopped short of saying that to a man who embodied the police’s authority and could vaporize him on the spot.

      “You’re receiving a commensurate financial penalty as a lesson, as well as to demonstrate the price that enforcers pay for taking part in questionable enterprises.” Frost leaned back again. “The final amount will be appropriately assessed and included in your citation, and is presently being calculated, but it is likely to be in the low six figures. I believe you can afford that given your recent contracts. It could be higher, but I’m being lenient given your actions during the incident.”

      Vince slammed a hand into the table, which accomplished little more than a loud noise and causing himself pain. “I can’t fucking afford that!”

      Sure, he had Alessia’s promise, but he hadn’t wanted to instantly blow that. Plus, if the police were fining him this much for something that he had no fault in, what would be the fine for an actual problem? A million dollars?

      “Then perhaps you should rethink your current employer. The city accepts payment plans for fines. Of course, you can challenge the citation in court with a lawyer, but you should recall that enforcer licenses are automatically suspended should you have any outstanding citations or fines. Any enforcer activities until you pay the fine is paid or dismissed will be considered criminal,” Frost said.

      Vince froze. Did Frost want him away from the current incident? The focus on the court challenge and being unable to operate as an enforcer suggested as much.

      Damn, Vince should have thought of that. With a corporate war on the horizon, the police would try to chase away those involved. A court challenge would take weeks—possibly longer if the police really wanted to sideline him—preventing the Lionettis from consolidating their gains in Albion until Houou reinforced the area? It didn’t matter if Vince could get rid of the fine if he couldn’t fulfill his contract with Alessia.

      Recalling Frost’s behavior from the main street incident, Vince realized he’d misjudged the man.

      But that fact didn’t help him right now. Alessia and Pola trusted him, plus they were his way of breaking free of the drudge work Quintus gave him. Like hell he’d let some police thuggery stop him.

      “You’re abusing your power,” Vince said.

      “I am using my authority for the good of the city, unlike some others.” Frost’s expression darkened for a moment, before he shook his head. “These are difficult times. Perhaps you should consider a change of career.”

      “I’m not suited to office work.”

      “There is plentiful employment for an enforcer that does not involve assisting underworld figures.”

      Vince’s brow furrowed. The hell did that mean? A cushy job protecting some heiress, like Alessia had suggested? Or was Frost trying to recruit him?

      Several bangs sounded from the door and Frost glared at it. He stood up as it opened.

      The REAT wolfgirl from earlier stood there, biting her lip. “Commander, you’re needed at reception.”

      “I’m busy,” Frost said.

      “Wait, commander?” Vince had thought Frost was a captain. Hell, he even wore the twin bars of one on his shoulder.

      Frost huffed, showing open annoyance for the first time since entering. “It is my official rank for political purposes, but all elementals also act as precinct captains. It is a dual rank, only for us.”

      Odd. Then again, Vince doubted the top brass of the police had time to respond to individual crimes. He also couldn’t imagine the elementals not having immense political influence in the police force.

      “Um, this can’t wait, sir,” the wolfgirl said. Her eyes flickered to Vince, then back to her commander. “Governor Marcellus is here and—”

      “That witch!” Frost shot to his feet and a bang rang out as he slammed his fists into the table. Indentations remained in the steel as he calmed himself. “Fine. I’ll deal with her. Keep Mr. Keys company.”

      “Um, she’s also requested—”

      Frost’s eyes turned to slits and his face turned ghostly white.

      No, his skin hadn’t changed color. A thin coating of ice formed on his skin.

      “Fine. Keys, come with me,” Frost snapped.

      Vince struggled to keep up with the elemental as he stormed out, taking huge strides and moving at an inhuman speed that required Vince to jog to keep up. The wolfgirl followed behind them, also jogging.

      Once in the reception lobby, Vince tried not to gawk at the woman standing there. Sure, he’d seen Governor June Marcellus in pictures and TV before but that was different from her appearance in person.

      A cocktail dress formed from magma writhed across her vibrant red skin. Or would that be lava, as they were above ground? Like Frost, she towered over Vince and easily matched Nina in height.

      Unlike Frost, who clothed almost every part of his skin with his uniform, June’s body did its best to slip out from her dress. Its hem barely covered her crotch and the edges of her nipples poked out. The view was appreciated, as June’s curves were intense. Huge breasts, ample thighs, and a figure that went beyond hourglass.

      Curiously, a pair of women in ostentatious black uniforms stood behind her. They wore blindfolds, and Vince slowly recognized them as the mayor’s bodyguards. Or maybe June’s? He knew of the rumors surrounding the state police’s Administrator Protection unit. Many suspected they were the product of some supersoldier program created by the mages that founded the city.

