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      Vince’s finger snapped back and forth along his phone, playing some mindless mobile game while he sat inside a warehouse full of corpses. Dozens of unlabeled crates towered over him on countless pallets. They were unlabeled and unmarked, save for the recent bloodstains and scorch marks.

      Nothing else moved in the warehouse. Old halogen lights bathed the place in the warm glow of electricity and, given the 24/7 nature of the operation, a steep electricity bill. As much of a shithole as this place was, Vince idly wondered why the landlord hadn’t switched over to more cost-effective lighting.

      He finished a game on his phone and looked around. Other than a few stains on his old tan parka and cargo pants, Vince seemed unruffled by the scene around him. At least ten men and women lay dead. Some brutally slain, with dismembered limbs, scorched faces and chests, or holes blown in their torsos. He sat some distance from the carnage, distancing himself from it.

      Notably, several of the corpses appeared non-human. One lay almost twice Vince’s height, with curly goat horns as long as his arms and biceps corded with furry muscles strong enough to bend steel.

      Not that raw strength mattered in the city of Aulfair. Built by magic almost a century ago on the US’s west coast, it remained the largest bastion of demihumans, immortals, and magic-users in the States today.

      A series of clunks and clacks alerted Vince. He slipped his phone into his pocket and stood, eyes scanning the open walkways between the pallets of crates. One of the long sliding doors shuddered and slid free.

      His mouth moved silently, and a red shimmer appeared around his body. A magic barrier capable of deflecting physical and magical intrusion, cast using a silent incantation. Standard fare for a magic-user of his skill.

      Vince doubted he’d need the defensive spell, but he would have been one of those corpses if he was the sort to take chances. Humans like him needed every advantage they could get in a fight against the non-human.

      A pair of suited men stepped through the open door. No, not men. Or at least, not human men. Both possessed pale red skin that could almost pass as a strong tan, but the ring of stubby black horns around their heads gave away their true nature.

      Demons, just like the massive corpse on the ground.

      Small red badges, roughly the size of a thumbnail, flashed in the light of the warehouse from their lapels. The moment Vince spotted them and recognized the faces of the demons, he relaxed. The red glow vanished from his body.

      At the same moment, the demons froze. They saw the corpses and the bloodbath.

      “What the fuck happened here, V?” one snapped.

      The other ignored him and let out a guttural roar back out the door, shouting in a language Vince didn’t understand. Fortunately, a tiny magical earpiece in his ear came to his rescue.

      “Boss, something’s fucked. Everyone’s dead!” the other demonic enforcer shouted in a demonic language.

      Vince raised his hands, palms open. “Hey, do I look dead?”

      The demons gave him a flat look. Neither appeared armed, but Vince knew better. Immortal beings like them didn’t even need silent incantations to use magic. Spells could shoot forth from their bodies with mere thought.

      Hence why Vince had prepared his barrier in advance, just in case the intruders had been less than friendly.

      One demon rolled his eyes, but cautiously approached. “By now, I don’t even know. You should be dead. Humans don’t tango with demons and walk away unscathed in my experience.”

      “Tell the cops that. Pretty sure they have plenty of humans in their ranks. You wouldn’t be using this shitty warehouse to move all this ‘merchandise’ if you were untouchable.”

      “No human, by themselves, unaided,” the demon corrected.

      Vince snorted. “Yeah, sure.”

      Several more figures emerged through the doorway, all wearing similar dark suits to the first two demons. Each bore the same inhuman appearance and horns. One stood as tall as the corpse on the ground, and his suit appeared comical on his immense frame. The same red badges glittered on their chests.

      Yet that was the dress code of Immanuel’s enforcers. They weren’t common thugs, hired to sit around and guard crates like Vince, but the elite thugs. Everyone needed to understand the difference, even as they were beaten into a bloody stain on the ground.

      Immanuel being one of the largest corporate conglomerates in the city, that is. Run and staffed almost entirely by demons, its claws stabbed deep into the financial veins of much of the USA. Fitting for the spawn of Hell.

      Although Vince wasn’t dealing with the corporate side of Immanuel here. Bankers didn’t get their hands dirty in warehouses full of magical contraband, even if they were demons.

      Behind the guards came another demon, but one in a classier suit, no badge, and a long black coat. He walked with the aid of a cane, and one of his legs glowed with arcane runes with every limping step he took. Silvered hair cascaded down his back in a loose ponytail, but it was the deep embers in his eye sockets that captured Vince’s attention.

      A deep sense of fear rushed through his body, causing his muscles to tense and goosebumps to ripple across his skin. Vince met his employer’s gaze for the first time in months.

      “Quintus,” he said, barely able to speak.

      The barest hint of a smirk rose to the ancient demon’s face, and Quintus twitched a finger on his cane. That sense of utter dread left Vince. Whatever magic had gripped him fled at the demon’s direction.

      Quintus Hierum usually needed no introduction. As one of Immanuel’s senior executives, he ran much of their less savory operations in the city. His name suggested he had seen literal empires rise and fall. The fact he had come here in person indicated that he’d known something would go awry with the job.

      “It’s been some time since we’ve spoken, Vincent. I do hope you’ve been well. Tell me, in your own words, what happened tonight?” Quintus asked softly.

      Vince rolled his shoulders in an attempt to usher feeling back into his body, then gestured at the huge demonic corpse nearby. “Big Bob found out what you’re moving in the crates. Had the bright idea to sell them to somebody else, fake a battle to make it look like we’d been attacked, and we’d split everything. There was a disagreement.”

      “And you lived?” one of the other demons interrupted.

      Silence fell, so deep and powerful that Vince felt pressure against his eardrums. Quintus turned his head just far enough to glare at that demon with one baleful eye before returning his gaze to Vince.

      “Continue,” Quintus said.

      “That’s basically it. We disagreed. I won the argument,” Vince said.

      “Ah. The oldest form of debate, I see.” Quintus glanced around with a long, discerning look. “As talented as you are at magic, this seems like a poor decision by you. Surely you would have gained more by agreeing? If the battle ended like this, almost every enforcer I hired agreed with Roberth.”

      It took Vince a moment to realize Quintus was referring to Big Bob, the massive demon who had led the attempted rebellion.

      “The moment I spent a dime, I’d be dead,” Vince said. “Assuming you didn’t kill us all on the spot. You’re here, Quintus. One of Bob’s ‘allies’ ratted. It was a shit plan, born out of desperation by greedy morons.”

      “And you aren’t desperate?”

      “I’m desperate to live. Can’t pay bills if I’m a corpse.”

      Quintus grinned and two rows of razor-sharp teeth gleamed. “This is why you’ve come far, boy. To be driven by one’s base desires is to be little more than an animal, and to die like one. But you think at least one step ahead of your kin. And to think, is to be.” The demon turned his back and waved a hand in the air. “Give him the agreed bonus. Clear out the warehouse. We’re done here.”

      Then he stalked out of the warehouse with his posse, leaving Vince alone with the first two suited enforcers. They shrugged at Vince’s look.

      One reached into his pocket, pulled out a metal band full of $100 bills, and began counting them out. A lot of them, it turned out.

      Vince remained silent.

      “What, no reaction? No jibes? No smartass remarks?” the other demon asked with crossed arms.

      “I’m used to tests. I’ve been doing jobs for Quintus since my balls dropped. This might be shitty drudgework, but Immanuel won’t let anyone dumb enough to even think of crossing them live,” Vince said.

      “It’s a shame you were born a human. Quintus would surely have you doing way more than drudgework otherwise. Even a tail would be better than nothing. Have you considered any of those body transformation elixirs?”

      Dignifying that with a response would be demeaning, so Vince merely waited to receive his pay. He flicked through it once he got it. A little over double what he’d expected, and he’d expected a lot for tonight given the risk of the warehouse being hit by a rival or the cops.

      “This is massive,” he said, genuinely shocked.

      “Yeah, well, it’ll be your last for a while,” a demon said.

      “What? Why?”

      Raised hands. “Hey, it’s nothing personal. There’s a big conference coming to town next week and the mayor is hyped for it. Cops are cracking down hard, as they don’t want anyone to fuck things up and make us look bad in front of all these asshole sorcerers from around the world. So it’ll be a few weeks before things return to normal while we lay low.”

      That explained why Immanuel had risked moving so much stuff at once, and probably why Bob had gotten such a huge offer to betray them. Half the underworld ran on illegal imports of magical catalysts, and even legitimate businesses needed the stuff. Once the catalyst supply dried up for the next few weeks, prices would skyrocket.

      Which meant Vince would be in high demand after a dry spell. The whole city would be feeling withdrawal symptoms by the time this conference ended, and maybe even the entire country.

      The hard part was making this cash last.

      “Well, you have my number,” he said.

      “So long as you’re alive. My money’s on you pissing off the cops during the crackdown and getting your teeth kicked in.” The demon grinned, then waved at the door.

      Vince grumbled under his breath but got a move on. Hanging around here any longer bored him to tears.

      Rundown streets and buildings greeted him outside. Not a single car or person was in sight, and the silence creeped him out. He crossed the empty car park while pulling out his phone.

      An unanswered message on his phone reminded him that he’d been invited to drinks by a friend. Given it wasn’t yet midnight on a Thursday, he wasn’t about to pass up the chance. Every day was a weekend for an enforcer like him, given the hours they worked.

      Then he flicked across to another app, called “Wings.” A map of the nearby streets appeared on his phone, along with several cartoon pairs of bird wings flying all around him, and a request for his destination. It had been prefilled with his home.

      Vince glanced up at the sky. It looked pitch black. But more importantly, it appeared empty. The app suggested there should be a veritable storm of avian demihumans fluttering above him, waiting to ferry him to his destination at the tap of a screen. Like every overhyped, overpriced gig economy app, it lied.

      But getting a taxi to come out to one of the seediest parts of the city, at this time of night, seemed like a difficult proposition. Walking to a slightly less shitty area would take an hour, assuming nobody tried to mug him. Sure, he wasn’t in danger, but beating up dumb muggers took time and might attract police attention he didn’t want.

      The industrial district used by Immanuel and plenty of other unsavory operations sat well south of the city proper. Although it technically rubbed up against the harbor that split Aulfair in two, that was only because a port stood there.

      If Vince wanted to get anywhere, he needed to take a jaunt northwest. The real action in Aulfair centered on either side of its harbor. Either on the northern, more business-focused side, or the southern side with its entertainment districts closer to the city center and the tourist-friendly waterfront.

      So, begrudgingly, he input the address of the bar he wanted to visit on that waterfront. After a moment, he also added a middle visit to a fast-food place on the way. He was hungry, so shoot him.

      Then, after a tap, all those “nearby” pairs of wings vanished and the long wait began. The timer that promised to connect him to a flier ran out. Twice. Three times, a flier accepted, then immediately canceled.

      Finally, after over five minutes of waiting, a new face popped up and didn’t immediately bail on him. Nicki, a harpy, with a 4.7 star rating.

      The rating alone explained why she was picking him up, as she must be desperate. He’d never seen a flier with a 4.6 rating and had heard falling that low got one booted off the app. Vince wondered if he was going to be dropped from a thousand feet in the air if he refused to tip.

      After a few minutes, an attractive, if lanky, figure with massive black wings descended from the air in a rush of wind. She circled him for a moment, then cautiously landed directly in front of him. Her massive black eagle wings folded neatly behind her back, while a second pair of smaller wings attached to her hips fluttered about, as if trying to maintain her balance.

      Nicki stood nearly as tall as Vince and looked roughly his age, with a shock of bright red hair and white highlights along her long bangs. Skintight gray lycra covered her body from head to toe, leaving only her face uncovered and little to the imagination about her lithe, toned body. Bird-like bony legs and talons protruded from beneath her knees, as unlike other species of birdfolk, harpies appeared far more beastlike. Large padded cushions surrounded her talons.

      She folded her arms and looked him up and down, then glanced at their surroundings. “I’m not going to get shot standing here, right?”

      “Not shot, no.”

      She sighed. “First job of the night, and it’s in a shithole with a jackass who thinks he’s funny. You are going to tip, right?”

      Damn, she really had gone straight to the tipping right of the bat. Then again, beggars couldn’t be choosers, and Vince needed a ride.

      “Yes, so long as you don’t give me a terminal ride to the pavement,” he said.

      “Deal. Carry or hang?” she asked.

      “Hang.” He eyed her talons. “That padding isn’t just for show, right?”

      “I’d be worse than fired if I put my claws through your heart, honey. Just don’t move too much. You can hold on to my legs if you like.”

      Then, without another word, she leaped into the air and shot above him. After circling, Nicki carefully hovered over Vince and lowered herself so that her massive talons sat squarely over his shoulders. They snapped shut over his body, fast enough that he didn’t see them move.

      Runes glowed in the padding around her talons. Presumably, the magic inside them kept Nicki’s inhuman strength at bay and prevented her talons from carving Vince apart like the prey humans had historically been to harpies. He gripped her bony legs and they flew off.

      The city glowed beneath him, but he didn’t particularly care to look at it. Years ago, when he’d taken his first ride with a birdgirl, he’d marveled at the jaw-dropping sight of Aulfair stretched out below him. Time and familiarity withered his excitement. He instead thought about how he’d stretch his paycheck out for the next three weeks.

      Once they left the airspace above the seedy part of town and approached the city center, hundreds of avian demihumans emerged from the surrounding darkness. From other Wings transporters carrying people, to couriers with crates and parcels, and just various people out for a flight at night.

      The airspace above Aulfair was largely free of technology and dominated by the various flying demihumans of the city. Mostly birdfolk, as they were officially called.

      Nicki brought them down on the southern edges of the city center, but still several blocks away from the bustling nightlife. They landed on the balcony of a two-story fast food joint. Other birdfolk took off and arrived around them, and those leaving usually carried food. Wings delivered food, as well as people.

      A glowing golden logo above the doorway beckoned them to enter. They did so, descended the stairs, and joined the small crowd around the counters.

      In the fancier parts of the city, they’d switched over to big touchscreen kiosks and all the staff dedicated themselves to handing out food instead of taking orders.

      Not here. A couple of touchscreens gathered dust in the corner, bearing pieces of paper declaring them to be out of order. Staff manned the registers, taking orders from customers.

      Between orders, they eyed Vince. Not because of the bloodstains, which he doubted anyone noticed or cared much about in these parts.

      No, it was because he was the only human in the joint.

      Almost every staff member bore a pair of wolf ears and a large, bushy tail that had been tied to the back of their shirts to keep them from knocking things over. The customers appeared to be more mixed, but that merely meant some catfolk, birdfolk, and other demihumans mixed in with all the wolffolk.

      Nearly half of Aulfair’s population was some variation of non-human, whether it be a demihuman like the birdfolk or an immortal like the demons. Entire swathes of the city, including most of downtown, remained absent of humans.

      Wolffolk dominated much of the older residential areas of Aulfair, which included the edges of the city center. Male demihumans bustled in the kitchen, out of sight of the customers that management remained convinced preferred the sight of young, pretty women. There might be some truth in that approach.

      The curious and sometimes hungry gazes of a couple of the younger wolfgirls behind the counter suggested Vince might be one of the only humans they’d met outside of school, even.

      “You’re a popular guy,” Nicki said drily. “You’ll buy me a cheeseburger, right?”

      “Is that in lieu of a tip?” he asked, ignoring her first comment.

      She clicked her tongue and wandered over to one of the counters.

      With nothing else to do, he did the same.

      The tail of the wolfgirl behind the counter attempted to break free of its restraint as he approached.

      But, right as he stepped up, a burly wolffolk man placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll take over here. You do fries.”

      The wolfgirl looked up at her manager as if he’d just canceled Christmas and her ears flattened against her head, but she slunk off all the same. The manager took her place and fixed Vince with a glare.

      “You are going to pay today, Vince?” the manager asked.

      “Last I checked, Daryl, you take the cash up-front, then give me my food. So, by definition, I always pay,” Vince said.

      Fuck, he ran low on cash sometimes, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d bounced on a meal here. The hell was Daryl giving him a hard time for?

      “There have been some unsavory characters conning the younger staff into giving them free meals in exchange for… favors,” Daryl said, his hard, beady eyes making his opinion of said favors very clear.

      A couple of the nearby staff stopped and looked over, their ears pricked as they eavesdropped. Given the excellent hearing of demihumans, everyone in the store knew what was going down.

      “And I’m sure you’re going to regale me about all the times I’ve done that, right, after accusing me of that shit?” Vince asked. “I buy food here, Daryl. You can fuck off with your implications.”

      The manager narrowed his eyes almost to slits. Several long seconds passed.

      “What do you want?” the manager grunted out.

      If this were any other night, Vince would give some smartass answer, just to push Daryl’s buttons. The two men had gotten along terribly for years, since they’d first laid eyes on one another.

      Tonight seemed like a dangerous time to test Daryl’s patience, however. The strain of his muscles beneath the cheap white shirt of his uniform warned Vince that any funny business might be met with a solid blow to the jaw.

      Beating up fast food managers wasn’t Vince’s idea of a good time, to say nothing of getting thrown in the slammer by the instant police response after doing so.

      “Gimme a large cheeseburger combo,” Vince said.

      After far too long of a wait later, he tracked down Nicki in the restaurant itself. Her food had vanished, presumably already eaten. He dug in, while she nibbled on his fries.

      “I’m not one to give advice—” he began to say after she stole some of his food without asking.