      Nina and Nicki stood to the side, accompanied by other REAT officers. Relief filled Vince’s veins as he saw Nicki whole and healthy, other than her damaged clothes. Her wing looked good as new.

      He owed Ally big time for those infusions. And needed to buy a bunch more when he visited her…

      Shit, he’d promised to visit her store this afternoon.

      Although she likely knew the reason for his delay. Vince hadn’t bothered checking his phone and the cops had taken it when he entered, but he was surely news tonight.

      “Ah, Erik, laggardly as always,” June said, eying Frost with a smile. “I’m here to relieve you of your wards.”

      “You have no authority here,” Frost boomed, his voice echoing off the walls. “The city police do not answer to you.”

      “No, but they answer to Kochhar.” June looked back at the blindfolded bodyguards, who inclined their heads.

      One stepped forward with a piece of paper. “Mayor Kochhar has spoken with the Chief of Police, and they have reached an agreement that no individuals involved in the defense against today’s rogue enforcer incident are to be charged, cited, fined, or otherwise detained. You may contact them for further details.”

      Frost’s fists clenched, before he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The ice coating his skin vanished, and he regained his usual calm.

      “Fine. But I’ll be making it clear to everyone involved that I prefer to be contacted directly. This is an insult to my position,” Frost said.

      “Unhappy that you’re being treated like the glorified superhero you are?” June teased. “Rank does not automatically engender respect.”

      Frost stiffened. “I protect the city, its people, and the very nature of Aulfair. As our kind should and always has.”

      “I don’t recall Aulfair being an ancient city.” June rolled her eyes. “But we’re done here. Unless you have more bureaucratic hoops to force everyone through?”

      Turning, Frost waved a hand in the air then walked off. The REAT officers stood in confusion, unsure what to do.

      “I think that means we’re free to go,” Nina drawled.

      Unfortunately, there were bureaucratic hoops to jump through. They needed to be checked out and receive their belongings, but the officers needed official approval from Frost. After several minutes, Vince was finally allowed to leave.

      By then, the strange bodyguards had vanished, leaving only June.

      “I’ll escort the three of you… home.” She winked at them. “It would be quite the step for any conglomerate to act against me.”

      “And if they do anyway?” Vince asked.

      “Your dragon is cute, Vince, but I can do what it does without first casting a meister-tier spell.” Her eyes glittered with amusement. “It is Vince, right? Alessia calls you that.”

      Oh. Shit. He hadn’t connected the dots. Alessia had mentioned a “June” in the past, but she meant the governor?

      Had Alessia pulled strings to get him freed? What was that about the mayor?

      Mind churning, he exited the precinct with Nina and Nicki. A massive Hummer sat in the parking bay immediately outside, painted red of course. The governor’s badge of office had been painted on the front doors.

      Nicki twisted and turned. “Um, I can fly. Even if—”

      “I’ll open the sunroof for you, darling,” June said as she slid into the driver’s seat. “Plenty of room for your wings.”

      They bundled in, with Nina sitting in front due to her size. The drive started in silence. June sometimes glanced at him through the rear-view mirror.

      Suddenly, she broke the silence. “This may be abrupt, but I have a question to ask you about Alessia.”

      “Uh, sure,” Vince said. Could he even refuse?

      “I’ve always observed that she’s busy. Too busy.” June paused as if collecting her thoughts. “But what is your view of that? Of what drives her and the work she does? Surely it’s best managed by her capable enforcer captains and the many branch families beneath her.”

      Vince said nothing for a while.

      A question like this came with a certain level of gravitas. No way in hell was June asking it out of the blue, or to confirm her own opinion. He was being judged.

      But what did she want him to say?

      No, he realized. What did he genuinely think? Trying to deceive an ancient demigodly being like June would end poorly, and whatever he said would make its way back to Alessia in some way.

      “She’s busy,” he said cautiously. “I wonder what she’s doing sometimes, as she seems to live in her office and separate herself from the enforcers. But—”

      “But?” June’s voice emanated amusement.

      “There’s a huge legacy to live up to. Not just the Lionetti’s famous past as the kings of the underworld, but also their connections to both the Italians in Aulfair and the many wolffolk they represent. It’s not a position I’d want to touch, even if I don’t understand it.”

      “Hmm, it seems to me that you do understand it, if only in terms of its weight,” June said, meeting his eyes through the rear-view mirror. “Which is good. I’d be disappointed if you simply viewed her as some executive or a rich girl who was wasting her time.”

      He winced. “I did view her as a spoiled rich girl at first. It’s hard to keep that opinion with how much she knows, even if she is a frustrating negotiator.”

      “All businesspeople are frustrating negotiators. It’s part of the role. I can be very mean if I want to.”

      “Like to Frost?”

      She laughed. “No. Frost and the others are lost, in my opinion, but hardly worth my scorn. There are far worse cretins deserving of my wrath.”