      “Then don’t,” she said. “You know, most trips here are for takeaway, right? Most fliers don’t appreciate having their time wasted like this.”

      “You’re charging me by the minute.”

      “Yeah, because you’re a fucking dope.”

      On the one hand, she was right. Vince had just been told that he needed to ration his cash for three weeks and here he was, paying like a buck every two minutes to eat fast food with a cantankerous harpy.

      On the other hand, he was hungry and about to spend a hell of a lot more than a few bucks on tonight’s drinks. Alcohol at clubs made Nicki’s company positively cheap by comparison.

      Which was, in a way, pretty sad. The fact he could effectively buy Nicki’s time for so little said a lot. Not that she had to socialize with him. A flier with Wings could just hang around on the balcony and play with their phone while still charging him. This was, technically, good service.

      She continued to eat his fries, which made him glad he’d bought a large. But this was why her Wings rating was pretty poor. Most customers don’t appreciate their ride eating their food while being so cold. Unless they were into tsunderes.

      “Done? Let’s get a move on,” Nicki said after dumping the trash.

      They returned to the balcony and took off. This time, they went due north, toward the harbor. If Vince looked west, toward the Pacific, he’d see a veritable train of ships sailing in and out of the port.

      Their flight path took them over the city center itself, which bustled with the city’s nightlife despite the time. Nicki took them all the way to the upscale waterfront. Fancy plazas and boardwalks lined the harbor, and small tourist cruises bustled about in the water, the ships’ lights ablaze in the night.

      She brought them down on the second level of a two-story boardwalk. Restaurants continued to serve customers on the boardwalk one level beneath them, but the masses of people lined up here wanted one thing only.

      Alcohol. Well, that and social activity. The clubs and bars along the waterfront provided both. Marble facades gave the area a bourgeoisie appearance, although Vince found them tacky.

      “You said you’d tip, right?” Nicki asked the moment she landed.

      Normally, the birdfolk just took off after finishing the ride. The way she shifted her weight from foot to foot suggested she really needed the tip.

      He recalled her earlier comment. If he was her first job of the night, and it was close to midnight, how bad off was she?

      “I’ll tip in cash,” he said.

      She frowned. “You can just use the app.”

      “Sure, and how much do you receive?”

      “I’m required to tell you that I get all of it.”

      “Sure you do.”

      She snorted, then placed a hand on her hip as he opened his wallet. Her eyes practically burst from her skull when she saw the mass of notes in it.

      “This also pays for my rent,” he said drily.

      “Oh. You get paid in cash,” she muttered, disappointed, then took the notes he handed her while biting her lip. “Uh, thanks. Seriously. Especially after…”

      “The bitchiness?”

      She winced. “I’m not that bad, am I?”

      “I’m used to much grumpier people, but I imagine it’s off-putting to most.”

      “You’re not a ray of sunshine, either, you know.” She glared at him, then sighed. “Uh… you do trips like this often, right? From weird places, at weird times?”

      He nodded.

      She shook her wrist, and he finally noticed a tiny smartwatch on it. “Let’s exchange contacts. You need to get somewhere, at any time other than 9 to 5, I’ll get you there at a better rate than Wings… if you include the tip.”

      Figured she had to be specific. Then again, if she held up her end of the bargain, having a flying taxi on call might be useful. Not every attempt to get a ride from a seedy part of the city ended as successfully as tonight.

      He held his phone against her watch and they exchanged info.

      “I’ll let you know when I need a lift from the club,” he said.

      Her face brightened up, then she smoothed it back out to her usual resting bitchface. “Right. Yeah. I’ll be around.”

      She wandered off. That alone told him that she planned to loiter until he left the club, as she should have flown off to get another job.

      Shrugging his shoulders, Vince beelined to his destination. A neon sign read out “Prefect’s Lounge,” and a line of young men and women snaked back and forth out the front. Most of them were demihumans, dressed to the nines for a night out.

      Vince ignored the line. A pair of bouncers in t-shirts and cargo pants kept the line from going anywhere, and it appeared the club was full. People left, nobody entered.

      One of the bouncers spotted Vince and raised his hand. “V, how’s tricks? Heard you had a big job tonight.”

      “Too big.” Vince came to a stop and bumped fists with the bouncer and exchanged a nod with the other one. “Paid well, though.”

      “I’d hope so. Dunno how you deal with that shady shit, still. Too dangerous for my blood for too little pay.” The first bouncer shook his head. “You’re old enough to start thinking about safer work, man. Find some heiress and be a bodyguard. Or help us keep the peace.”

      “Safe and boring,” Vince said drily.

      “Not tonight. Pola and her pack have half the club to themselves. Steer well clear of their side, unless you want to spend the rest of your short life being used as a toy by fifty horny wolfgirls.” The bouncer’s serious gaze made his otherwise ridiculous warning hit hard.

      Although, as a native of Aulfair, Vince knew well enough not to laugh it off anyway. Large groups of demihumans could be dangerous as it is, due to the relative lawlessness of the city. But Pola herself?

      “The hell are you doing renting out half the club to a fucking gang leader? She’ll burn the place down,” he said.

      “Not my idea. The boss reckons that if she causes trouble, we can just bill her rich sister.”

      “You can try. Richer, smarter folk have tried getting blood from that stone. Usually, she takes their blood instead.”

      The Lionetti sisters, Pola and Alessia, had a reputation, and it was the sort that a smart man ran away from screaming. Pola led one of the most vicious wolffolk gangs in the city and Alessia controlled a “family” business that dated back to the founding of the city. Vince briefly considered bailing on his friend tonight.

      Then again, his friend had been here for a good hour now. Things couldn’t be so bad.

      “Is Ronin still here?” he asked the bouncer.

      “He hasn’t left and a battalion of cops haven’t shown up to save him, so I’m assuming he’s here and safe,” the bouncer said drily.

      “A fair call.” Vince gave the bouncer a thumbs up, then headed inside.

      Some of the folks waiting in line bitched, then shut up when the bouncers threatened to kick them out of the line.

      Red and blue light cascaded across the club interior, alternating to the beat of the bouncy EDM echoing from the speakers. Despite the name giving off an old school vibe, all the furniture looked sleek, dark, and slick under the lights. The two upper levels of the club housed tables, stools, and booths, with a dance floor on the lower level.

      Vince instantly spotted the fifty or so wolfgirls lounging across one half of the club. They wore a variety of clothes, but tended toward darker colors and flashier outfits, such as the fur-lined jacket one showed off to a few. Pricey, fashionable stuff, in other words.

      Dozens of wolf tails wagged as the girls slugged back what appeared to be copious amounts of rum and whisky, judging from all the empty bottles laying on the tables around them.

      One spotted him entering and matched his gaze. Her eyes instantly narrowed and she licked her lips, but he broke eye contact and turned toward the bar on the opposite side of the club.

      Internally, he wondered why all of Pola’s gang were women. He hadn’t heard anything about the Lionetti Family comprising entirely of women. Did the sisters who ran it have a personal preference?

      Contrary to what the line outside suggested, half the chairs inside the club remained empty. Most of the patrons filled out the dance floor, which the wolf pack steered clear of. A half-dozen bouncers stood on the far wall, studiously pretending not to closely observe the criminal wolfgirls opposite them. No staff members stood on that side of the club, leaving that bar open to the pack.

      But the bar Vince wandered over to was manned by a pair of bartenders. A few people lingered nearby, but only one sat on the stools lining it.

      That man raised his pint of beer in greeting to Vince as he approached. He was the same age as Vince, but looked far better groomed. Clean-shaven instead of stubble; a closely hewn haircut instead of the growing mess that Vince needed to do something about; and some smart casual clothes that actually matched the “smart” part of the label.

      “Long night, Ronin?” Vince asked as he slid onto a stool beside his old friend.

      “Nothing special. Spent most of it going over preparations around the city borders and some of the extra patrols we’re setting up for the next few weeks,” Ronin said. “Big conference coming up.”

      “I’ve heard. You pulling extra shifts?”

      “Maybe. Are you?” Ronin narrowed his eyes.

      “The opposite,” Vince said drily. “While you cops wind up, we criminals wind down.”

      “You’re not a criminal, Vince. If you were, I’d be arresting you. Independent enforcers are a valued part of the corporate landscape of Aulfair, even when they’re involved in less respected business.”

      Vince tried not to laugh. “Right. Tell that to the last fine I got hit with after I got caught doing that ‘less respected business.’ Took out months of pay.”

      “You got an infringement, not a conviction. It’s like a parking fine, only for protecting drug dealers.”

      The two men stared at each other, then shook their heads and laughed at the absurdity of it all. A bartender took this as his moment to interrupt, and Vince ordered himself a beer.

      Ronin eyed Vince closely. “You did get paid today, right?”

      “I can buy my own beer,” Vince said defensively.

      “Sure, but answer the question.”

      “Yes, Dad, I got paid.” He rolled his eyes. “When did you decide to parent me? We went to school together. Our grades weren’t that different.”

      Ronin shrugged. “It wasn’t the grades that separated us.”

      They had, in fact, both gone to school together. But life had a way of taking different paths.

      Ronin enforced what little law existed in Aulfair, and Vince helped the shady corporate conglomerates get around it. One of them had a stable job and salary, the other struggled to pay rent.

      Life sucked sometimes, but Vince had learned long ago that bitching about it did nothing. Terrible things and awful people existed everywhere and inevitably saw success, often without trying. He had to make do with what he had. And what he had was a friend.

      A beer slid in front of Vince. He glanced at the bartender, who shook his head.

      “On the house. Somebody hooked you up with a tab tonight.” The bartender frowned. “A three-week tab, actually.”

      Vince opened his mouth and instinctively looked at Ronin, but his mind caught up to what he’d been told before his friend even denied he’d put the money down.

      “I get it,” Vince said. “I’m guessing you can’t tell me which demon put the money down?”

      “No, but sounds like you know exactly who did.” The bartender nodded, then wandered off to pour some drinks for another customer.

      Ronin frowned into his beer. One didn’t need to be a psychologist to know he was unhappy.

      “I’m not bitching about free alcohol, Ronin,” Vince said as he took a swig of his drink. “Especially as I’m without a job for three weeks, based on the tab.”

      “I told you ages ago to stop taking jobs from Quintus. He’s bad news. The worst. Immanuel is…” His friend bit his lip. “The conglomerates all seem the same from the outside—big, single-race dominated companies driven only by a lust for wealth and a reckless disregard for the law—but Immanuel is worse. The dragons are greedy, the foxes arrogant, the lions prideful, the vampires uncaring…”

      “But the demons actively despise everyone else. I know. You’ve told me. Hell, that propaganda gets pushed everywhere.” Vince shrugged. “They’re far from the only conglomerate with skeletons in their closet.”

      Some noise erupted from the far side of the club and a couple of bouncers shot away from the wall. Vince looked up, but Ronin drew his attention back immediately.

      “Yes, but they’re the ones who will turn you into one of those skeletons at the first opportunity. There’s a whole damn city full of awful companies to work for. Surely, you can find another one to employ you to run illegal catalysts under our noses?”

      “I do more than run catalysts,” Vince said defensively. “And—”

      The sound of a steel table being smashed into another steel table interrupted him.

      The shouting of the bouncers reached fever pitch. The bartenders vanished, while the patrons either rushed for the exit or the dance floor.

      Both of them cursing, Vince and Ronin rose to their feet. Red and blue glows rippled around their bodies as they wordlessly cast barrier spells, but Ronin slipped a pair of silver knuckles over his fingers. He used a fancy magical focus for his spells, but that was too rich for Vince’s blood. Those silver knuckles could probably pay his rent for half a year.

      Vince had used his own focus once, but he’d recently lost it in a nasty encounter with the cops.

      Howling, jeering, and general drunken cheer roared from the crowd of wolfgirls, who wavered on their feet while watching a single of their kin flatten the entire club’s security.

      The wolfgirl in question wore an oversized black fabric jacket that fell to her knees with sleeves so large they made her look like a child. She couldn’t be more than five foot four, and had the frame to match, save for an impressive chest. Her skirt and top looked designer, probably because they were.

      Vince instantly recognized her. Even if she hadn’t just flattened over a half-dozen enforcers within thirty seconds without even trying, most men would easily recognize her hallmark appearance. Glowing green eyes, a single ragged silver wolf’s ear, a scarred stump in place of the other, and long silver hair that cascaded down her back in a curly mess.

      Pola Lionetti, the leader of the Lionetti Family’s enforcers and a vicious gang lord.

      Her eyes fixed on the only two men still standing on this level of the club, as no other bouncers had emerged. Ronin tensed, ready for anything.

      Then Pola narrowed her eyes at Vince. “I know you. You’re an Immanuel thug, aren’t you? The fuck are you doing on my turf?”
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      Even facing near certain death, Vince’s brain had only one answer to Pola’s threat. “This is a club, right? I’m here to drink, chat, and have a fun time. You know, the sort of things people do at clubs and bars.”

      Pola sneered at him, then she straightened up and grinned wolfishly. As she tugged at her jacket, she looked around at her pack, who watched with bated—and drunken—breath.

      “I dunno, girls, do you think we’re having a fun time?” she asked.

      The pack let out a raucous roar that echoed off the walls of the club. Vince winced. His barrier protected him from physical and magical danger, not aural. Maybe he should fix that. Ronin appeared unfazed, after all.

      Stepping over one of the groaning bouncers on the floor, Pola stalked toward Vince and his friend. Both of them reflexively moved away, which caused them to separate.

      Pola ignored Ronin, her attention entirely on Vince. Before either of them could correct their mistake, a half-dozen of the gang members lurched free of their drunken haze and rushed Ronin.

      “Hey, hey, big boy, let the sottocapo tango with her man,” one of the wolves said while blocking Ronin.

      “You’ve got a lot of guts to openly use a mafia title in front of a cop,” Ronin growled, his silver knuckles glowing.

      Wrong words at the wrong time. Ronin realized his mistake when the six wolfgirls backed off, only to be joined by another dozen, and soon he found himself surrounded not by six drunken demihumans, but half the pack. None of them moved.

      The instant Ronin’s mouth moved to cast a spell, the wolves would jump him. A standoff.

      Vince counted his friend effectively out of the fight. The pack wouldn’t hit first if they could help it. Fighting the police was a last resort.

      The retribution wouldn’t end at a fine, like Vince had gotten last year. Once somebody hit the blue, they didn’t just hit back, they smashed them with the might of hundreds of magic-wielding enforcers.

      “You keep interesting company,” Pola said as she chased Vince around the club.

      He kept walking backward, watching out for the bodies of the bouncers and the furniture—broken or otherwise. Pola kept pace. Her eyes still glowed, indicating her body remained pumped full of magic.

      “What’s a pet enforcer of a bunch of demons doing hanging out with a police enforcer?” she asked.

      “You don’t have the slightest clue who I am, do you?” Vince asked.

      “You’re Quintus’s pet human. Covered for a massive catalyst smuggling ring earlier this year when a huge police raid tried to take out Immanuel’s smuggling operation. You shut down half of main street with your fire magic, cost the city countless millions in repairs, and got off with a fine because none of the blackshirts got hurt. So, yeah, I know you.” Pola grinned again.

      Blackshirt, huh?

      Demihumans disliked calling the police “pigs” like humans often did, for obvious reasons. Vince had heard more than a few colorful epithets for cops from the various beastfolk, but this one was new to him.

      More to the point, she knew exactly who he was. Damn.

      “I’m no pet. If I was, I’d be a lot wealthier,” Vince said drily.

      He looked behind him and gulped. The remaining wolfgirls had cut off any farther retreat. They shooed him away with broad smirks, although one held their arms out as if gesturing for a hug.

      Something told him that hug would end in the last night of his life, even if it might be physically enjoyable for a while. This pack was wild.

      “Pets don’t own anything.” Pola stopped a good twenty feet from him and placed a hand on one hip. “That’s why I don’t get you. You’re strong. I can smell the strength on you. Why the fuck aren’t you standing and fighting me, you shitheel? I can feel the power pouring off that barrier of yours. Throw a fucking punch and break my jaw, goddammit!”

      Vince blinked.

      That was her problem now?

      “Women don’t usually ask me to break their jaw,” he said.

      “Would you like me to break yours?” she growled and took a step closer.

      He opened his mouth as if to respond, but knew better than to keep the conversation going. Twenty feet gave him no room to play with in a fight. Especially in a club he couldn’t exactly burn down.

      Unfortunately, something gave him away. Maybe the slight shift in his posture or perhaps Pola sensed the magic gathering in his body. Before Vince could even silently mouth more than a single syllable of a spell, she bounded toward him in a blur of black and silver.

      Green, glowing claws consumed his vision as her hand rushed toward his face. He snapped his arms up to protect himself while focusing on his spell. Her magic claws met the red aura of his barrier and a blinding flash of light erupted across the entire club.

      “Vince!” Ronin snapped, then rushed forward.

      The wolfgirls snarled and finally moved to stop him. Shattering sounds reached Vince’s ears as the pack attempted to stop the police enforcer and likely took out a huge section of the club in the attempt.

      But Vince didn’t have the luxury of worrying about his friend. He needed to stay alive.

      Pola’s claws shattered on impact with his barrier and she danced backward faster than he followed. He couldn’t tell if she used magic to empower her body, or if her inhuman speed was part of her physical nature. Demihumans varied in abilities drastically, unlike humans.