      Vince wondered who those cretins might be and whether they still existed.

      The drive was shorter than he expected, because June wasn’t taking them home. Rather, she crossed the bay and stopped outside the skyscraper with Pola’s penthouse. Which, he reminded himself, was also Alessia’s penthouse.

      A dozen Lionetti enforcers stood guard outside the building, and a capo approached as the Hummer pulled up. June didn’t get out after unlocking the doors.

      “It’s been delightful to meet you, Vince. Do take care. And I hope the drive wasn’t troublesome for any of you.”

      Nicki’s wings had stuck up through the sunroof the entire time, but she looked fine.

      Once they got out, June drove off without another word. A black SUV with state police markings followed her. Her bodyguards kept their distance, it seemed.

      The capo hit Vince in the arm, pulling his attention back to her. “Good to see you’re alive, V. The boss is upstairs waiting for you. All three of you. Lucia’s at the elevator and will take you up.”
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      The penthouse glowed with countless lights, while downtown and the harbor glittered out the windows. Alessia, Pola, their bodyguards, and Fia sat in the living room past the kitchen. Bottles of wine and spirits littered the coffee table, and several were already empty.

      Vince barely made it inside, with Lucia leading him, Nicki, and Nina, before Pola spotted him and leaped over the back of the sofa.

      “Pola!” Alessia barked, glaring at her sister.

      Pola didn’t care and barreled toward Vince. Lucia barely managed to dodge her before the youngest Lionetti crashed into him.

      The impact managed to be a little less bone crushing than he’d feared. Pola wrapped her arms around him and buried her face into his chest, but failed to pop him like a balloon. Something she could easily have done.

      “Vince, you’re safe!” she cried, finally looking up at him.

      “I figured that would be in the news reports, but yes,” he said.

      His hands landed on her shoulders while he looked at Alessia and Fia. Both their faces wore mixed emotions of grimness and relief.

      Nina wrapped a hand around Pola’s arm. “If you let us sit down, I’m sure things will go faster.”

      Despite baring her teeth, Pola acceded and began to walk back to the sofas. She didn’t loosen her grip on Vince at first, attempting to drag him with her like an oversized teddy bear. Only Nina’s intervention kept him from being pulled along with the wolfgirl’s orbit.

      Although he worried the two women might literally tear him in half.

      “Let him sit down and then sit on him, Pola,” Fia said. “You’re not the only one who’s been worried.”

      Pola looked back at Fia, then winced when she finally saw Alessia’s sharp glare.

      With the initial drama over, Vince, Nina, and Nicki grabbed seats on the line of couches that dominated the living room. Nicki tried to grab one of the dining chairs in the corner, but Fia dragged her next to her.

      Naturally, Pola sat on Vince’s lap while Nina sprawled out next to him. Alessia shifted so that she was on his other side. Her fingers briefly brushed against the back of his hand.

      Blinking, Vince tried to make sense of what was happening. He was surrounded by far too many smiling women all of a sudden.

      “Uh, you did see the resolution of everything on the news?” he asked.

      “No,” Alessia said. “While there’s footage of the entire battle, it became significantly worse the longer it went on. Almost everyone fled after the first police officer was slain, and many videos stopped shortly after Nina appeared along with additional foxes. The only footage posted online and used by the news was taken from windows fifty stories above the conflict.”

      “And it wasn’t exactly conducive to determining how badly you were getting hit,” Fia added. “That fox’s telekinesis was going right through your barrier. I’ve heard from older enforcers they can do that, but it’s terrifying to see. Especially as they all use weird schools of magic.”

      Vince frowned. “I don’t even know what any of them used beyond telekinesis. The newcomers were like nothing I’ve heard of.”

      “They’re schools of magic unique to fox’s, much like most immortals use a variation of normal magic,” Nina explained while pouring herself a glass of whisky. “We sure as hell can’t flash-fry somebody with a twitch of an eyebrow. You recognized the telekinesis, but the staff guy used empowerment magic, while the other one used disruption magic and their monster-slaying or whatever they call it.”

      “Purification,” Alessia clarified. “Japanese diviners—an archaic term for their sorcerers, sometimes called onmyouji—have an entire school of magic dedicated to ‘purifying’ the many monsters and spirits that roam their land, and mystic foxes utilize it. The spiritual flames they threw at you are intended for that. But they’re not what I’d expect to be used in a fight against ordinary people. Demons, perhaps, but not a human and a lionfolk.”

      Her gaze held a certain degree of judgment for Nina, even if she barely changed her expression. The lioness snorted and slugged back half her glass.