      Magic separated humans, demihumans, and immortals. For Vince, he needed to actively cast every spell and his body was entirely natural. A wolfgirl like Pola could look like a twig but be capable of snapping him over her knee due to the magic pumping through her very veins. The one positive was that demihumans cast spells exactly the same as humans, unlike immortals such as demons.

      Unfortunately, Pola landed closer on the enforcer spectrum to Ronin than Vince. Somewhere in that designer outfit would be magical foci and other fancy tools to help her cast spells. Those claws had appeared instantly. Every spell needed time to cast, but tools could shortcut the process and some spells could be embedded into objects, such as rings, and cast on demand.

      In other words, money held power. Wealthier enforcers and sorcerers decked themselves out with fancy and expensive magic tools that made them effectively untouchable to lesser beings such as Vince.

      So for now, he needed space to cast spells. His barrier might not hold out for a second attack.

      “I knew you were strong.” Pola’s grin practically split her face in half while she rubbed the hand she’d summoned her claws in. “It’s been a while since my claws broke. Nothing but weaklings around these parts.”

      Vince began circling her as he got out of the corner he’d backed himself into. He ignored the slams nearby of Ronin and the other wolves ruining the lower level of the club. At some point, the remaining patrons had fled. Presumably through an emergency exit.

      “Go on, do something,” Pola whined.

      “Alright,” he said.

      His lips moved rapidly while she simply stood there. After a moment, she realized he wasn’t going to punch her and attempted to rush him, but it was too late.

      Vince clicked his fingers and a cage of fire sprung into existence around her. She slammed into it, then screamed. The flames immediately caught onto her jacket and the fabric turned into a white-hot blaze of fury around Pola’s body. Fortunately, the club’s floor remained largely unscathed.

      Fire magic always proved risky in the wild. Vince needed to be wary using some spells as he might burn down entire buildings.

      No further screams of pain escaped Pola, however. Instead, she ripped off the jacket in a single movement and wrapped the still-burning fabric around one fist. Her mouth moved slowly, as if with great effort.

      “You don’t cast spells often, do you?” he said, realizing Pola was attempting to cast a spell.

      Which meant he should be ready. He reinforced his barrier, then, as she still hadn’t finished, began preparing another offensive spell. Not that he had too many options. Throwing fireballs inside was a terrible idea; he didn’t have the time for his best spell; and he was far too crappy a spellcaster to know many more spells.

      Enforcers were crude fighters, not fancy sorcerers. Learning a spell took days to weeks of dedicated practice if he hoped to cast it fast enough in a fight. Vince barely had the time between jobs to learn what he already knew, which gave him enough spells to win fights. Unlike Ronin, who went to a police academy, Vince taught himself everything he knew.

      If push came to shove, he might need to risk burning down the club to protect himself from this crazed wolf.

      Pola finally finished whatever spell she had been casting. The jacket and her entire right arm glowed with an eerie green glow that emanated from her very veins, as if she had transformed her blood into liquid green magic. In truth, she likely just drew on an immense amount of magic at once.

      With a blood-curdling howl that stopped every wolfgirl in the building dead, Pola slammed her right arm into the cage. The jacket exploded. So did the cage, sending fire in every direction. Flaming fragments of the jacket and Vince’s magic rained down from above. They caught on the lights, the rafters, on top of the bar—basically anywhere they found purchase.

      “Oh, shit,” he said, realizing the problem moments before several dozen small fires started.

      His focus shifted from the spell he’d been holding to fend off Pola. He needed to put out those flames before the club turned into a blazing inferno.

      Big mistake, it turned out. Pola roared and charged him. Her footsteps reverberated in his ears, seeming to reach him after she slammed into his chest in a shoulder charge. His barrier absorbed the impact and kept his chest from caving in, but they tumbled backward.

      Vince’s head slammed into the front of the bar as they rolled into it. Pola wasted no time spinning to her feet and raking his face with her claws. Without much time to cast a complicated spell, he gave up on nuance.

      While his barrier struggled to repel a furious wolfgirl intent on ripping off his face, he spoke three silent syllables. Rippling flames coated his hands, deep blue like plasma torches.

      He tackled her. His flames disintegrated her clothes upon touch, and she yelped upon contact. The moment he closed around her, his barrier let her enormous strength get the better of him. Vince realized he’d fucked up.

      If she bearhugged him now, it’d be a brief battle of attrition. His flames might burn a hole in her back, but she’d squeeze his innards out through his mouth within a second if she tried.

      Fortunately, she didn’t. Pola squealed again and panicked. As his flames tore at her back, she scrabbled at him, then grabbed him and hurled him across the entire club like an unwanted toy. He felt a moment of vertigo, then crashed into the wall. His barrier saved his spine from shattering and his arm from breaking when he slammed the ground.

      Not that he’d been saved from all the pain. The blows would bruise and Pola had gripped him hard enough that he still felt it.

      Even so, he rose to his feet.

      By now, the wolfgirls had stopped fighting Ronin. Mostly to stare at their half-naked boss heaving with deep, panicked breaths, while burn marks marred her sides, arms, and back.

      Ronin himself bore a handful of wounds and favored one side while blood oozed down his right arm. Several wolfgirls lay around him on the dance floor. The police would undoubtably be here any minute. Bad news for everyone involved, including Vince.

      “I think it’s time to—” Vince tried to say, keen to get the fuck out before fifty police enforcers descended like divine justice.

      Pola simply grinned, then laughed. “Time to what? Run away with your tail between your legs, puppy? Fuck no! You don’t get to make me so hot and bothered, then piss off like that. This is the best fun I’ve had for ages. We’re going to the end. Winner takes all.”

      Something told Vince that “all” didn’t refer to their lives, despite the incredible danger they were in due to the fight.

      The club doors slammed open. Vince closed his eyes, aware that he’d missed his chance to fuck off and avoid another crippling fine. What a fucking disaster.

      “What absolute travesty of a mess have you made for me to clean up, Pola?” a bell-like voice rang out, and clearly not that of a gruff police enforcer. “I leave you and the enforcers alone for a minute to relax while I handle some business and you piss all over a neutral establishment.”

      “Sis, this demon pet here was—” Pola tried to say.

      “Shut up,” the newcomer snapped.

      Vince opened his eyes and looked at the club entrance.

      Just like Pola, this wolfgirl needed no introduction. Alessia Lionetti, the head of the Lionetti family. Black curls rippled down to her shoulders, and they seemed to catch the light from the fire in a breathtaking way. Her ice-blue eyes bore into Vince as if she wished to capture his very soul. Her black wolf’s ears and wolf’s tail remained unmoving.

      A glittering black cocktail dress let one toned thigh slip out through a long slit, and revealed a slim magical focus tucked away in her inner thigh. Her bust matched that of her sister’s, which made sense given their blood relation. Her blue-painted lips shifted upward when she spotted Vince’s wandering gaze.

      “Pet… I see,” Alessia said slowly, then looked around at the still-burning club. “Your tantrum makes little difference to the end result, Pola. Get out and take the enforcers with you. I’ll deal with you after I clean up this mess. There’s far too much to handle. The owner of this club, the police, and the independent enforcer you assaulted. We have enough problems without you making more.”

      Pola froze, then bowed her head. She began to trot toward the exit.

      “And put a top on, you dolt,” Alessia said flatly. “As attractive as your tits might be to your opponent, you’ll embarrass us if you expose yourself to the entire city.”

      As if she hadn’t realized her nearly naked state, Pola covered her chest with her arms and growled at Vince. She snatched a jacket off one of her subordinates before they rushed out of the club. The wolves carried their fallen kin.

      Which left a bunch of stirring bouncers and a burning building. Vince ignored Alessia and put out the flames with a few quick spells. Removing fire was as simple as creating it.

      The mafia don herself vanished through a backdoor of the club. Possibly to find someone in charge. She lacked any bodyguards. Probably because, as wolffolk, she could hold her own in a fight. Vince doubted she was much older than he was, however. Whatever fighting skills she had, they weren’t worth much against an enforcer, as she would have spent most of her life learning how to run a company.

      “You alright?” Ronin asked as he wandered over.

      His wounds had already healed. Regeneration magic.

      Where Vince taught himself magic, and therefore sucked at everything other than fire magic and knew only a handful of spells, Ronin went to the police academy. They taught him properly, meaning he knew more than one school of magic.

      Right now, that meant Ronin could heal his own wounds, while Vince needed to live with his bruises, find somebody with healing magic, or grab a healing infusion from a clinic at an eye-gouging price. Ronin technically could heal Vince, but there was a higher priority.

      “I’m good. Worry about the bouncers,” Vince said.

      His friend nodded, then began checking each of the fallen security.

      A few bouncers trickled in now that the show was over, including the door guards that Vince had talked with earlier. One might criticize them for refusing to help their colleagues. Vince knew better. Pola would have just torn them apart.

      “How was Pola’s magic? I didn’t catch your fight, other than the part where she nearly burned the place down,” Ronin asked while healing one bouncer.

      Vince shrugged. “That was technically on me. I tried to put her in a cage and she blew it up.”

      “A cage of fire?” Ronin frowned. “So she… manipulates elements? I don’t follow.”

      “I think she uses wind magic. Big glowing claws that cut things apart? Wind blades. The cage exploded because she hit it with a concentrated vortex, and that sent embers everywhere. I think she’s just strong as hell, though. Can probably bench press the building.”

      “Ah. So she’s like you. A monoelement caster.”

      “Hey. I can learn more schools and elements. I just haven’t,” Vince said defensively. “Every magic-user has an affinity. Mine’s fire, so I’m just sticking with what I’m good at.”

      “Sure you are. And that also explains why you use the same five spells over and over.”

      Asshole. Ronin knew how to hit Vince where it hurt sometimes.

      Learning new spells took a lot of time and practice. Novels and movies still depicted magic as if there was some master book of spells, with standardized incantations, wands, big magic schools, and other nonsense that made everything so easy. The idea made it easy for rich parents to send their kids off to a magic school when they were young and give them a better chance in the world.

      But reality sucked. Magic was highly individual. The concepts and theories never changed, but every person needed to tap into the magical weave in their own way. Spell incantations were basically nonsense, and magical foci like silver knuckle dusters and wands needed to be personally bound to an individual at great expense.

      Even once Vince learned a new spell, he needed to master it. A fuckup with a fire spell could kill people, burn down buildings, or even backfire and harm himself. Lighting a candle might incinerate a room.

      When he’d first learned to cast a barrier as a teenager, he’d messed up and given himself bad enough burns that he’d been hospitalized. To learn magic was to walk with death. Demihumans had a leg up, but as Pola’s inept casting proved, even they struggled at times.

      “A damn shame the wolves fucked off when they did. A little longer and…” Ronin scowled.

      “I’d be joining them in the slammer?” Vince offered.

      Ronin shot him a dark look. “You’d be fine. Enforcers are allowed self-defense.”

      “Sure, but I’m not well liked among the department. Burning down main street made me a few enemies.”

      “If we messed with every enforcer who annoyed us, we’d be flattened by the corporate enforcers that outnumber us ten-to-one,” Ronin said. “I complained about Quintus earlier, but you’d be safe because of him. Immanuel would flip their shit if we fined you for self-defense here and the mayor hates it when we piss off the conglomerates without good reason.”

      Politics. Vince waved Ronin on. He wanted nothing to do with that stuff.

      For his part, Ronin simply shrugged.

      Alessia appeared from the door she’d vanished through earlier, visibly annoyed. Her expression cleared up and a blatantly fake smile appeared in its place. Even if fake, it was pretty enough to make Vince’s heart skip a beat.

      Ronin grinned at his face. “Sometimes I forget how young you are.”

      “Oh, fuck off. We’re the same age, and you’re single as well, asshole.” Vince rubbed the back of his neck and avoided Alessia’s gaze. “What did the wolves call Pola earlier? You got angry about it?”

      “Sottocapo. It’s an Italian term used by the mafia for their chief enforcer,” Ronin explained. “The mafia have a pretty flat structure, unlike a lot of bigger entities. Alessia is the literal boss, with Pola immediately below her, with a bunch of enforcer captains below her called the capos in Italian that run individual districts, gangs, or rackets. All the regular enforcers work for the captains.”

      “Where do independent enforcers fit in? Usually folk like me do the drudgework.”

      “They don’t.” Ronin shrugged at Vince’s look. “The mafia don’t like to work with outsiders. Hell, I hear they still limit their enforcers to wolffolk of Italian heritage and force them to take that old oath of loyalty. You’re used to companies, but they’re the mafia for a reason.”

      “You seem well-versed about us,” Alessia said as she approached. “Although I feel you’re being unfair. Our operations are, more or less, legal here. The Lionetti Family is incorporated and operates as a legal entity.”

      “A legal mafia,” Ronin said flatly.

      Alessia ignored him and merely smiled at Vince. “Mr. Keys, I believe? We haven’t met, but I have heard of you. I wish to personally apologize for the trouble my dear sister has caused you. Allow me to treat you to…” She frowned then twisted her wrist.

      Her phone abruptly appeared in her hand with a shimmer of magic. One of her bracelets contained a spell to summon it, and presumably another could banish it. Convenient for a woman who wished to avoid carrying a handbag or purse.

      “Lunch tomorrow?” Alessia continued. “I’d offer you a drink right now, but given the time I feel you may wish to get some rest. Especially as I have some business matters to discuss.”

      “Business?” Vince narrowed his eyes. “Aren’t things slowing down in our line of work because of…” He nodded his head toward Ronin, indicating the cops and the imminent conference.

      “Some of us march to the beat of our own drum.” She twirled her phone in her hand. “Are you interested?”

      Ronin’s sharp gaze suggested he thought Vince shouldn’t be, but he said that about Quintus as well.

      And Vince needed money to help pay the bills. He still needed to pay his roommate for last month’s rent, on top of this month’s. Who was he to look a gift horse in the mouth? Or at least, to refuse to at least hear her out over a free lunch? And sure, she might be pretty enough to give him pause but that had nothing to do with his decision making.

      Nope. Not at all.

      “Sure,” he said. “Do you want my number, or…?”

      “Of course. It’s significantly easier to arrange the venue and time that way, than to send around one of the girls to your apartment.”

      That implied she knew where he lived. Whether Alessia intended to intimidate him, the effect murdered the naïve attraction he’d allowed to bloom for her.

      Mafia don. One with a brutal reputation despite being in her late twenties. Rumor had it that she’d personally slaughtered the other potential heirs to the Lionetti family when her father had been assassinated five years ago.

      They exchanged details, Alessia shot him a bright smile in one final effort to resurrect that feeling in Vince’s crotch he’d foolishly allowed to overcome his brain, before the mafia don strode out of the ruined club.

      “You have a knack for choosing dangerous employers,” Ronin told Vince. “Try not to get swallowed up by her.”

      “In what way?” Vince asked.

      “Any way. The Lionettis are reckless.” Ronin waved a hand at the wreckage around them. “But they’re a shadow of their former selves. A desperate, cornered animal will do crazy things. It’s not an orgy that I’m worried about.”

      “But I should be worried about that.”

      Ronin put his head in his hands while laughing. “You are hopeless. I don’t know why I try. Don’t get killed, you idiot. Now fuck off while I deal with this mess. Get some sleep. Ask Nina for some advice. She might know about the Lionettis.”

      “Good call. Thanks for the drink and the backup.” Vince slapped his friend on the shoulder, then fled from the club before any other enforcers showed up to hassle him.

      Just in time, really. By the time he reached the edge of the marble overlook outside the bars and clubs, several police enforcers dropped from the sky. Two were eagle birdfolk, and far larger than Nicki, and they’d carried in a pair of human enforcers.

      Speaking of Nicki, Vince spotted her approaching him before he even had the chance to message her. She rushed over, wings flapping wildly and eyes wide.

      “Holy shit, did you get any of my messages?” she snapped at him, waving her hands at him while her hip wings lashed him. “The club you wandered into was fucking exploding, the bouncers refused to let anyone in, and videos on social media showed one of the fucking Lionetti sisters smashing the place up. Where the fuck have you been?”

      “On a date,” Vince said drily. “She was a little rough, though.”

      Nicki glared at him, then ran a hand down her face. “And you gave me shit about my Wings rating. Fucking hell. Why did I agree to fly you around?”

      “Money?”

      “Right, yeah. Money. You leaving?”

      “Yup.”

      He gave her the address, and she entered it into her smartwatch. After a few seconds, she reeled off a price. Admittedly, Vince didn’t know Wings well enough to know if it was a good one, but it sounded fine.

      Plus, he had a lift in front of him. If he refused Nicki for the easy trips, she’d never help him with the hard ones. Such was life.

      The hour was late, just past 1AM now, and little happened on the flight home. Long, boring, quiet, and slow. Not that he blamed Nicki for that. He lived out in a shitty part of the city, far from downtown and on the verge of suburban sprawl that stretched out for miles.

      This explanation covered probably ninety percent of Aulfair’s medium-density residential, Vince realized. To be specific, Nicki flew him out to the north-east. Blocks of rundown tenements stretched out below, lining one of the city’s major subway corridors. Farther beyond lay the endless greenfields of suburbia and overpriced houses he couldn’t even dream of living in.

      Without a word to him, Nicki circled the rundown tenement he lived in, which closely resembled the billion other buildings next to it, then fluttered down to land on his balcony. An effortless landing.

      “You’d have a higher Wings rating if you flew like this and never talked, you know?” he said once she dropped him off.

      She crouched on his balcony railing and glared at him. This close and in such a position, any glance at her left him with nowhere safe to look. Skintight lycra and legs spread at eye height did not mix well with modesty.

      “If I knew why I got shit ratings, I’d do something about it,” she said after looking away. “I’m like this because it doesn’t matter. Hell, things got better after I started acting surlier.”

      “Must be all the weirdos.” Although Vince began to form a suspicion that her troubles had less to do with her behavior and more to do with who and what she was.

      Harpies didn’t typically carry people on Wings, after all. The big, scary feet bothered people. Not like their fluffier brethren or the massive eagles that simply looked like humans with wings attached.

      “Weirdos like you?”

      “Bingo.”

      He counted out the cash and paid her. She checked it, then slid it into her lycra.

      “Not gonna badger me for a tip?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “It’s an agreed rate. I’m not a bitch. Won’t complain about free food if you take me somewhere nice, though.”

      He’d need the money to go somewhere nice, first.

      “I don’t know when my next weird job is,” Vince admitted. “I’m lining up new work tomorrow.”

      “As in, searching for…” Nicki fished, narrowing her eyes.

      “No, as in meeting a potential new employer for less savory but high paying work.”

      “Oh.” She relaxed. “Like I said, anything outside 9 to 5. And, uh, I might be able to help you around lunch hours if it’s downtown and a short trip.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind. Have a good night, Nicki.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      She leaped backward off the balcony, then reappeared a moment later as she soared off into the night. Her dark figure vanished within seconds, merging with the darkness of the cityscape.

      Vince wasted no time thinking about her and the mixed signals he got from her. Instead, he unlocked the balcony door and entered the apartment.

      The lights and heating were on, but little else was. The three-bedroom apartment he lived in consisted of little more than a combined living and dining room, a kitchen full of appliances that barely worked, and three bedrooms. Plus a bathroom with about five minutes of working hot water for the shower.

      He and his roommate showered at opposite times—he took nights, and she took mornings. Except for the times she stole his hot water at night without telling him.

      Tonight was not one of those nights. A massive demihuman with long, bushy blonde hair, tufted lion ears, and a long, thin tail lay on the worn, gray sofa. She wore a suit jacket and pencil skirt, with a plain white business shirt beneath. Her shoes had been kicked off, but she had left her black pantyhose on. Her gentle but rhythmic breathing indicated she was fast asleep.

      Vince wasn’t getting any rest just yet, it seemed.
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      Vince clicked his tongue, then wandered around the sofa and shook her awake. “Nina, get up. You’ll wrinkle your clothes.”

      After a few attempts, she slowly stirred. Nina blinked her dark purple eyes at him, before pushing his arm away.

      “Still dark. Sleeping. G’way,” she mumbled, then tried to turn over on the sofa.

      What Nina failed to realize in her fugue state was that she was far too large to turn over on such a tiny sofa. Her body teetered over the edge for a moment and began to slide with the cushions. A yelp escaped her and she instinctively scrabbled for the sofa, tearing yet more gouges in the upholstery. Her efforts failed and she crashed to the floor at Vince’s feet.

      She glared up at him. “I was having a great time in my dreams. So much amazing booze.”

      “Do you really dream about booze?” he asked.

      “On the good nights. Also the shit ones.” She raised her hands upward, as if asking for help.

      He knew better than to help her up, however. The moment he grasped her hands, she’d pull him down with her.

      Like Pola, Nina’s demihuman strength allowed her to easily overpower Vince. Unlike Pola, he couldn’t use magic to make her go away. Nina was both his roommate and the primary tenant. As shitty as this apartment might be, the landlord held no interest in a deadbeat enforcer like Vince. But an office worker like Nina banked a consistent paycheck.

      “You’re no fun,” Nina whined, then bounced to her feet in a single motion.

      She towered above Vince by over a foot. Not because he was short, but because lionfolk tended toward seven foot and taller. Male lionfolk rarely stood shorter than seven foot and got as tall as eight. Nina was a little above average as a woman, and her brawny physique only added to the intimidation factor most men felt.

      “You should change out of your good clothes if you want to sleep on the couch,” Vince told her. “Why were you even up this late?”

      “I wasn’t. I just…” She scratched her cheek and looked away. “I got home at like nine, heated up a frozen meal, started streaming a show and next thing I know, you’re here.”

      “Nine?” Vince sighed. “You’ve been doing overtime for weeks now.”

      “There’s a huge project and we’re behind. Everyone’s pulling long hours. Hell, I left before half my team.” Nina shrugged, then stepped past Vince as she headed to her bedroom. “Like you can talk, given you just got home.”

      “Don’t give me that. I work at night, you work during the day.”

      He slumped down on the sofa, which remained warm from Nina’s residual body heat. The remnants of the frozen meal she’d eaten remained on the coffee table. Something curry based apparently. A pack of cigarettes lurked on the far edge, but the ash tray remained empty. He noticed that she still hadn’t repaired the smoke detector outside the bedrooms.

      “Yes, Daddy,” Nina called back from her bedroom.

      Vince ran a hand down his face. “You really like calling me that, don’t you?”

      A laugh echoed out from the dark doorway. “It gets under your skin and you’ve been mothering me so much lately. I might not have my shit together, but you’re a mess, too. You can try to fix me after you fix yourself.”

      Vince doubted he’d be doing much fixing at all.

      Once cursing emanated from Nina’s bedroom, he decided to fix himself a drink in the kitchen. Half the fridge was full of cheap beer strong enough to strip paint but awful enough to make him gag. Nina’s favorite, naturally. He decided to stick with water and closed the fridge.

      “Pour me one too,” she called out.

      “You’re not drinking at 2am,” he replied.

      “It’s only 1am.”

      “That makes a difference?”

      No reply. He sighed and decided to split a beer with her, rather than risk her cracking a whole one open at this time.

      By the time he returned to the sofa, Nina ambled out of her bedroom in a pair of shorts and a plain t-shirt ten sizes too small.

      “That’s my shirt, you realize,” he said, amazed that it hadn’t exploded from attempting to constrain her massive chest.

      Nina was larger than him in basically every measure. Bigger muscles, taller, larger frame, and her tits could probably win awards. No wonder she’d struggled to dress in the dark.

      “Oh. I’d wondered why this had been so hard to put on.” Nina attempted to pick at the shirt, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Without hesitating, she peeled it off, leaving her top completely nude, and flung it at Vince. She returned to her room to change, before rejoining him seconds later with a t-shirt that actually fit and covered her properly.

      He certainly appreciated the view of her naked chest for the few seconds he got. While he and Nina strictly remained friends, and both avoided making things weird, Vince struggled to ignore the casual nudity his beautiful roommate loved to show off.

      “Oh, don’t whine,” she said, jumping onto the couch beside him. “I bet that was in my room for months and you never noticed.”

      “Don’t steal my clothes,” he said. “Why would you even need one of my shirts?”

      “Don’t ask me to do your laundry, then.” Nina completely dodged the question of why she even had his shirt to begin with. No way in hell she mistook his clothes for hers.

      Vince could wear Nina’s shirts as a onesie, between the size difference and the extra room she needed around her chest.

      “I do your laundry. Underwear and all,” he reminded her. “I even fold your clothes and leave them in your room, ensuring no mix ups like this.”

      She shrugged as if he hadn’t run a truck through her feeble attempt to shift blame onto him, then grabbed the glass full of beer. Scowling at it and his glass, she still drank it.

      For roughly a minute, they sat in silence, breaking it only with sips and the clink of their glasses against the tabletop. Nina slumped lower and lower against the cushions while leaning against his side.

      Laziness became the mood of the night. That, and dodging his probing about her interest in his clothing.

      Her eyes lingered on the ashtray. She clicked her tongue.

      “Did you get paid tonight?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said. “A lot more than I’d expected, but things went to hell.”

      “Define hell?” Her eyes bore into him as she picked up the pack of cigarettes.

      He didn’t look at her even as she loudly sniffed around his face. As if she needed to go to that extreme.

      “If I’d snuck a cigarette, you’d have smelled it while changing,” he said, raising his hands.

      “That’s what I’m worried about. You haven’t had a good job for a few weeks and it was only last month that you finally paid off your debt from that huge fine. Immanuel has been stiffing you over their fuckups ever since the police cracked down on them.” She twirled the pack in her hands. “The fact you’re not smoking makes me wonder what the hell happened.”

      “Good things?” he suggested.

      “From hell?”

      He sighed and ran a hand down his face. “I killed a lot of people tonight. Including enforcers I’ve known for over a year. Didn’t feel a thing. Played games for hours in pools of their blood.”

      Nina’s head slumped onto his shoulder and her arm rubbed his back. “It’s fine, Vince. Death’s part of the job. You’re just getting to the point where you can shut your heart off to it. Took me a while, too.”

      “Then you quit the day after,” he said drily. “You’ve told me the story a thousand times, on nights exactly like this.”

      “Coincidence. I worked as an enforcer while studying and did an extra couple of years to pay off my college debt while doing an internship.” Nina shrugged. “Honestly, I still think I should have stuck around. We could have been partners. Instead, I left like a month after meeting you.”

      A nice dream, Vince supposed. Nina had been a hotshot independent enforcer with almost every corporate conglomerate trying to hire her. The two of them met by coincidence, because she did some jobs for Immanuel right before retiring for the dream of a stable office job.

      Now she lived in this shithole apartment with Vince. Truly the dream life that Aulfair offered its citizens.

      At least the two of them had each other’s back. He’d relied a lot on Nina’s advice over the years.

      “You just want to go back because of how shit your job is,” he said with a smirk.

      “Well, yeah. I’m working fucking 12-hour days for weeks on end, with no overtime pay, almost no leave, terrible insurance, and I’m barely out-earning an enforcer who can hardly find work.” She huffed and pulled away from him. “But it’s also boring, I don’t wake up at night in a sweat because I murdered somebody’s father, and I can get credit. You have no idea how great it is to have credit.”

      “You can’t miss what you don’t have.”

      “Sure you can. I’ll wave my credit card around in front of you until you get angry.”

      “Please don’t do that. You bitched at me for weeks last time I incinerated your card.”

      “Damn right I did,” she growled. “It took weeks to replace it.”

      As if to take the edge off the topic, she poked him in the side several times, before giggling at the way he squirmed.

      The topic of money reminded Vince of his brief flirtation with wealth. He fished his wallet out and began peeling bills from the stack he’d been given. Quite a few bills.

      “Huh. They did pay you a lot.” Nina sipped her beer while eying her money he counted out. “This is rent?”

      “Both last month’s and this month’s.”

      “I told you that didn’t have to pay me for—”

      “And I’m paying you anyway, because I live here and I’m not freeloading off you.” He met her gaze.

      Her expression remained resolute while she stared back, but she sighed. “Fine.”

      He handed her the stack of bills he’d counted out. She didn’t bother flicking through them, probably because she’d counted them out at the same time he did. The observational abilities of lions were second to none. They could count the number of tiles on a roof while reading an essay and holding a conversation at the same time. Nothing got past one.

      Rather, Nina took a few notes from the stack and flicked them back at him. He looked between them and her.

      “I counted out how much I owe you—” he said.

      “And this covers the random stuff you buy for me when you’re out and about, plus other stuff. Beer, groceries, doing laundry for me, replacing that shirt”—she nodded at the ruined t-shirt he’d discarded on the floor—“and all the other crap I rely on you for while I’m dying inside at my nine-to-nine job.”

      “You mean nine-to-five.”

      “I know what I said.”

      He scratched the back of his neck. “You cover for me as well. It’s not like I—”

      “Vince, take the fucking money.” She glared at him. “There’s no way Immanuel just randomly gave you a whole pile of cash for being a good ol’ boy. What’s up?”

      Nothing got past a lion.

      Sighing, he shoved the cash back into his wallet and pocketed it. Then he took a long slug of his beer and eyed the cigarettes. Nina kindly slid one out of the pack but he pushed it away.

      “Not tonight,” he said. “Things went well, I think.”

      “Then talk.” She pushed the pack to the far edge of the table, where it usually lived.

      “Immanuel gave me a bonus because they can’t hire me for a few weeks. Police crackdown due to a conference.”

      “Oh, shit. That’s right. We’re hosting the annual NASTA.”

      “The what? Why do you even know what that is?”

      She rolled her eyes and flopped backward over half the couch. Her legs kicked up in the air as if she was bored. “NASTA. North American Sorcerous Trade Association. A bunch of old fogeys determine magical trade in the New World, because it also controls teleportation networks across much of the Atlantic and North Pacific. We’re hosting this year because the new president pissed off all the sorcerers somehow so they’re staying as far from DC as possible.”

      “Again, why do you know this?”

      “It’s water cooler talk at work. Offices are boring, you know. People talk about shit like this.”

      Amazing. And Vince had thought that becoming a bouncer would be dreadfully boring. Turned out that retiring and becoming a salaried office worker might be the literal death of the soul.

      “I know that look. You’re judging me,” Nina growled. “Anyway, so you have no work for weeks? The fuck are you paying me for last month’s rent, you fucking idiot?”

      She grabbed the cash she’d dropped on the table and shoved it back at him. He held his palms out, refusing to take it.

      “Three reasons,” he said, trying to stay calm as he saw Nina’s hair and ears rising on end—a surefire sign she might lose her temper. “One, I just told you that I won’t freeload. Two, it’s only three weeks and there’ll be lots of demand for enforcers afterward.”

      “Maybe. The cops will know that and they’ll be kicking teeth in like there’s no tomorrow,” she warned.

      Vince hadn’t thought of that. He shrugged, then moved on to his final point. “The third reason is that a new employer is interested in me.”

      “Go on.” Nina’s hackles lowered, and she stopped trying to force the money back into his hands.

      “Alessia Lionetti—”

      “Holy fucking shit, Vince, what are you doing with a mafia heiress?” she blurted out. “You realize her sister will rip out your spine and drink your bone marrow if you touch Alessia, right?”

      What a lovely image. Worse, Vince easily imagined Pola doing exactly that.

      “I take it you know them?” he said drily.

      “I didn’t work for them, but rubbed up against Pola years ago. The Lionettis lost most of their territory following the death of the previous don. Pola became a wild animal and even the cops avoided her. I haven’t heard much for years, which is probably a good thing.” Nina looked at her now empty glass. “So, what sort of job are they offering?”

      “I don’t know. Alessia invited me to lunch to make up for Pola’s attempt to murder me tonight.”

      Silence. Nina stared at him for several agonizing moments, then stood up and walked over to the fridge. He heard the crisp snap of a beer can opening.

      “You know, I intentionally only poured half a beer for you,” he called out.

      “Tonight’s a full beer night,” she said.

      Fortunately, she did share this beer instead of trying to guzzle it down herself. Although she basically smashed half her share down in a single gulp. Vince refused to even attempt that feat given how awful it tasted.

      “So, Pola tried to kill you?” Nina asked.

      “Yup.”

      “And you fought her off?”

      “Yup. Nearly burned down a club, though.”

      “And the result is that her sister invited you to lunch, rather than have her enforcers drag you back to their turf and take turns using you as breeding stock?” Nina gave him an incredulous look. “I’m not the paranoid sort, but I’d be careful tomorrow. The Lionettis don’t like being embarrassed.”

      “Alessia didn’t appreciate Pola embarrassing her, I think,” Vince said slowly. “Something about damaging a neutral establishment.”

      “That’s never stopped them before, but…” Nina swirled her glass and watched the beer foam up. “Maybe things have changed. Or maybe the fact you held off Pola fascinated her. What was the fight like? She was like 17 when I fought her. Wild, but untrained. Absolutely vicious and ferociously strong, though.”

      “Oh, she’s still strong. Threw me across the club like I was a toy and hurt me through my barrier.” He rubbed his back, which still hurt.

      “Want me to massage it?” Nina offered, entirely serious.

      “Nah, not now. I’ll see how it is tomorrow.”

      She nodded, then gestured for him to continue.

      “Powerful wind magic, but no flexibility. I have brute force in spades, though, so I held up fine, but I can see why she’s dangerous,” he said. “She blew up one of my spells and nearly burned the club down.”

      Nina laughed. “Yeah, that sounds about right. You’re as bad as her, but more restrained. When you went nuts on main street, that was basically Pola for her first few years as an enforcer. Bet she hated dealing with you. I still remember the utter fury in her eyes from when I fought her. Most enforcers will kill you without blinking in a fight, but it’s not personal. For her, it was.”

      Fury and hatred, huh?

      Vince couldn’t help but feel that the Pola he had witnessed tonight and the one in Nina’s memories stood worlds apart. What a difference 5 years made.

      “Anyway, be careful. Text me the location and when you arrive and leave. If something goes wrong, I’ll show up and save you from your fate.” Nina clinked her glass against his, then drained her beer.

      She rose and shook her entire body like a dog, which flicked her hair against Vince’s face. After rubbing feeling back into his cheek, he looked up to see her wandering into her bedroom.

      “Night, Vince. Shut off the heating when you turn in,” she called out.

      “Don’t forget your alarm,” he called back.

      She gave him a thumbs up.

      A minute later, she wandered back out and fetched her phone from underneath the coffee table.

      With only silence as company, Vince nursed his beer for another hour while mulling over the night’s events. A lot had happened in only a few hours.

      The Lionettis seemed like a dangerous new employer to get involved with, based on everything he knew and that everyone else said. But he needed an employer and a paycheck.