      A fierce breath escaped her. “Damn, that’s good fucking scotch. Anyway, this is why I’m the veteran enforcer and you’re the CEO. Can you see what I’m wearing? Care to tell me what’s in it?” Nina didn’t wait for Alessia to open her mouth before continuing. “It’s fucking magic. Getting hit by the blue flames might only feel like standing too close to the fire in a dry sauna, but they’d incinerate my focus and outfit. Plus he kept dispelling my best spells. Melee was a bad match for the asshole.”

      “He even dispelled my dragon,” Vince said.

      The eyes of every wolffolk turned into dinner plates.

      “He what? I thought you dismissed it because you ran low on magic,” Fia gasped. “The control you need for a meister-spell, let alone one that extends your magic and senses like that should be way higher than some shitty counter spell.”

      Nina clicked her tongue and poked Vince in the side. “Should. But I bet you’ve never done the necessary exercises to strengthen your control of your spells. It’s not like anybody ever prepared you to fight against foxes.”

      “No, you didn’t,” he drawled.

      Her face colored and she poked him again. He shifted and Pola whined, trying to keep her balance on his lap while drinking a glass of wine.

      If Pola had anything to add to the situation, she kept quiet.

      “But I will ask for help with that,” Vince added. “Especially as you’ve registered as an enforcer again. Without telling me.”

      Nina refused to meet his gaze. “Yeah, well, things haven’t been great lately and you’re putting yourself in way too much danger now. It’s not like…” She ran a hand down her face. “Fuck it. I got sick of wasting away in a cubicle with small-minded dickheads micromanaging my existence. Spending my days kicking ass beside you and fucking in between sounds a lot better.”

      That final sentence drew Pola’s attention and she pushed herself deeper into Vince’s lap. Nina rolled her eyes at the wolfgirl’s antics.

      “I imagine we’ll be talking about a contract then?” Alessia asked.

      Nina leaned against the couch. “Yeah, I guess so. Don’t take me for granted. You don’t think I have contacts who will hire me back in a heartbeat, along with giving Vince a stack of cash to win me over? I know Vince hasn’t signed the contract with you. It’s still sitting at home.”

      “I can provide him with a copy now if you’d like.”

      “Yeah, but it won’t have the changes his lawyer wanted.”

      The two women locked eyes. Neither said another word, instead sipping their chosen drinks. Alessia had gone with red wine like her younger sister and her tongue lapped up the dregs left on her lips.

      Vince coughed. “I’ll bring the contract over in the morning. I don’t think the changes will be any problem, but I would like to talk about them.”

      “Very well.” Alessia sighed. “It helps that I can make my intentions clearer before you sign up, then.”

      Was she about to change the contract again?

      “This attack is a sign that what I thought was a local conflict has escalated far beyond anything I expected,” she said. “The Golden Path has never deployed so many foxes, let alone highly trained five-tail enforcers. This can only be an action taken by Houou itself, or else Knightsgate. But I fail to see why Knightsgate would act against you.”

      “Uh…” Vince grimaced.

      Fia snorted. “We know about the Yakuza meeting. I was the one who warned Nina that you were being followed and that the meeting seemed suspicious. Figured she was one of their suppliers and I was right.”

      “I don’t think Ally was entirely in the loop,” he said.

      “Probably not. But if the Yakuza saved her from being gutted by one of Houou’s assassins, she’d be grateful enough to arrange that meeting.” Fia raised an eyebrow, as if waiting for Vince to affirm or deny her theory.

      Not that he could answer her. Ally had acted strangely, but Vince recalled the threat she’d made.

      That Mei would regret crossing her. What the hell did that mean? How could she possibly strike back against an eight-tailed fox leading a local Yakuza association?

      Pola forced a glass of wine into his hands, drawing him from his thoughts.

      “Uh, thanks,” he said.

      It tasted delightful. As good or better than the bottle he’d tasted at the restaurant. The Lionettis took their alcohol seriously.

      “I can guess what the meeting was about,” Alessia said. “The Yakuza wishes to work with me against Houou, or something to that effect?”

      Vince frowned. How much should he tell her? Especially as mentioning Mei’s first offer would infuriate Alessia and potentially poison any alliance.

      Then again, it was Alessia’s job to manage that issue. His was to be an enforcer and he gained nothing from lying.

      “Yes, but it took a while to get there,” he said. “Her first offer was to make the Lionetti Family part of Knightsgate.”

      Alessia laughed. Not lightly or even briefly, as she threw her head back and filled the cavernous room with glee. Her tail even wagged wildly, hitting Vince in the side repeatedly. Pola glared at it, as if her sister’s tail was impinging on her territory.

      “Wow. That’s… quite the ‘offer.’” The mafia don rolled her eyes and took a deep drink of her wine. A smile rose to her face again. “Far from a sincere one, too. Imperial Japan would never welcome a foreign organization into Knightsgate. We’d be little better than the Golden Path is to Houou. Convenient pawns that can be burned as necessary. That tells me much of the new kumicho’s true intentions.” She paused. “Did you get her name? I’d like to confirm that much.”