      A desperate man will do crazy things, and Vince was desperate for money in his life. He just needed to make sure he never forgot that he was just as desperate to stay alive, unlike the poor, dumb bastards he’d slaughtered for trying to cross Immanuel earlier tonight.
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      Morning arrived, thankfully bereft of the screaming alarms his roommate needed. Vince rose from his bed as he awoke naturally and stretched out.

      Over the past few years he’d worked a few part-time jobs during dry spells as an enforcer and had always hated those periods. Long nights as an enforcer, a boring day job in some entry level position that should have been automated for the sake of sanity, and terrible pay all around.

      Even if Nina ripped into him for being wasteful with his cash, he was damn thankful that he could rise naturally like this after a long night out.

      His bedroom consisted of little more than a bed and a desk. Nina described it as so bland it would scare girls away, but he struggled to imagine living in a room as overloaded with stuffed animals, knick-knacks, and clutter as hers. Sometimes she even moved them into his room when she bought new stuff and couldn’t fit it all in without reorganizing. He then shoved her stuff into the spare bedroom.

      Wandering into the main room, Vince confirmed the apartment was Nina-less. His phone read 10AM, so she’d be at work by now. He dressed and tidied up the mess she’d made this morning. Her laundry hamper stood atop the washing machine, indicating she wanted him to take care of it.

      She needled him for parenting her, but he damn well felt like her mother some days. The day he started making her bed would be the end of his youth.

      Once finished, he started making a coffee from their cheap drip coffee machine. His rumbling stomach could be sated until lunchtime with sweet appetite-suppressing caffeine.

      While he listened to the coffee hiss and percolate, he checked his phone for messages. Quite a few had come through this morning.

      The Prefect’s Lounge had messaged everyone in the group to let them know about last night’s incident. Apparently, they’d reopen tonight in a limited fashion and in full tomorrow. Some tradespeople would be working hard today and tomorrow to get everything fixed.

      Quintus let Vince know that his tab remained valid at the club, despite everything. He also sounded curious that Vince had fended off Pola and suggested there might be some new jobs available in a few weeks.

      Dangerous jobs, Vince suspected. Hopefully they paid better and wouldn’t get him fined into oblivion by the cops.

      Ronin just wanted to know Vince was fine, so he messaged back a thumbs up. Most of the rest was natter, including Nina’s usual blather. Today appeared to be a meeting morning, so he’d be bombarded with random natter by her whenever she got bored with corporate droning.

      Personally, Vince wondered why she needed to work 12-hour days if half her day ended up wasted in pointless meetings that she spent on her phone messaging him about random shit or asking him if he thought random women in her office were cute.

      His coffee machine beeped at him and he retrieved his sweet dose of liquid caffeine. It tasted like shit, but he got what he paid for, and he paid very little for the machine and coffee. But it was caffeine.

      His phone buzzed and a new message arrived. One from a contact he’d been both eager to hear from and dreading.

      Good morning, Vincent. I’ve arranged for lunch at 12:30PM at the waterfront, just below where we met yesterday. The address is attached. Talk soon, Alessia.

      Vince raised an eyebrow. Something told him that Alessia didn’t message people much outside formal emails and work settings.

      Seriously, who actually said “the address is attached” in normal conversation? Or in a fucking messaging app?

      Then again, she probably saw this as work. Still a strange interaction.

      He spent a minute wondering if he should reply just as formally or like he normally would. Then he realized how stupid he was being and just told her he’d see her there.

      She left him on read. That boded poorly.

      Recalling Nina’s warning from last night, Vince pocketed his phone and stretched his muscles. His back ached from where he’d slammed into the club wall last night. Bad enough that he suspected he’d see some nasty bruising if he checked, but not so bad he worried about serious injury.

      With how tight he was on money, going into a clinic for a quick healing infusion was out of the question. His enforcer insurance only covered him for third party damage and life-threatening health care. They’d deny him out of hand simply because he walked into the clinic instead of being rolled in.

      A strange, otherworldly thirst lingered in the back of his mind. Not quite a headache, and unaffected by the coffee running down his throat. No ordinary food or liquid would sate this thirst.

      Vince had run down his magic reserves something fierce last night. This thirst represented his body’s warning to him to take it easy because he was running dangerously close to empty.

      Until a century ago, when dragons, sorcerers, vampires, and all manner of demihumans broke their masquerade during the Great War, very few humans had known what this feeling meant. If it cropped up, a person either passed away or it went away on its own after a week.

      These days, there were better options. Magic reserves rebuilt themselves slowly in humans. Vince would need a few days to be up and running again, but was young enough to be in no danger. If he wanted to be at full capacity again, grocery stores sold magic restoring food and drink, while pharmacies had more potent stuff.

      Vince grabbed an energy drink from the fridge. This one had all manner of buzzwords and obnoxiously bright colors on it, but they all added up to a quick fix of magic for a magic-user on the go. It would make the unnatural thirst go away, but he’d take it easy for the day.

      Realizing he’d need to hop on the subway soon if he wanted to make it to the waterfront in time for lunch, he guzzled down the drink then got changed into something nicer. Not that he owned the sort of clothes suitable for a meeting with a mafia don.

      “Fucking collars,” he muttered as he tried to make the starchy collar of his shirt less stiff.

      It resisted his efforts. This was what he got for buying a shitty button-down on sale and never wearing it.

      The laundry was nowhere close to done, so he left it to run and ducked out.

      By the time he reached the subway station on foot, his phone told him it was after 11AM. He maintained a brisk pace. Almost nobody joined him on the stairs leading in and the emptiness continued as he approached the turnstiles.

      While looking around, he slowly pulled out his wallet. His transport card was loaded with enough for the trip but…

      No staff around and he’d bet good money the security cameras were still out of commission after a drunken brawl last week.

      He hopped a turnstile and jogged toward his platform. Another passenger gave him a look, her cat ears flattening against her head and tail curling around her body. But then her eyes widened and her entire body stiffened as if she’d been struck by lightning. Her ears pricked upward and she looked away.

      Vince didn’t have the luxury to worry about whether some rando would report him to nonexistent staff. The LED displays told him that his train was about to arrive, so he rushed down the stairs. Naturally, it was early.

      “Doors closing. Stand clear of the doors. Doors closing,” a prerecorded monotone voice droned.

      He ignored the instruction and ducked aboard. The catgirl rushed after him and he held the door for her despite the shrill buzzing next to his ear, and she muttered “thanks” while staring at her feet while rushing aboard.

      Once the subway train started moving, and a conductor shot Vince a glare but didn’t bother checking if he’d paid, the catgirl moved to another train car.

      Something told Vince that she’d sensed his magical abilities. A poorly trained magic-user like him sucked at magical detection, but demihumans and immortals barely needed to try to feel magic pouring off people. Pola had talked about magic pouring off him last night.

      For now, it had come in useful, even if he’d nearly gotten his face carved open by Pola at the club.

      Alighting the train proved the most excitement of his trip to the waterfront. He fiddled with his phone until they arrived, responding to Nina’s banter and letting her know where and when he was having lunch with Alessia.

      I’m across the bay, Nina replied. If things go south, try swimming and I’ll fish you out of the water. She spammed various laughing gifs and emojis.

      I’ll drown first.

      Come on, a fire-user like you should be able to burn off the hydrogen in the water and breathe in the oxygen.

      I think hydrogen is explosive, Nina.

      Only a little. Also, it’s fucking magic. This is why you need to spend more time studying and less time playing games and flirting with pretty catgirls when you’re on a boring job. Nina sent several shaking head gifs at him. The better you understand the world, the easier it is to bend it with magic. You can do whatever you want with it.

      Vince knew that, and she was right to give him shit for not studying enough.

      Problem being, he found studying boring as fuck. It reminded him of school, and he’d hated school. Both he and Ronin had awful grades, so low that Ronin had only gotten into the police academy due to his fantastic results on the physical and magical exams.

      A chance that Vince never got. Working for Quintus as a teen had barred him from the academy. Too many brushes with the law. Too many fines the police had to tear up because he had been a minor and they couldn’t hit Immanuel for the fuckups of an “independent” enforcer.

      I’m thinking about branching off into another school of magic, he admitted over the phone. Ronin’s comments last night about healing had struck a nerve.

      That’s a nice dream. How many years do you plan to bang your head against that wall?

      Oof. Vince had forgotten how vicious Nina could be when she was in “mentor mode.” No back rubs or offers of massages in sight.

      Am I that bad at magic? he asked.

      No, you’re damn good at it. You already know a meister-tier spell. A cheering emoji appeared in chat. But only prodigies can master more than one school of magic without dedicating themselves to it. You want to be an enforcer, not some egghead in one of the ivory tower mage colleges.

      Ronin knows healing. Vince winced the moment he sent the message and almost deleted it, but it instantly got marked as read and he knew Nina would hound him even more if he got cold feet.

      Ronin dedicated three years of his life training to be a police enforcer. And I bet he spent long fucking nights learning healing magic, all so he could do CPR with magic instead of his mouth and make broken bones a little less broken. Strengthen your trunk before you try to branch out, Vince. Stick with fire magic.

      Then, like a switch had been flipped, Nina went straight back to nonsensical natter about her coworkers.

      The train eventually pulled up to his stop at the waterfront after a long trip and plenty of stops in the city center, and he got out. Problem being, he hadn’t paid getting in and this station had way more staff and working security cameras.

      Vince lingered in the back for a while, then decided to take the risk. He tailgated a particularly large demon in an ill-fitting suit. The turnstile let out a nasty buzz when it tried to stop him, but neither he nor the demon paused.

      Ironically, when a nearby wolffolk guard rushed over, the demon intercepted him.

      “The fuck do you want?” the demon asked gruffly. “I paid my fare. Not my fault your machine is a piece of shit!”

      “What? No, I don’t—”

      “Stop giving me grief, man. You goddamn, lazy public servants, giving hardworking stiffs like me a hard time every day when we’re just—”

      The wolf guard tried to push past, but the demon just moved in front of him while the crowd bustled past. “Sir, I’m not accusing you of—”

      No chance. The demon kept blocking the guard while ranting.

      Vince took his opportunity to escape and fucked off.

      He had no clue who the demon was or his problem with the guard. Most likely, the guy just loved a chance to screw with the subway security without any chance of consequences. Demons loved sowing chaos. It was their nature.

      The downside was their fickleness. The paunchy demon might have chosen to fuck with Vince instead. Saving a few bucks on the subway fare hadn’t been worth the trouble, in retrospect.

      Despite the slow trip, he’d arrived ahead of the meeting time. With Nina’s advice bouncing around in his mind, he took a seat on the waterfront and dug up an old reference for fire magic spells from years ago. He needed ideas. Preferably, ones for melee magic. His inability to easily respond to Pola’s attacks bothered him.

      A few minutes before 12:30, he wandered over to the restaurant. Couples and suited workers wandered the boardwalk, and the outdoor tables had more than a few patrons. Given the proximity of winter, large heaters ran at full bore to keep them warm.

      Spotting Alessia proved easy. Vince just needed to keep an eye out for the cluster of wolfgirls that parted the crowds like a prophet splitting the sea. He recognized a few of the girls from last night. No sign of Pola, though.

      The wolves bared their teeth at him in grins and at least one ran their hands over her body lasciviously. Alessia ignored her bodyguards. Beneath a fur-lined jacket, she wore a frilly purple top that glittered with diamonds along her cleavage and a ruffled skirt that left just the barest hint of flesh between it and her sheer black stockings. She’d run several large purple flowers through the side of her black hair.

      “Good day, Vincent,” she said with the barest hint of a curtsy. Her tail remained dead still, unlike those of her bodyguards.

      “You can call me Vince,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “I take it you prefer less formal methods of conversation?” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m not one for high society.”

      “Formality exists outside the halls of power, but I understand your preference. Let’s eat,” she said.

      One of the bodyguards opened the door for them. Vince knew well enough to let Alessia enter first. He half-expected the wolfgirl to close the door on him, but she kept it open.

      A suited waiter rushed to meet them and practically bowed to Alessia. “Lady Lionetti, we’ve prepared your tables. If you would—”

      Alessia looked at Vince, then past him to the half-full tables by the water. “It’s not that cold outside. Perhaps we shall eat outside.”

      “Of course, Lady Lionetti,” the waiter said without missing a beat. “Take whatever tables you prefer, and the staff will be right out.”

      Then he bowed again before rushing into the back of the restaurant, presumably to rustle up some help. Vince wished he could command such swift service. The few times he ate out, he sometimes struggled to have them take his order, and they still expected a 20% tip.

      Something told him that Alessia tipped a lot more than 20%.

      Alessia’s bodyguards grabbed a pair of tables right on the edge of the boardwalk. One even removed Alessia’s jacket for her and carefully folded it before stepping away. No offer to remove Vince’s, so he just laid it over the back of his chair.

      The wolves shifted over to their table and immediately assumed their customary slouches. Apparently, their appearance last night hadn’t been due to the alcohol.

      Sparkling water appeared, along with an expensive bottle of red wine. Alessia didn’t bother looking at the menu, but looked expectantly at Vince.

      “I have a regular order here, but choose whatever you like. This is my apology, after all,” she said.

      The waiter’s eyes bulged at the idea of Alessia apologizing to Vince, or perhaps, somebody like Vince. He said nothing, though.

      Flicking through the menu, Vince saw a lot of words in Italian that he didn’t understand. He’d left his earpiece at home, but it didn’t translate human languages anyway. The translation magic in it was tuned to the various immortal tongues spoken in Aulfair, due to his association with Immanuel.

      “If I can recommend something, it would be the excellent range of the magic-infused dishes.” Alessia gave nothing away with her expression as she swirled and sniffed her wine. “They use only the freshest ingredients here and have an in-house sorcerer who ensures the magic is far more potent than anything you’ll get from a store or frozen meal.”

      She had him to a T. After a quick glance at the appetizers, Vince closed the menu.

      “I’ll have the energy soup and the ribeye. Rare,” he said.

      “Excellent choices, sir,” the waiter said.

      More accurately, the steak had been one of the few things he’d been confident that he’d like. Almost every dish just listed ingredients and he didn’t recognize any of the pasta on the menu. At least he knew what energy soup was, as there were stacks of frozen supermarket versions of it in his freezer.

      Once the waiter left, he poured himself some wine. Alessia didn’t protest, so he assumed that was fine.

      “I take it you don’t eat out much,” she said.

      “I eat out. But the steak alone costs as much as I’d spend on food in a week or two.”

      Alessia frowned. “Curious. Given your performance against Pola and your stunt months ago, I expected you to earn significantly more. Good enforcers are hard to find. Especially independent ones.”

      “We’re expendable,” he said flatly. “Corporate enforcers can’t get their hands too dirty, because the police can charge or fine the company directly. If Immanuel uses their own men to smuggle illegal shit, they’ll get raked over the coals. I just get fined.”

      “I’m aware.” She shot him a look. “But that’s the reason we pay you more. Especially lately. Independent enforcers get poached, or die, or retire for a life that doesn’t involve so much danger and murder. That’s to say nothing about the job board. Which you’re not on.”

      He shrugged. “I hate to be blunt, but you said you wanted to discuss a job. Or is this your idea of ‘business matters?’”

      “It is, but very well. I have three proposals for you.” Alessia took a dainty sip of her wine while her eyes darted around, as if checking for eavesdroppers.

      He felt the pulse of her magic and tensed. It settled into a steady thrum around them, nudging against his senses. If he wasn’t mistaken, this was an anti-scrying ward. Probably also blocked physical eavesdropping. Immanuel used them while discussing sensitive matters, but they were typically built into a specific room or structure.

      “You can cast wards?” he asked, surprised.

      “No. I’m not so talented, but…” She raised a hand and jangled the handful of bracelets and rings she wore on it.

      Of course. The Lionettis had the money for fancy magic tools with embedded spells. Pola had her claws, and Alessia had spells suited to her role as the don.

      Vince raised his glass to take a sip of wine while he mulled the situation he’d gotten himself in. While he’d worked for Quintus, the ancient demon rarely spent much time or energy on him. Certainly never shared the wealth he undoubtably possessed, outside of rare gifts like the bar tab.

      “My first proposal is my simplest.” She smiled at him, and her blue eyes glittered with mirth. “Would you please marry Pola?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Vince nearly spat out the wine he’d just gulped down. He choked it down and lowered his glass. The nearby bodyguards looked over in interest, ears pricked but expressions full of disappointment as they failed to penetrate the ward with their hearing.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Take Pola’s hand in marriage, help her settle down, and have a few litters of pups,” Alessia said, being more specific about her ridiculous idea. “She has a lot of difficulty with men but seemed to quite enjoy your company last night. Or perhaps I should say she has difficulty with everyone outside of the Lionetti family.”

      “She tried to murder me because I take jobs for Immanuel.”

      “She’s a very physical woman.”

      “It was a fight to the death!”

      “Really? That’s not what I understood from her comments at the end.” Alessia’s smile turned into a grin broad enough to matched her sister’s. “What was it again? Oh, yes. ‘Winner takes all.’ I’m quite certain she wasn’t talking about lives then. I hadn’t realized she’d been interested in puppies by now. She’s always been so wild.”

      Vince felt dead certain Pola still counted as wild. Animals still rutted, whether tamed or not. He wisely kept that opinion to himself.

      Especially as the mirth in Alessia’s eyes threatened to turn to tears.

      “You’re teasing me, aren’t you?” he muttered, looking away.