      “Mei. That’s, uh, all I got. She’s an eight-tailed fox, though,” Vince said.

      She nodded. “Mei Suwa, then. She’s a powerful player in Knightsgate and is one of a handful of eight-tailed foxes in the world. Her resume is impressive, even if it’s mostly political. She was an advisor to the previous Prime Minister of Japan.”

      Okay, Vince knew the situation had officially flown away from anything he was equipped to handle.

      The woman he’d had lunch with wasn’t merely the head of a Yakuza association and immensely powerful, but had connections to the highest echelons of Japan’s government?

      “Is her presence here a sign of Japan’s interest?” he asked.

      Alessia shrugged. “Insofar that Knightsgate is attempting to expand into the USA. But I wouldn’t view this as some sort of invasion or even connected to the government. Connections at that level are required if you want to last long in roles like ours. I’m personal friends with June, after all.”

      Damn. Vince had forgotten to thank her for that.

      He rubbed the back of his head. “Thanks for sending her to bail us out. Frost was… intense. I assume this acts as my bonus?”

      Fury filled Alessia’s face and she slowly lowered her glass to the table. Nina stiffened at the reaction.

      “The fact the police intended to fine you, charge you, or whatever they planned for acting in self-defense was beyond the pale,” the mafia don said, voice cold as ice. “I helped you because I wanted to, Vince, and because the police went too far. If an enforcer can’t defend themselves from a public assassination attempt that involves police casualties, what’s the point of engaging independent enforcers? So, no, this isn’t your bonus. Especially as June handled it. No money left my pocket.”

      “But political influence did,” Nina said.

      “June’s a close friend and she disagreed with the police’s actions. If anything, it was her political influence being burned to convince the police to let you go.”

      Vince and Nina looked at each other. Then he looked back at Alessia.

      “Two of Mayor Kochhar’s pretty goons showed up and said he was the one who talked the police down. They seemed to arrive with the governor,” he explained.

      Confusion marred Alessia’s face. “Really? How curious. Surely if Houou…” She grimaced. “Or perhaps Kochhar merely saw the damage such a decision would make to his personal standing. He’s already under fire for letting Houou run amok. If the news heard you were being fined, it would be like a knife to the heart of his ailing career.”

      She silenced herself with more wine, but seemed lost in thought.

      Vince took the chance to finish talking about the Yakuza meeting. “Anyway, Mei eventually reduced her offer to an alliance and pressed me to make you agree.”

      “To… make me agree? Through you?” Worry crossed Alessia’s face before she adopted a neutral expression.

      “Yes. Not just to tell you of the deal and to meet her, but to somehow convince you that you must meet her,” he continued. “She even offered me a bribe. A big one, I’m guessing.”

      “Because that engenders trust,” Fia said.

      “Yes, I’ll need to think on that fact. Meeting somebody like Mei is dangerous at the best of times, let alone when there’s every chance she might murder me and have somebody wear my skin,” Alessia said.

      “Isn’t your entire tower locked down with magic shit only you can interact with?” Nina asked.

      “Yes,” Pola and Alessia answered at once.

      The first words Pola had spoken, and they were a simple affirmative.

      But she had more to say as she crossed her arms. “Everything is locked down to prevent a spy from causing trouble. We’ve seen to it.”

      Alessia nodded in agreement with her sister. “We’ve taken substantial steps to avoid a repeat of the previous attack by Houou that took the lives of much of our family. But Mei is a newcomer and may overestimate her abilities. She did just make a foolish offer to have us join Knightsgate. But…”

      Nobody said a word. Perhaps they all knew what that “but” meant.

      But Alessia didn’t elaborate.

      Eventually, Fia asked, “But?”

      A sigh escaped the mafia don and her tail stilled while brushing against Vince’s side. “But I think I need to risk an alliance with the Yakuza anyway. The police are taking strong action against any enforcer activity related to us and Houou won’t back down just because of a failed assassination attempt. Things have escalated beyond what we can handle by sitting on our haunches.”

      “I’ll talk to you tomorrow about reaching out to Mei, Vince. We can finalize the contract then as well. I’ll need to rely on your support when I meet with her.” Alessia’s fingers brushed his hand again. “Tonight, I want you to rest.” She paused and her face colored, but she shook her head. “Lucia, can you arrange an escort back to his apartment? And everyone else.”

      “Oh? Not negotiating with me right now?” Nina asked. “I’m down for it.”

      The two women’s eyes met.

      “Very well. That will speed things up,” Alessia said.

      “Then I’ll—” Vince tried to say.

      But Nina shoved him, knocking Pola off his lap. The wolfgirl squawked but managed to right herself before she fell on the table. She growled at the lioness.

      “I know how to negotiate a contract, Vince. Go home. Keep Nicki company. Order some food, as I’m fucking starving.” She frowned. “I don’t know what. Just make it big. I missed lunch.”

      A little concerned, but aware that his girlfriend knew what she was doing, Vince left with Lucia. Although not until Pola French kissed him and drew a fierce growl from Nina.

      He gave Nina a quick kiss to make up for it and she shoved him away red-faced.

      Once in the elevator, Nicki squirmed. “Uh, Vince, tonight…” She bit her lip and stopped.

      Those words could mean a lot of things, but he’d suspected Nicki might raise this after Nina’s earlier comment.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked. “Need company for the night?”

      Nicki nodded. But she wasn’t red-faced. Instead, she seemed to pale while clenching her fists.

      “I just… don’t want to be alone tonight,” she mumbled. “Can I stay over at your place again? I don’t think I can handle a night around my roommates. Not with everything happening.”

      “Of course. You’re always welcome,” he said. “As you saw, we have a spare bedroom.”

      “And no hot water.” She snorted, color returning to her face. “I know a guy who might be able to fix that on the cheap.”

      “You’re welcome to try. Last time we got the building super to look into it, we lost hot water for a week. Nina tracked him down and made him fix it right away.” Vince was pretty sure that super retired a week later.

      Nicki shrugged. “Yeah, well, the guy I know is better.”

      Once downstairs, a host of enforcers met them, along with the usual convoy of Benzes.

      Nicki paused upon seeing them, then nodded to herself. She looked at Lucia next. “Uh, can you still take me home first? I need to grab my shit.”

      “Not a problem. Figured we’d do that anyway, and there’s no fucking chance we’ll let you fly home alone.” Lucia tapped a fist against Nicki’s arm gently. “Leave it to us.”

      “I’ll see you in a little bit then, Vince,” Nicki said. “How about Mexican? Some enchiladas and nachos would be great, and there’ll be plenty for Nina to stuff her face with.”

      “Don’t tell her you said that. She gets annoyed if you bring up how much she eats. Half the time she gives me some of her food, with the expectation that she’ll steal it back and pretend she ate a smaller portion size,” he said.

      Lucia’s eyes glowed with mischief, and he suspected that was a fact about Nina he shouldn’t have shared.

      Ah, well. He’d live with her grousing in the future. Being able to fight alongside her would almost be a dream come true. Today would have counted, if it hadn’t been for the horrible murder and maiming.

      The trip back was quiet. He finally checked his phone and predictably saw fifty billion messages and missed calls. Ronin, mostly. But Quintus had tried to call as well.

      As had Kiyoko, around the time he was stuck in the interrogation room. She’d left a voicemail unlike the others, but he’d deal with it in the morning. Presumably she avoided messaging him due to not knowing English.

      Then again, how did she read anything here?

      His messages were roughly what he expected. Lots of worry and concern, plus Ronin getting pissed that Vince was being held for so long. Quintus offered to assist with the fine, which meant news had already spread that the police were holding Vince’s feet to the fire.

      The offer was generous by the old demon’s standards. But Vince noted that Quintus hadn’t offered to pay it off outright. Probably figured that if Vince blew all his cash paying off a fine that he’d need work badly enough to take it from Quintus.

      Fucking demons.

      Ally, meanwhile, had bombarded him with messages all afternoon, only to stop after a couple of hours. They were difficult to read, between the sheer density of sad emojis and apologies. He didn’t need much emotional intelligence to guess she felt awful that he’d been attacked by foxes on the way home from a meeting with the Yakuza, given the high likelihood the attack was linked.

      Even with his conflicted feelings over lunch, he let Ally know he was fine and had been with the police all night so hadn’t been able to reply. He said he’d drop by her store tomorrow.

      She replied instantly, See you tomorrow. Drop by whenever. A smiling emoji with a blushing face accompanied the message.

      By the time he responded to everyone else, the convoy reached his apartment complex. Lucia accompanied him to his door, presumably out of concern that an assassin might be lying in wait.

      Naturally, none were. Tired as he was, Vince stepped in and began making a coffee while she poked her head in each room.

      “All clear?” he asked.

      “You should be more concerned,” she said. “You nearly died tonight. Again, apparently. How do you shrug off all the assassins?”

      “I don’t think about them.”

      “Nice way to live.” She shook her head. “Do us a favor and don’t go places alone for a while, yeah? If we’re going to have some massive orgy with half the girls at some point, you need to be alive for it.”

      Things to live for. He ushered Lucia out the door, then locked it.

      When he turned back to grab his coffee, a blonde wolfgirl sat on his couch.