      “A little. I do believe Pola took an interest in you, if only for your raw strength. The offer is open, but I expected you to reject it,” she said.

      Being used as Pola’s toy didn’t interest him much, especially as surviving the marriage proposal might prove tricky. No matter how close the sisters might be, Vince doubted Pola would appreciate being traded away.

      “Let’s move onto the next proposal,” he said after regaining his composure.

      “Not even a glimmer of interest?” Alessia frowned, as if she had expected him to seriously consider marrying a woman with a reputation as bad as Pola’s. Let alone the fact Pola had tried to kill him.

      “Ask me when my back isn’t bright purple due to being hurled across a room by her.”

      “Ah. So you didn’t escape unscathed.”

      Shit. He probably shouldn’t have revealed that. His evaluation—and future paycheck—had likely just dropped in Alessia’s eyes.

      “Again, you’re a curious man. While I knew a little about you after the incident on main street, I double-checked last night. And you know what I found?” she asked while tilting her glass toward him.

      “My address, social security number, net worth, sexual history—”

      “Yes, but that’s not what interests me,” she said.

      Wait, she could find out about his sexual history that easily? What corporate or government database stored that?

      “It was the gap between where you live—the veritable slums, full of demihumans down on their luck—and your capabilities. Yet, you’re not on the enforcer job board.”

      He shrugged, suspecting where this might go. “I get enough work from Immanuel.”

      “Really? Even now, with racketeering jobs like smuggling drying up?” She fixed him with a fierce gaze. “I have plenty of friends in ‘high society’ as you called it. Heiresses to companies of all sizes and races. They frequently poach capable independent enforcers as live-in bodyguards. My proposal to marry Pola isn’t that unusual, given how many of my friends end up together with those bodyguards.”

      “Is that your second proposal?” he asked, voice low.

      “I’m asking why you’re at least not taking safer—and probably better paying—jobs from companies. Security work, transportation, being a bodyguard, trainer jobs. The list goes on.”

      He shifted uncomfortably and looked out over the bay.

      From where he sat, he could see the ships pulling in and out of the port in the distance. Aulfair’s harbor worked around the clock, even if it didn’t match the larger ones on the west coast.

      As if to save him from answering, the waiter returned with their meals.

      His energy soup was a vivid blue affair and swimming with thick chunks of fatty pork. He could feel the magic in it without even trying. Potent.

      Whereas his steak matched his expectations for a fancy restaurant. Small, brilliantly charred, and served with a tiny serve of roasted vegetables and an even tinier dollop of creamy mashed potatoes in a quenelle shape.

      By contrast, Alessia’s dish was a small risotto that matched her delicate frame. Nina would sniff the plate and wonder where the food had gone, but it looked amazing, if overpriced.

      “Well?” Alessia pressed, keen to hear his answer.

      “Safe means boring,” he said. “Like this steak, I suppose.”

      It tasted excellent.

      “You’re supposed to eat the appetizer before the entrée,” she pointed out.

      “That soup is going to leave me bouncing off walls.”

      “True.” She began eating her risotto with the daintiest spoonfuls, as if attempting to make it last. “Boring jobs pay the rent. You could afford even restaurants like this on the sort of paycheck my friends offer. A life with Pola would be a rich one. Even diminished as my family is…” she trailed off, face strained for a moment, before recovering. “Luxuries are still rounding errors on our bank balances.”

      She really wanted him to marry her sister.

      “Tell me, do you think I’d be able to keep up with Pola if I’d spent my life doing safe, boring jobs?” Vince asked, meeting Alessia’s gaze.

      Her blue eyes narrowed as she looked at him. A troubled grimace rose to her face.

      “I see.” She smiled ever so slightly. “That is the missing piece of the puzzle, then. It’s not money that drives you or even excitement. You’re ambitious. I’d wondered how a young human could come out of nowhere and hold up the police enforcers so easily. It’s because you’re aiming for the moon.”

      “I think I just want to be a good enforcer,” he corrected, looking away again.

      “Really? Good enforcers died in droves years ago while fighting my sister.”

      “I heard. But she still beat me up. Plus, there are far more powerful enforcers in the city. They just rarely do anything, due to the collateral damage that would result.”

      “Then they don’t matter, do they? Not to us,” she said. “I suppose I can skip my second proposal, as I now know you’re not interested. You want to scale Mount Everest, not simply climb the local mountain every week for a bit of exercise.”

      “So, are we finally going to talk about the real job offer?” His impatience leaked into his voice.

      Sure, the lunch was nice, but this felt more like psychoanalysis than anything else.

      She shrugged, then looked out over the bay.

      “Not yet. Because this offer is far more substantial, and I need to know if I can risk you accepting it.”

      “What?”

      Alessia polished off what little remained of the wine in her glass, before topping it up. Vince had half-expected her to wave one of her goons over to pour the wine for her, but she wasn’t quite that much of a do-nothing rich girl, he supposed.

      “If you’ll allow me a digression, I’d like to go over the ‘lay of the land,’” Alessia said, with a fake smile similar to last night’s.

      It caused a similar flutter in Vince’s stomach, which made him suspect she’d practiced it to have such an effect.

      “I’m more than familiar with how Aulfair works. Even if I mostly work for Immanuel, I grew up in the slums with my mother,” he said, a touch more gruffly than intended. His upbringing wasn’t something he liked talking about. “You don’t need to be condescending.”

      Alessia’s smile shifted ever so slightly as her cheeks turned pink and she looked out over the harbor. She swirled her wine. “I’m not trying to condescend. Rather, I want you to understand the situation before I risk you accepting my offer.”

      “Risk?”

      “You understand that the Lionetti Family was once far greater than it currently is, correct? When we talk of the conglomerates, my family once stood among them. A relic among their titanic corporate figures. But we were different. It’s common to divide the underworld up into tiers, with the conglomerates like Immanuel at the top, and common gangs at the bottom.”

      “That’s how it works.” Vince nodded grimly. “Immanuel runs a bank by day, but it finances and operates a huge smuggling and illicit shadow banking business by night. Other conglomerates might handle money laundering through construction, like the foxes of Houou, or arms dealing as part of their manufacturing consortiums, like the dragon that part-owns Lockheed Wagner.”

      Although that dragon didn’t live in Aulfair. The only dragon that lived here was one of the city founders.

      “Yes, the conglomerates are both pillars of the stock market and the underworld.” Alessia smirked. “The Lionettis lacked the corporate presence, but outclassed them all in criminal dealings. Because companies can’t handle criminal matters directly. They need middlemen. The mafia is different. So while Immanuel uses chains of middleman businesses and gangs, we operate direct.”

      “Operated,” Vince corrected.

      “No, we still do. Just with less territory.” She sighed. “But that middleman layer is the complication. You can think of the conglomerates as the ‘rentier’ class of the underworld. They pay others to do the dirty work and charge smaller players rent, while setting rules and starting wars. We don’t pay anyone rent, but we lack the power to compete with them anymore. Instead, we fight with the companies that rent from the conglomerates.”

      This much, Vince understood. “And then you get to folks like me. The bottom-feeders.”

      For some reason, Alessia scowled. “I wouldn’t describe you as that. The drug dealers and insipid grifters that scrabble for the scraps of territory and pay protection to gangs that in turn pay protection to companies in the grip of Immanuel? Perhaps. You’re genuinely independent. You take jobs from one of the Immanuel’s senior executives, not somebody pushing a few thousand dollars of catalysts.”

      Vince inclined his head, accepting the compliment.

      Enforcers were the grease that kept the wheel of the underworld turning, in a way. That’s why the police let them be with little more than fines. The alternative might be all-out war between companies with ancient beings capable of leveling half the city.

      “In any case, I must apologize once again for Pola’s tantrum last night,” Alessia continued “The waterfront is special to my family. We once controlled all downtown decades ago, but even as children, our family still held claim to this waterfront. Our… connections to Aulfair’s elite meant unsavory establishments remained open here.”

      Vince vaguely knew as much. When he’d been younger, the waterfront had a far worse reputation as the place a young man could get all his needs seen to. Drugs, sex, booze, and even more.

      “Things worsened with the passing of my father. We lost control of much of our territory, but the loss of the waterfront stings the worst given it was the family jewel. With us gone, the police drove out all the illegal businesses, turning it into neutral territory for the underworld, but Pola still feels a close connection.”

      “Neutral territory? I thought the conglomerates fought everywhere?” he asked.

      She gave him an odd look. “Hardly. Some areas are contested, such as the port and the various industrial districts, but territory is important.”

      “Why? I thought the police stamped out protection rackets decades ago.”

      “They did.” Alessia nodded in approval at his knowledge. “But only for legal businesses. The police can’t and won’t protect brothels, dispensaries, fighting rings, gambling parlors, and the various other overlooked elements of Aulfair’s black market economy. The territory that a conglomerate controls limits its ability to take a healthy cut of that pie. It even limits distribution channels for smuggling, as it’s harder to sell catalysts outside one’s territory. Sorcerers dislike buying from the underworld as it is, so prefer to minimize the time they spend dealing with us.”

      Vince always assumed that was why middlemen existed, but he supposed even they would buy from the organized crime ring that ran their turf. If they didn’t, they’d probably get a friendly visit from their neighborhood enforcers about where they got their merchandise.

      “So you’re telling me that you want to claim back the waterfront?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “You’re missing the point. Territory is important, and some territory is more important than others. But the waterfront makes no money anymore. The Lionetti Family needs to grow, however. We’ve shrunk, and shrunk, and shrunk some more since the founding of the city as competitors shunt us aside. If I don’t fight back, then…”

      Her knuckles strained against her cutlery and a screeching sound caused Vince to wince. Alessia immediately recomposed herself with a deep breath.

      “My apologies,” she mumbled.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “I can guess the job. You want to push out a rival from some turf next to yours, but can’t send Pola in without getting in shit from the police. Hence why you know so much about the expense of independent enforcers.”

      “Yes. I attempted this before, both shortly after I assumed my current position and more recently. The expenses were immense and went nowhere. I realized that the problem was who I hired. A single talented lion enforcer could turn everyone I hired into cleaning expenses for the city without even blinking. Or my rival would call in help from a ‘friend,’ and they’d respond with fifty enforcers from the conglomerate they’re paying rent to.”

      She gritted her teeth at the memories.

      Fifty enforcers. Nasty stuff.

      Vince polished off his steak while thinking over what was being offered.

      Ordinarily, this sort of job sounded like a death sentence. Working with someone like Pola, who might fly off the handle at any moment, for an employer with an emotional connection to success.

      Hell, picking a fight with a conglomerate without one backing him? Sure, under Immanuel he beat up enforcers working for the other big players, but they were almost always other independents like him.

      But dancing with death against insane odds sounded like exactly what he wanted. Like he’d said, if he only took on boring jobs, how would he get strong enough to handle enforcers as strong or stronger than Pola?

      “Speaking of immense expenses, I’m interested but not cheap,” he said.

      “That’s contrary to what you just said,” she replied.

      Her face turned stony. Vince needed to extract blood from that stone face. Fortunately, he had the upper hand here.

      “That’s because Immanuel puts me on drudgework, and it just happens to get dicey sometimes. They give me bonuses when it does, even if they’re still pretty shit.”

      He’d gotten so fucking little for the job he’d gotten fined out the ass for. That still stung.

      “But this isn’t drudgework,” he continued. “You’re effectively asking me to launch an all-out assault against another company to expand your territory, during a time when the police are cracking down, and I guarantee I’ll be alone.”

      She nodded ever so slightly.

      “So you’re going to pay me damn well for the risk. I also need some level of coverage for the fines—”

      “No. I’ll pay you a multiple of the market rate for an enforcer, given I’m hiring you in place of a team, but no fine allowance. If I agree to pay your fines, that fact may be used against the Lionetti Family.”

      He kept his expression unchanged but scowled inwardly.

      If he went on the offensive on a job, the chances of getting hit with a fine or two rose exponentially. Add in the crackdown and he wasn’t getting away without losing an entire year’s earnings. Maybe more, as this would be his second offense within 12 months.

      Shit, he wished he’d asked Nina for some advice on negotiations last night. He tried to recall everything she’d told him over the years.

      “Then you’ll need to give me a lump sum up front to cover fines. That way—”

      “Out of the question. I have no way to guarantee you’ll see any measure of success.”

      His annoyance strained his poker face. “Then the rate needs to be way higher. There’s no way I’m getting out of this without a run-in with the cops,” he said.

      “That’s your problem as an enforcer. I pay you, and you need to—” she tried to say.

      “No, it’s part of the job, but that also means the pay needs to reflect it. Just because you’ve hired dumbasses willing to get their brains ripped out through their asses for pennies, doesn’t mean I’m going to take it.”

      “You don’t seem to care when Immanuel does it.” Her stone exterior broke as she raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms.

      “They guarantee me long-term work. Quintus is the stuff of nightmares, but I could afford my fine this year because he’d been consistently giving me work. For all I know, you use me to nuke a rival, then parade my success around to attract a bunch of other enforcers.”

      Alessia recoiled as if wounded and nearly bared her teeth, before remembering who and where she was. Covering her mouth with a napkin, she schooled her expression.

      “I will do nothing of the sort,” she said coldly. “The Lionetti Family values long-term relationships, so long as the counterparty shows similar respect for us. I’m not looking for another enforcer to throw to the wolves… metaphorically speaking.” She coughed at the figure of speech, given she was wolffolk. “I want a partner. Or as close as I can get with an independent enforcer.”

      “But you won’t pay for it?” he asked.

      “I will,” she stressed, eyes almost glowing. “But you aren’t the only enforcer I’m interested in.”

      “Then why are we talking?”

      “Because you fell in my lap, held your own against my sister in her drunken rage, and you’ve been on my radar for some time. My issue isn’t purely monetary, but that I need to hedge my bets. Whatever I pay you, it needs to be weighted toward completion. I’m also wary of covering for fines, given it might make you reckless. Your target will weaponize the police against you.”

      Vince leaned back and crossed his arms.

      The deal stunk, but not because of the potential pay. Alessia’s emotional reaction set off alarms deep within him.

      Instinct told him he could leverage those emotions to jack up the pay more, but with a catch. This wasn’t a one-off job. Alessia wanted a relationship with him that was similar to the one he had with Immanuel.

      Years ago, he would have taken the job without hesitating. Fuck the alarm bells, she had cash and was looser with it than Quintus.

      Yet, the reasons she held back on making the deal better stung him.

      “The past two enforcer teams you hired fucked up bad, didn’t they?” he asked quietly.

      “Like I said, they cost me an immense amount and made no progress,” she muttered while pouring the last of the red in her glass. “Well, are you interested or not?”

      He was, but pushing for more information seemed like a dead-end.

      Time to haggle. The next ten minutes vanished in a back-and-forth over payment.

      He emerged at the end with a simple offer: 10% up-front, the rest on completion. Some nasty cancelation conditions on both sides.

      The rate itself almost made him salivate. Last night’s job for Immanuel had paid him a couple months expenses in one hit.

      This job, if he pulled it off and didn’t get bankrupted by police fines, would cover him for years. Alessia was his new sugar daddy. He’d half expected her to tack on some condition that he had to accept a job from her after finishing this one, but knew she didn’t need to.

      She had him by the balls. The up-front payment alone would be larger than what he received from Quintus last night. Refusing this would hurt.

      Despite that, he still wanted to push for one thing. “I have one condition.”

      “I just said—”

      “I need a magical focus. Lost mine in the main street incident and couldn’t afford to buy a new one,” he admitted. “Buying a ready-made one will cost a mint. You need me at my best. Pay for it.”

      Her upturned look understated the annoyance he saw in her eyes at how late he’d jumped her with this info. In his mind, the fact he’d impressed her by holding off Pola without a focus should impress her, right?

      “Fine. Buy one. Send me the receipt,” she said. “I’ll send the money so long as it’s not extortionate.”

      That effectively limited the price of his magical focus to his up-front payment. He opened his mouth to argue, but she shut him down instantly.

      “Do not suggest I should increase your payment to pay for this,” she snapped. “I’m of half a mind to walk off simply because you waited so long to bring this up at all.”

      “I’d argue I negotiated my position well.”

      She muttered something in Italian under her breath, then rose. “One of my capos will arrange payment. You’ll go through her for the rest of the job. Furthermore, we have an office and a family bar that we prefer to handle important matters in. Come there tonight, but only once you collect yourself.”

      Yeah, Vince had pissed her off with his request for a focus.

      Technically, he hadn’t accepted the offer. Pointing that out would probably get his face raked with those lovely painted fingernails of her, however.

      “Have a good day, Vince,” Alessia said with a fake smile, but without her usual charm. “I’ll see you tonight and I look forward to your assuredly excellent results.”

      “I’ll deliver,” he said.

      Her smile appeared a touch more genuine. “I feel more certain of it than I perhaps should be.”

      She wandered off with most of her bodyguards. One hung back.

      The waiter approached with the bill and a look of disappointment that Alessia had left without so much as a goodbye.

      “My Lady was delighted with the meal and your service,” the remaining wolfgirl said, speaking far more politely than any of the other wolves had done so in Vince’s company.

      She made small talk with the waiter while paying the bill. Vince got a glance at the tip amount and, as expected, it came out to some utterly obscene amount.

      Once the waiter puttered off and the other staff cleared the plates, the wolfgirl wandered over to Vince and pulled a sizeable metal money clip out of her handbag.