      “Fucking—” He grabbed his cane and summoned a barrier instantly. The effort wore at his mind, reminding him that he hadn’t drunk a magic-restoring infusion today.

      That fake soul egg of his was only useful when he used it, after all.

      “You can calm down,” a familiar voice said.

      “It’s you. The fake birdgirl I met on Monday,” he said.

      “Is that how you think of me? Am I a fake wolfgirl now?” She stood up and waved her bushy tail round while her wolf ears bounced atop her head.

      Her clothes were an almost exact match for something the Lionetti enforcers might wear. To the extent he worried she might have stolen a ride in the convoy. They’d notice somebody going missing, though. Most likely she wanted him to think she’d infiltrated their ranks.

      A plastic coffee cup sat in her hand, much like the reusable coffee cups that had been all the rage years ago. She took a sip while he watched.

      “Did you make yourself a coffee while you waited?” he asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “I brought my own. Far better than the swill you’re drinking.”

      Harsh. Hadn’t she said she drank stuff like this all the time? Vince enjoyed his perfectly serviceable drip coffee. Everyone ragged on his coffee machine lately.

      “I see we both need late-night coffee, however,” the agent continued. Or at least, Vince thought of her as an agent now. Maybe he’d start calling her Agent. “Long day?”

      “You know it was. Tell me, did you arrange the hit?” he asked.

      Agent grimaced. “No. Murdering a civilian and killing a police officer in the middle of downtown, plus drawing Frost’s direct attention? That’s not sloppy, it’s fucking moronic. If someone proposed the idea to me, I’d arrange a desk job for them. Or a plot in a cemetery, given you survived.”

      “Well, you’ll definitely need the graveyard plot given I vaporized his torso and he’s stone dead. Dunno if Frost killed the others.”

      “He didn’t. Not that they’ll be useful to him. Foxes don’t talk.”

      “Speaking from experience?” he asked.

      She leaned against the arm of his couch with a smirk. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      He waited. This was the part where he expected something a little more flirtatious, but she simply sat there sipping her coffee.

      Her attitude had chilled since last time. Something was different.

      “You’re unhappy with me,” he said frankly. “And yes, I’m certain you’re a fox. Illusions, teleportation, operating as a spy, and this focus on the Yakuza while ignoring Houou? Unsubtle.”

      “You’re too inexperienced to make such bold guesses, especially with such little evidence. C+ at best.” She pushed off the couch and approached him with languorous strides that drew his eyes to her lovely hips and thighs.

      Only to veer to his fridge and toss him an energy drink.

      “You need that. Your magic is weak enough that I can practically sense the thirst,” she said.

      Then she blinked across the room and lay on his couch.

      Vince downed the rest of his coffee, then cracked the energy drink open. She was right that he needed it.

      “Well?” he asked. “Are you unhappy with me?”

      “Disappointed, rather. Somebody I know had high hopes for you, but you still helped the Yakuza and are considering taking a job from Immanuel.” She kicked her legs high in the air, as if stretching them.

      “Helped? I didn’t take a job from them,” he insisted.

      “Sure. But I guarantee you passed on your little lunch date to your employer. That’s what they wanted.”

      “No, she wanted me to…” He frowned. “You seem to know a lot about my recent activities.”

      “That’s what happens when you’re monitored. Get used to it,” she said.

      What a nuisance.

      “Then you’ll know I haven’t taken any jobs for your rivals.”

      “They’re not my rivals. I’m representing—”

      “I don’t care.”

      She lowered her legs and sat up. Her form shifted and she abruptly looked identical to Salome.

      Not that she was Salome. There wasn’t a chance in hell that the succubus he knew would play around like this. Also, her clothes hid far too much skin. They looked like the sort of thing influencers wore for photoshoots when they pretended to be succubi.

      “The real Salome never misses a chance to show off her tits,” Vince said. “Also, I can’t see your underwear.”

      Agent scowled. “You’ll need to do better than that to see my underwear. And make yourself genuinely useful. Which you haven’t been. Honestly, I’d write you off if it were my choice. You’ll be easier for my clients to deal with once you’ve learned the price of ignoring them.”

      Vince said nothing. His temper frayed a little, but he kept it in check.

      “Also, while you did technically deal with the rogue fox I needed you to, it’s more accurate to say that he smashed his head open on the pavement in front of you.”

      “Wait, the fox that tried to kill me was the same person causing trouble at a fast food place?” Vince froze. “Was he there for me the entire time?”

      That made no sense. The first problems started before Vince was even approached by the Lionettis.

      “Doubtful. I’d consider it a case of the right person in the right place. I’d truly hoped he might be dealt with before he exploded in public.” Agent let out an exasperated sigh, too deep and not sensual enough to match the person she pretended to be.

      “So if I work for you, you’ll always find ways to twist what I do so that I don’t meet your requirements?” he asked.

      She eyed him. “No. But I need you to be useful, not dance around the edges or get lucky. You’re useless to my clients if that’s all you can offer.”

      “Remind me not to sign a contract with you.”

      “I don’t do contracts.” She stood up and her form shifted again, this time to match Alessia’s, including the clothing she wore tonight. “But I do owe you something for dealing with that nuisance. Consider this a… goodwill gesture. Or a consolation prize.” She giggled. “Whatever you prefer.”

      Agent teleported across the room so that she stood a foot in front of Vince. She pulled something out of an invisible pocket on her dress.

      A tiny golden egg with a faintly iridescent luster. A small crown appeared to be attached to one end and glittered with hundreds of tiny sapphires and emeralds.

      Vince sensed less magic from it than the fake soul egg he already possessed.

      “A fake soul egg. Really? I already have one, also from Houou,” he said.

      “I’m not pretending it’s a real one.” Agent held it up so that the jewels in it caught the light. “It should strengthen your spells. I’m curious to see how it interacts with that dragon of yours. Maybe it’ll double in size.”

      “I doubt that.” He held out a hand.

      She dumped it in his waiting palm. Even in his hand, the magic in it seemed weak. He’d held cheap magic tools in dollar stores that felt stronger than this. Part of him wanted to shove it in a closet and ignore it.

      But he should at least try it. If it really did strengthen his spells, it would be damn useful given the opponents he faced today.

      “Make yourself useful again, and I might give you a real prize,” she said while taking several steps backward.

      “Cash is good.”

      “Oh, are you sincerely considering working for me?”

      “Wouldn’t it be for your clients?” He raised an eyebrow.

      She smirked. “Maybe. But if you are serious…?”

      “I prefer contracts.”

      “Impossible. For obvious reasons. Anyway, let me know if you’re interested.”

      He opened his mouth to ask how he could possibly let her know, only for his phone to buzz in his pocket.

      A message from an unknown number winked at him from his phone screen. It consisted of a series of winking emoji.

      When he looked up, his visitor had vanished. Then the sound of the sink turning on made him jump. She stood over it, washing out her plastic coffee cup.

      “Really?” he asked.

      “I’m not running around with it dirty. Especially as I have a dinner date that I can’t miss. Speaking of which, I believe you have some Mexican coming,” she said.

      Coming? “What? No, I haven’t ordered it—”

      Somebody knocked on his balcony door. A young finch birdgirl carrying a bag of food nearly as large as herself. Good thing the rain had stopped or she’d be absolutely soaked through.

      Agent winked at him and took a step back. Somehow, Vince knew she was about to teleport away.

      “Wait,” he called out. “One question.”

      “Oh?”

      The finch waited patiently. Better than most Wings fliers.

      “Would you prefer if I called you a kitsune or a fox?” he asked.

      Narrowing her eyes, Agent seemed to grow a touch cold. “Kitsune’s an archaic word for mystic fox, even if it’s popular among some of those I deal with. But I wouldn’t think much of it. Call me whatever you want if it satisfies you.”

      Still playing dumb, then. But that reaction differed immensely from Mei’s.

      As expected, Agent vanished the next second. The finch jumped outside the window.

      Vince opened the door before she flew away in a panic.

      “Um, here’s your food. Don’t worry about the tip. It’s already covered,” she said.

      “Err, right. Thanks,” he said.

      She smiled brightly at him, before giving him a short wave and leaping over the railing.

      As he expected, several large containers of food were in the bag. Each had a large sticker on them that contained a warming spell, keeping the contents at the perfect temperature until the container was opened. Vince left them alone.

      Given the flex being made by Agent, he knew there’d be nachos and enchiladas there. Everything else was a bonus.

      He barely finished his energy drink before the door opened. Nicki and Nina trundled in together.

      “Look who I found lurking outside,” Nina said, pushing the harpy inside.

      Nicki carried a huge duffel bag and a backpack. Her eyes focused on the ground. No doubt because Vince had offered to let her stay a night and she’d brought everything she owned.

      “Um…” Nicki bit her lip and her eyes glistened.

      “Like I said, you’re welcome to stay,” Vince said. “We’ll clean out the spare room tomorrow morning, so you don’t have to live amid Nina’s garbage.”

      “Hey, it’s not garbage,” Nina whined. Then she sniffed the air. “Is that Mexican? Damn, that was fast.”

      She grabbed three beers from the fridge and dropped them on the table, before ripping open the food. Once Vince helped Nicki with her things, the two of them joined the lioness.

      Whatever problems he faced, they could wait until tomorrow. And there were a lot of problems.

      For tonight, he enjoyed food with friends. And his girlfriend if he wanted to be a stickler for accuracy.
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