      “So, you’re the piece of meat that got Pola all hot and bothered last night.” She looked him up and down, exactly like one would a piece of meat. Her gaze lingered a little too long on his crotch for Vince’s liking. “You’re not much to look at, but the fact you can walk today has me hot and bothered, so I’ll give you a pass.”

      She bared her teeth at him. Vince leaned back in his chair and kicked his feet up, then remembered where he was and took them down.

      “Nah, do as you like,” she said while counting notes from her money clip. “We own this restaurant.”

      “As in…”

      “Actually own. Did you miss the date on the menus and the logo? This place is almost as old as Aulfair, just like us.” She jabbed a thumb at her chest. “The Lionettis are the blood of the city. Just as our four-legged brethren once freely roamed the hills around here, before humans practically wiped them out, us wolffolk and the Lionettis are the genesis of Aulfair.”

      This gangster came from a higher breed than her fellow wolves, simply because she used the word “genesis.” Saying that aloud might get him bitten.

      Then again, he might not mind getting bitten by this wolfgirl. She looked to be his type. Hot, spicy, and with a streak of menace rather than Pola’s outright insanity.

      He memorized her face and features. Rust-blonde hair not quite to her shoulders and piercing red eyes, but the same mishmash of casual clothes found on the other Lionetti wolves. He noticed everything on her appeared to be designer brands. The family lacked the sharp dress code of Immanuel’s enforcers, but they liked pricey stuff.

      “Interested in me, eh? I’m Fia. Don’t let the capo title fool you. Every enforcer with even the tiniest bit of authority gets the name, but some of us matter more than others. To you, I matter the most, except for Pola and Alessia,” Fia explained.

      She fluttered a thick wad of cash in front of him. He got the message.

      “You control the purse strings,” he said.

      Ronin had said that the mafia had a fairly flat structure. If every enforcer with authority was a capo, that meant some capos needed to be a little more special than others.

      “Hah. No. You get paid twice. Now, and at the end.” She smirked. “I’m your boss. Well, more like your handler. Alessia ordered me to oversee this job, and I can’t exactly send in my enforcers without getting in trouble with the blackshirts, can I? So we’re working together. You burn down the lions squatting on Lionetti turf, and I help you earn the other 90%.” Fia ran her fingers along the cash.

      Vince nodded. “I can work with that. Honestly, I figured I’d be doing this alone.”

      “We’re wolves and we run in packs. This job proves that you’re worthy of running with ours, whatever the bosses say.”

      Her piece said, she tossed the money to him. He instantly started counting it. Wouldn’t do to be short-changed right off the bat.

      Fia pulled out her phone and tapped away for a few seconds. His phone buzzed in his pocket.

      “That’s the address for tonight’s meeting. Lionetti Tower. Unless you’re ever told otherwise, we meet there. Alessia’s private office is in the building, and the capos hang out in a private bar. You’ll have a temporary invitation to it. Word of advice, though. Don’t get lured into the VIP area.”

      “Why does a private bar for the…” Vince paused as he quickly recalled what “capo” meant, “enforcer captains need a VIP area?”

      “You’ll find out if you go in it,” she said with a smirk.

      Yeah, Fia seemed like the straight-talking sort. If she said to avoid it, he’d do as she said. For now.

      Vince had nearly finished counting the cash when Fia closed her handbag, hoisted it over her shoulder, then began walking off.

      “Wait, do I send you the receipt for the—” he asked.

      “You know what you were told,” she called back. “Tonight!”

      Then she vanished into the crowd along the boardwalk. Vince focused on his cash while ignoring the waiter hovering nearby, who appeared overly keen to chase him away from the table.

      The notes didn’t add up. Pulling out his phone, Vince multiplied the agreed payment by 10%, just in case his brain had been knocked out of his skull by Pola last night.

      Nope. Still out. Fia had slid him nearly 50% more than agreed.

      He looked around but saw no sign of any of the Lionetti enforcers.

      Not a chance in hell this hadn’t been intentional. He’d ask her about it tonight, in private.

      For now, he took it as a blessing and a sign that his “handler” for the job wanted him to succeed. This extra cash would come in damn useful.

      He had a shopping trip to make. Time to buy a fancy magical focus, like those silver knuckles Ronin showed off last night.
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      First things first, Vince shot Nina a message that he’d escaped his meeting with Alessia. While wandering downtown, he asked for advice on where to shop for a good magical focus.

      His old focus had been a charred piece of wood he’d crafted himself over the course of months. These days, he lacked the time to do that and the money to simply buy one. Alessia’s deal changed matters.

      A focus? Did you sign away your soul to the mafia? Nina shot back. I’ve been out of the game for years. The hell would I know where to buy a focus?

      Just give me some ideas of where to look, he messaged back. I know you bought the gauntlet stuffed in your closet. If I wander around the city, I’ll get scammed by some con artist flipping foci he buys from students at the mage colleges.

      No reply. An ellipsis kept appearing and disappearing, indicating that she was sporadically typing a long message, so he pocketed his phone and kept walking.

      The waterfront sat only a stone’s throw from downtown and its many overpriced stores, but that was like saying Texas was close to Mexico. As the hub of Aulfair, downtown stretched on for block after block. Walking its length would take him hours.

      Dozens of skyscrapers dominated his vision and a sea of traffic formed a veritable parking lot on the roads outside the waterfront. Aulfair had converted much of the area to a pedestrian-only zone, but once that ended, the city became a familiar concrete jungle full of cars, poorly timed traffic lights and crossings, and public transport that barely functioned outside of the dedicated subway lines.

      The image of a gorgeous birdgirl flashed across the side of a skyscraper as he waited at a crossing. She danced around with glittering wings, but Vince struggled to place what type of bird she was. When the QR code appeared at the end of the ad, along with the company logo, he realized he’d watched an ad for one of the city’s many artificial birdgirl companies, which promised to turn anyone into birdfolk. At a price.

      He checked the time. Far too late to test Nicki’s definition of “lunch hours.”

      Dozens of birdfolk flitted about above them and he saw quite a few ferrying lunches off from the restaurants on the waterfront. No doubt to hungry office workers holed up at home or in their cubicles. A small finch courier, so tiny she barely reached Vince’s waist, landed nearby with a parcel larger than her torso and tottered away. Business was booming.

      A trip on Wings was tempting, but would prove as annoying as leaving the warehouse last night. A trip this short would get him canceled on by every bird who so much as glanced at him.

      So he legged it, along with the mass of other pedestrians around him.

      A couple of blocks later, his phone buzzed. Nina’s message finally arrived.

      Contrary to what he’d expected, she hadn’t written War and Peace. Instead, he saw a handful of addresses and links, plus a short paragraph.

      I badgered a couple of friends to check what places were still good, she said. But I don’t know your price range. Key points: avoid chains and any place that looks like a rich asshole would feel comfortable inside it; don’t buy a focus without first channeling magic through it; and any store where you can meet the sorcerer who makes them is solid bismuth.

      Vince suspected she’d call the store “solid gold,” but sorcerers had effectively destroyed the value of the metal. Turning water into wine and lead into gold became reality long ago, and the latter supposedly devastated entire economies following the collapse of the masquerade. The only metals that held value were those used as magical catalysts, such as bismuth and the platinum group of metals. Gold looked pretty, but even Nina could conjure up gold statues.

      Nina listed off a couple of other pieces of advice in a follow-up message. Mostly just tips to avoid dodgy sorcerers and stores he felt were likely to sell him a different focus than the one he thought he was buying.

      Evidently, scams ran rife when buying expensive magical equipment. Vince suspected the chains and overpriced stores existed because they delivered what customers asked for, and that counted as premium service.

      Why avoid chains? he asked. They might have something I like.

      Sure, then it’ll explode when you get serious for the first time. Chains are fine for your run-of-the-mill security guards or enforcers who don’t know how to handle themselves. The sort that you slaughtered last night before playing games for a few hours. Their products won’t hold up to a meister-tier spell, let alone something bigger.

      Nina’s confidence that he’d learn something even bigger than his biggest, nastiest spell caused some swelling of pride in Vince. She was sweet.

      He had his own doubts, however.

      Spell tiers came with little need of explanation. The higher, the more complex. They were named after the equivalent ranks from mage colleges and from lowest to highest were: initiate, wizard, meister, virtuoso, grandmeister, archmage.

      Despite there being six tiers, almost every spell used in everyday life fell into the first two, that of initiate and wizard. Complexity increased exponentially with each tier. An initiate spell comprised simple effects, such as Pola’s wind claw or the raw control over fire Vince used to cover his hands in flames.

      More bespoke techniques fell into the wizard tier, such as his fire cage or the ward that Alessia had cast using her jewelry. As spells attempted to accomplish more interesting effects, the complexity rose.

      At the meister tier, spells were already utterly inflexible. Vince had crafted his spell and it did one thing and one thing only. At the same time, that one thing it did had allowed him to hold off a small army of police forces in the middle of the city until his old magical focus had exploded from stress and he’d been forced to surrender.

      He struggled to imagine what spells accomplished above this level. Virtuoso spells were rarely used in demonstrations and already verged on natural disasters. Stronger spells were the stuff of myth. The few times grandmeister-tier spells had been used, cities or armies had been wiped out. Books and movies depicted archmage spells as grand rituals capable of destroying continents.

      Aulfair banned anything above virtuoso-tier spells without a permit. Supposedly, quite a few of the city’s denizens were capable of stronger. Rumors suggested that the police’s strongest enforcers had their own grandmeister-tier spells, just in case they needed to put down one of conglomerates. Given Quintus’s age and power, he might be strong enough to pull one off.

      Hence why Vince doubted he’d ever be capable of one. Even a virtuoso-tier spell seemed distant.

      Thanks, Nina. I’ll go hunting, he replied back after he realized he’d gotten lost in thought.

      She sent back a thumbs up emoji, then immediately badgered him about why he hadn’t replied to her earlier message about her co-worker, whose social media pages she’d sent him. He ignored her.

      With her advice in mind, he checked out the addresses of the stores she’d linked. A couple were on main street, so he ruled them out.

      If they recognized him, he’d be kicked out on the spot. It had only been a few months and the damage he’d done had supposedly shut down a few businesses. Sure, he’d avoided burning down stores, but losing street access had the same effect.

      Instead, he trotted over to his usual fast-food haunt that Nicki had dropped him off at last night. Not for the amazing food and lovely vibe, but because a small laneway full of tiny magic shops existed there. He’d vaguely known about it, but never had the cash to spare to check it out. One of Nina’s recommendations landed smack bang in the middle of it.

      His favorite restaurant proved as busy as ever as an army of Wings employees flitted in and out of the second story. Vince walked right on by, all too aware of the gazes of the demihumans around him.

      In the daytime, humans became more common across the city due to work commutes, but this remained a non-human part of town. He stood out.

      Given Alessia’s discussion of turf over lunch, he idly wondered who controlled this part of the city. Surely one of the beastfolk groups.

      Vince suddenly stopped dead as he realized something.

      “Shit,” he cursed and ran a hand through his hair.

      He’d never gotten the identity of his target out of Alessia. Sure, he’d known they hired Nina once when she tangoed with Pola and that they had connections with a conglomerate, but that meant nothing. Nina was an independent and lots of companies had sugar daddies. He might be about to tango with fucking Immanuel, for all he knew.

      Stupid. Dollar signs had marred his vision and clouded his judgment.

      He asked Nina who she worked with when she fought Pola. Maybe that’d give him a lead.

      The Golden Path, Houou’s dodgy subsidiary, she fired back. The foxes wouldn’t possibly hire a lion like me directly. But they backed off from that part of the city a while back. I don’t know what you’re fishing for, but you’re not dealing with them.

      He clicked his tongue. Annoying, but probably a good thing.

      Houou was a titan of the city on the same level as Immanuel. They were a company led, owned, and operated entirely by mystic foxes, which were a specific race of demihumans that hailed from Japan. Supposedly, Houou had some nasty history with their homeland but were thick as thieves with the US government, and therefore untouchable.

      They were also racist as hell and treated non-foxes as far beneath them. Nina’s comments about them matched Vince’s brief dealings with foxes.

      With no leads, he dropped the topic. He’d ask Fia tonight.

      The laneway beckoned and he answered its call. A mere handful of people strolled along its cramped confines, often stopping to window shop.

      Endless ranks of signs, boards, flashing magical banners, dancing wands, and all manner of obnoxious advertisements converted an otherwise cozy laneway into a terrifying example of capitalism gone wild. Vince recalled the blinding sight of the place at night, when all the signs lit up like fireworks.

      He bounced from store to store. Many of them were chain stores, or rebadged subsidiaries of chain stores. He swiftly learned to look up every store after a few disappointing encounters. In a city where everyone knew that mass produced magic tools meant shit quality, the companies pumping out that trash refused to improve their quality. Instead, they just started lying to their potential customers.

      Why improve their product when they could just con customers, slap a new name on their store, and keep the con going? No wonder Nina had given him so many warnings.

      A few enticing options proved to be a bust, including the recommended store. One had the product range, but showed less than zero interest in selling to him. The moment the succubus manning the counter told him that the price of the katana he’d been looking at was “more than he’d earn in a thousand lifetimes,” he’d fucked right off.

      Another store seemed good and let him meet the sorceress who made them, but refused to let him test his magic on them. The risk he’d be buying a dogshit focus scared him off.

      The recommended store couldn’t offer same-day turnaround. Part of the process of purchasing a focus required a sorcerer to bind it to the user. This prevented other magic-users from using it, but also unlocked its full potential. The little test that Vince put it through in-store ensured it could handle his raw power without exploding, but he couldn’t use it in battle unless it was bound to his magic.

      This was part of why he suspected he’d be paying a mint for his focus. A ready-made one would cost a fortune as it was, but paying a sorcerer to drop everything to bind it on the spot would require Vince to grease the wheels. In this case, money made no difference. The sorcerer was out of town. The end.

      As he sidled up to the last store that appeared to sell magical foci and that wasn’t a chain store, the sun began to set. The red rays reflected off the window and prevented him from easily looking through the window, so he simply wandered inside.

      A little bell went off, but the store appeared empty. Like most of the smaller stores here, it barely had enough space for two people to stand abreast. Rack after rack of jewelry, wands, weaponry, statues, and other magical knick-knacks filled the store from floor to ceiling. Raw magic exuded from the shop, thick enough to give Vince pause.

      He instantly knew he’d found the real deal. None of the other stores gave him this feeling.

      Right after he closed the door, a young woman descended from the stairs behind the counter.

      “Sorry, sorry, I’m coming,” she yelped as she darted down two steps at a time. “Um, welcome! Take a look, if there isn’t a price listed, I can tell you what it is.”

      By now, he’d gotten used to the complete lack of prices on anything expensive. One store owner said that the prices were fixed, but they left off the labels to give the appearance of being more exclusive and expensive than they truly were. Many customers wanted to feel as though they were shopping in some sort of fancy magical emporium, where they weren’t buying a product but a bespoke, crafted object just for them.

      But it wasn’t the lack of tags that threw off Vince. He eyed the young woman.

      Unlike almost every other person he’d met this afternoon, she was a human. That didn’t mean much. If a human sorceress wanted to sell magic tools, this laneway made for one of the best places to set up shop.

      No, what bothered him was the fact that he could sense magic on her. And Vince sucked at detecting magic passively.

      “You’re using a glamour,” he said.

      The woman froze, then smiled sheepishly. A hand rose to scratch her cheek.

      Mid-scratch, she exploded in a puff of smoke. When it died down, a catgirl of similar features stood in her place. Same long red hair and wide, dopey eyes, but a thin cat’s tail and tufted ears popped out from her lithe frame.

      “Sorry, meow. I figured you’d prefer seeing someone familiar,” the store owner admitted.

      A neat trick. The problem being that she’d broken that glamour without visibly casting a spell. Sure, she might have a tool on her to cast it for her, but why hadn’t Vince felt a thing? The magical emanations pouring off her remained utterly unchanged. As if she’d adjusted her glamour’s appearance without casting a spell.

      Also, what catgirls said “meow?” Wolffolk didn’t go “arf” mid-sentence, Nicki hadn’t been chirping last night, and Nina only purred when Vince combed her hair.

      “You’re still using the glamour,” he said.

      This time, she dropped the sheepish act. Her eyes narrowed and her entire body posture stiffened. She looked away.

      “Trust me, you’ll prefer me like this,” she muttered in a sharper voice, all traces of dopiness gone.

      He took a step backward. A sorceress hiding her appearance didn’t bode well for the quality of her merchandise. For all he knew, they’d fall apart once he got fifty yards away from the shop.

      “Fine, fine, just don’t leave,” she yelped out, reaching out over the counter as if to physically restrain him from running off. “Give me a moment.”

      This time, he saw her mouth move as she cast a spell. The magic around her shifted.

      Then a bundle of red fluffy tails consumed the catgirl. No, not consumed, encased. And she wasn’t a catgirl anymore.

      A young fox wearing a simple orange sundress stood behind the counter, with four red tails each nearly as large as she was. He’d guess she couldn’t be more than twenty or so, but he didn’t know if foxes aged faster or slower than humans. Ordinary beastfolk aged like humans, at least until 50 or so years of age, at which point they outlived humans. Foxes might differ.

      “Well, going to leave now?” she asked bitterly, her green eyes glaring at the counter while tears built up in the corner of her eyes.
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      “I’m surprised you’re not the one telling me to leave,” Vince admitted.

      “I get that a lot. It’s why I started using a glamour to match the race of my customers. It became a popular gimmick,” the fox said, eyes shining hopefully. “You’re not… angry? Everyone else I’ve met hates me.”

      He shrugged and stepped farther into the store to cement his interest in staying. “Foxes deserve their bad rep, given how much shit they give people, but every demihuman race shits on humans. I’d starve to death if I worried about it.”

      She bit her lip. “I’ve heard that before, but it’s strange to hear. I only moved here a year ago from New York, because of the new federal laws restricting magical catalysts. It’s impossible to do any serious magical crafting outside Aulfair anymore. Foxes back home were so welcoming and open. Here, they’re like a cult. If you’re not in it, you’re the enemy.”

      “A pretty apt description. What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Ally.”

      “Short for?”

      “Alexandra. I hated being called Alex, so Ally.” She shrugged, and all four of her tails moved with her body.

      By now, Vince had begun to peruse the various items on the racks. Little organization kept the different types of magical objects separated. A magical focus could take any form, so sometimes he picked something up, only to find out it was a tool with an embedded spell or enchantment. A few things turned out just to be fancy looking knick-knacks.

      Ally’s tails followed his every movement. Their tips drifted back and forth and pointed at him whenever he picked anything up. Sometimes, they darted around at random.

      “Is everything here crafted by you?” he asked while running his finger along the blade of a stone dagger.

      It had the right shape and looked cool, but weighed a metric fuckton. No way in hell could he swing this around in a fight for longer than five seconds. Cool magical focus. Probably suited for somebody like Nina or Pola who measured their gym weights with an extra zero.

      “Um, not quite,” Ally admitted, but raised her hands. “I make every focus myself! But most of the tools on display are made elsewhere, or from a mass-produced line. I also offer various infusions, but the cheapest ones are, um, just specialist products I resell.”

      Infusions, huh? The fact she hadn’t specified a type of infusion suggested she had more than just healing or magic restoration products on offer.

      “Why those?” he asked.

      “Because the margins are too thin, or even negative. Everyone wants a barrier ring, but will only pay peanuts.” She scowled and her tails fanned out menacingly. “I was losing money on the catalysts I used to make them, especially given the prices are…” She trailed off, aware that she probably shouldn’t talk about the prices too openly.

      “I’m an independent enforcer. I know full well where you get those catalysts from,” Vince said drily.

      “It’s so stupid,” Ally muttered. “I just want to run a store, but I had to move across the country just so I could buy ‘illegal’ catalysts from shady middlemen working for literal demons.”

      Vince nodded sympathetically, but had nothing to offer. Something told him that Ally was far older than she looked.

      After all, the US had been cracking down on magical catalysts for longer than he’d been alive. The fact she’d moved in the past year was a sign of the times and, according to Nina, likely linked to this sorcerer conference being held. But to Vince, it was just how things were. He’d been guarding catalyst shipments for a good decade now.

      When the average person heard about the illegal smuggling of independent catalysts, they likely imagined unstable magical byproducts that might explode at any moment, or were addictive, or leeched dangerous substances into the planet. Those existed, supposedly. Almost every drug in Aulfair contained some form of magic, even.

      But federal restrictions ensured that 99% of all catalyst smuggling revolved around the basic stuff used for everyday sorcery. Half-assed sorcerers like Vince barely used catalysts, but the colleges and enchanters like Ally needed them in industrial quantities. The teleportation gates that connected the world churned through pallets full of catalysts every day.

      Some of it was legally allowed, but not enough. Aulfair supplied the US with its magic fix. Hence the leniency applied by the police toward enforcers like Vince.

      “Who buys barrier rings?” he asked, changing the subject. “Casting a barrier is like the basics of basics for an enforcer.”

      He ran his fingers over the tray full of silver rings on one shelf. Dozens of them with multicolored gems set into them shined up at him. They looked as cheap as he suspected they were. Given the value of actual silver in magic, he’d bet his paycheck they were only silver-plated.

      Ally shot him an odd look. “Enforcers are the ones buying those rings. Especially beastfolk. Barriers are difficult for more aggressive schools of magic. Sure, water, earth, and their related schools get off easy, but fire and wind are a struggle. And anyone working with more cerebral schools is stuffed. Healers can’t cast barriers at all. Same goes for summoners.”

      “You know, I’m a fire user,” he said.

      “I know. You smell of ash. It’s strong.” She screwed up her nose. “Can’t say I appreciate the demonic scents I get.”

      Drat. She knew he associated with Immanuel. Given she hadn’t kicked him out, he kept looking.

      “Seems you know plenty about me and the stuff you sell,” Vince said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I don’t usually shop for foci or even magic tools. If you know your stuff, I wouldn’t mind some help.”

      “Um, with picking a focus?” Ally asked, her ears perking up.

      “That, too. But what makes your foci special? And your tools? I’ve been told to avoid certain places and buy quality, but I don’t know why I should trust you. Other than the fact you’re a fox.”

      Despite his harsh words, she nodded several times, then hopped the counter. A light hum escaped her as she flitted across the tiny store to his side. Her tails rubbed against him as she looked over the racks beside him. Not much room for her to avoid touching him in this cramped space.

      “So, how much do you already know?” she asked.

      “I use a magical focus to magic good, and I use magic tools to magic fast,” he said, only half-joking.

      Her fingers twitched, and he swore her entire expression reflexively turned to annoyance. Then she seemed to realize he was messing with her.

      “How much do you actually know?” she asked, the edges of her lips turning upward.

      “A little more than that,” Vince admitted. “I crafted my old magical focus myself, so had to learn a bit about the ins and outs.”

      “That’s impressive,” Ally said, eyes widening. “What happened to it?”

      “It, um, burned up due to overuse.” He winced at her sidelong look. “In my defense, I was using it to cast the same spell for ages.”

      “Ohhhh. Yes, endurance is an issue for fire magic. Even quality foci break or lose effectiveness when stressed.” Her eyes raked her own merchandise, as if she was already considering which she might try to sell to him. “Does it help if I start at the beginning?”

      “Might as well. I’ll tell you if you’ve gone too basic.”

      “The reason a hand-crafted focus is better is simple: magic can’t be automated, so any attempt to do so requires shortcuts that will affect the end-user. You.” Her eyes locked onto him.

      “Can’t be…” He frowned. “What?”

      “Um… Is that really not too basic? I learned this in high school.” Her eyes widened so large he thought she might turn into an anime character.

      “I’m an enforcer. School wasn’t my strong point.”

      “Ah.” Her tails waved around in what he felt was sympathy. “Well, that’s why technology is still dominant. Humans can make factories that make cars, and we can use magic to help those factories make cars faster and better. We can even make magic cars directly using magic. But what about a magic factory that makes magic cars?”

      “Uh…” Vince frowned. “You’re telling me those don’t exist?”

      “Yes, but no.” She giggled. “Sorry. Any magical part of a car must be constructed by a sorcerer, because magic can’t be automated. That’s the problem with magic, and particularly tools and foci. In magic, the work must be done by somebody. A magic tool that casts a barrier effectively requires the crafter to cast the barrier himself.”

      Vince cottoned on, especially as he’d heard similar things before. “You’re telling me that you sit in your workshop casting a barrier spell hundreds of times on rings?”

      Her tails flailed around wildly, yet somehow missed every shelf and the items on them. They hit Vince, though. “Heavens, no! But we do have to cast the equivalent amount of magic. It’s exhausting work. Imagine what it takes to mass produce them?”

      He did. Staring at the tray of silver rings, he imagined a bunch of sorcerers, their minds numb to life, casting barrier spells day-in, day-out, for probably not much money.

      “I’m guessing that’s why the materials are so cheap,” he said.

      “That’s more complicated, but ties into foci. I bet you’ve been taught that magic exists all around us, just waiting to be unlocked with your spells?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, that’s not really true. Magic isn’t like the old concept of aether that humans thought up to explain light. Instead, it’s more like light itself.”

      Vince’s blank look suggested she had gone too far in the opposite direction.

      “Um, let’s skip this part.” Ally grimaced. “Anyway, magic interacts with physical matter in specific ways. It binds to living matter, which is why people can cast spells. You use the magic inside you. But catalysts are different. They’re more like coal or oil, where magic has built up over time and it can be extracted.”

      “Did you just tell me that catalysts are non-renewable?”

      “Some are. But we can create others, such as herbs, specific woods, and even some crystals or ores that can be grown with magic,” she explained. “The trick is that not all magic is the same. Just as you have a specific affinity for fire, catalysts have affinities for certain uses in crafting or spellcasting. If we run out of one, we need to replace it with an equivalent.”

      “So why can I just drink energy drinks and be fine?” he asked.

      “Those use very specific types of catalysts that are non-toxic when consumed. Infusions are similar, but often include more dangerous catalysts that need to be purified.” Ally bit her lip. “Um, you really shouldn’t ask what’s in infusions. People often get really weirded out by them and refuse to take them.”

      “Don’t ask how the sausage gets made, got it.” He nodded along. “So, what makes your foci so special then? You said this ties in. I don’t follow.”

      “The third way magic interacts with physical matter is conductivity. Just as some elements are more electrically conductive, the same applies with magic. This also applies to different affinities once more. Even the shapes and styles of foci affect your magic. Wind magic users need sleek and fast, whereas earth magic users are all about big and bulky.”

      “And what about all the batons and wands I see?”

      “Oh. Those are fairly universal. Wands and staves are good at nearly everything, but excel at nothing. Excellent for a spellcaster using multiple schools of magic. They’re often made of sturdy but old woods, often with a copper or aluminum core.”

      Huh. He stroked his chin. Then he pointed at the stone dagger from earlier.

      “What about that one?” he asked.

      “Oh. Earth or light magic. Stone and dense metals excel for earth magic, but light magic prefers older materials. I crafted this with lionfolk in mind, as their kind often have affinities for both.”

      Sounded like something for Nina. He’d been on the money. Even the weight came into play.

      “If you know my school and my power, can you recommend a focus? I need something light, sturdy, and capable of channeling a lot of power for a long time,” he said.

      Ally’s humming returned as she looked over her merchandise once more.

      “Fire, endurance, lightweight, good for combat,” she mumbled.

      “And good enough to support my power,” he added.

      Her look suggested that went without saying and she puffed out her nonexistent chest. “Every one of my foci can withstand the worst you can throw at it. I craft these for every race. Demons, foxes, humans, beastfolk, and even elementals.”

      “You ever sell to an elemental?” he asked, genuinely surprised.

      She winced and rubbed her neck sheepishly. “Well, not yet. I can’t imagine one ever coming out here.”

      Neither could Vince. Elementals bordered on literal deities and wouldn’t waste their time in a dinky little store like this one.

      Ally looked back at the racks. Her tails rose up moments before she stood on her tiptoes to reach for a long red cane near the top of the shelves.

      Before Vince could help her, she mumbled something and the cane shot into her hands.

      “This should work perfectly,” she said. “It’s actually a dual focus, so it might cost a bit more, but you might need the flexibility.”

      “A… what?” Vince stared down at the long shaft of red wood.

      To him, it looked like a long, polished piece of wood. He knew far too little about wood to guess what type it might be. It had a handle with silver grooves that ran beneath it and into the cane itself.

      Wait, into the cane?

      “Is this a sword cane?” he asked.

      “That’s right,” Ally said, nodding enthusiastically. “The cane itself is made from giant sequoia redwood and has darkened due to being imbued with magic-infused ash. This makes it excellent at tolerating extended fire magic use without any reduction in efficacy.”

      Vince nodded, recalling her earlier explanation about how specific materials affected magic differently.

      He already knew some of this, too. Wood worked well for fire magic due to its close affinity with fire in nature. The problem was that affinity also tended to consume the wood over time, which eventually destroyed his old focus.

      Even so, he failed to understand what made this extra special.

      If he was going to shell out a ton of cash—on Alessia’s behalf, maybe, but he only got to do this once—he wanted to be certain of his decision.

      “What makes it better than other wood?” he asked.

      “Giant sequoia is a pyrophyte, meaning it has adapted to fire. The ash goes without saying.” Ally grinned at him, then drew the sword out of the cane.

      The blade itself appeared to be silver, but looked otherwise unimpressive. Thin, barely pointed, and unmarked by any runes or other magic.

      “This is what makes it a dual focus. The sword and cane can be used separately, with different purposes, or together. The blade and grooves on the cane are crafted from a tungsten-rhenium alloy, with trace additions of specific magical catalysts. I don’t know if it’s a good sword, but metals with high melting points and thermal conductivity make for excellent fire magic amplifiers.”

      “Rhenium?” Vince blinked repeatedly.

      “It’s a rare metal,” she said patiently. “A lot of fire foci use common tool steels, typically with molybdenum or tungsten, but—”

      He felt even more lost after she said something that sounded like utter gibberish. Raising a hand to stop her, he took the sword cane.

      “So the cane has endurance, and the sword makes my spells vastly more powerful.” He frowned while holding the focus in two separate hands. “Does that mean the sword will break if I use it too much?”

      “No, but it will rapidly decrease in efficacy. Metal foci are durable in fire magic, but hit a sort of cliff. Or like trying to force your magic through a wall of pressure. You’ll understand when you use it. It will work well, then just fight everything you do.”

      That sounded like a great way to get killed. Then again, that’s why this was a dual focus, he supposed.

      He twirled the sword and cane a few times to get a feel for its heft and even placed it against his belt to understand what it might look like. Ally’s giggle suggested it looked silly.

      They lived in the 21st century. A sword cane made him look like someone who walked around with a fedora and large coat, both of which he lacked.

      With that said, a lot of enforcers toted around far stupider things. Wands, clubs, great swords that looked like movie props, and even firearms.

      Honestly, who used guns in this day and age? Sure, Vince’s head might pop like a balloon if someone shot him with the oversized cannons the military used, but most beastfolk were built like tanks. And anyone could buy a barrier ring for a few hundred bucks that would shrug off anything short of a heavy fifty cal rifle. The ones Ally sold probably stopped tank shells.

      “Is it fine if I test it?” he asked.

      “You won’t break it,” Ally said, gesturing for him to go ahead.

      He certainly tried, pumping as much magic into the sword and cane separately as he could. After doing this a few times, the high from the energy soup at lunch had worn off. He’d grab an energy drink on the way home.

      Ally’s confidence proved true. The foci remained resilient in the face of his onslaught. He relaxed and his whole body slumped after his second attempt.

      But the fox stared at him with her tails standing bolt upright and her ears pricked. Her jaw struggled to pick itself off the floor.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, too tired to sound like the smartass he wanted to be.

      “You’re a lot stronger than I thought,” she mumbled. “Unrefined, though. Like a huge chunk of high-quality ore that’s come out of a terrible processing plant.”

      “Thanks, I think,” he said.

      She popped behind the counter and rifled behind the counter. Seconds later, she plinked a tiny pink vial on the wooden countertop.

      “Drink this. Consider it part of the package.”

      A magic restoring infusion, if he guessed correctly. They’d yet to discuss price, so Vince held off on drinking the contents of the vial. For all he knew, this cost a thousand dollars and she’d charge him six figures for the focus.

      “Let’s talk price,” he said.

      She blinked. “Oh. Then it’s on the house. Drink it. Really. I’m worried you’re going to collapse.”

      From that? He held back a snort.

      “If I was going to collapse from just doing that twice, I’d be dead long ago,” he said. “But I won’t say no to a gift.”

      The infusion tasted like strawberries and gave him the sensation of somebody landing butterfly kisses along the inside of his throat on the way down. His entire body buzzed as though he’d guzzled an entire fridge full of energy drinks in one go.

      Something told him that he shouldn’t have drunk that. Ally overestimated how badly he’d burned his reserves and now he felt as though he was a rocket going to the moon.

      “Price,” he ground out, trying to get rid of the stars in his vision.

      “Just so you know, I don’t haggle,” Ally warned him. “Everything is hand-crafted, and with catalyst prices the way they are—”

      “I get it.” Each passing second allowed him to get a better grip on reality, but also felt like agony.

      She reeled off a number that sounded a lot like every penny he had. Possibly more. If he hadn’t been given the extra by Fia, he’d be shit out of luck.

      “I…” He hesitated, not because he didn’t want the sword cane, but because he physically couldn’t speak.

      Then he heard a thunk and wondered when Ally had recast her glamour. More importantly, why she had used her glamour to look like the ceiling.

      Then he passed out.
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      Vince dreamed of fluffy tails. He also dreamed of massages by strong, sturdy hands big enough to close around his skull and crush it like a melon. If he cared to admit it, he probably dreamed of some naughtier things involving the woman attached to those hands, but admitting that tended to make things weird so he kept the horny thoughts locked away during everyday life.

      When he awoke, a pleasant scent wafted through his nostrils, like what he’d expect from walking past one of those candle stores or herbal medicine places. Woody, but not harsh. Humming greeted his ears.

      “Oh, you’re awake,” Ally said before appearing in his vision. Her tails swirled around behind her as she leaned over him.

      Retracing his steps mentally, Vince failed to understand how he’d ended up in what appeared to be Ally’s house. He recalled buying the sword cane and then having some totally awesome battle with it, and then…

      Wait, no, that might have been a dream. His back no longer ached, however. Had Nina dropped by and given him a massage in his sleep?

      Uh, did that mean something else hadn’t been a dream?

      Ally spotted him rubbing his back as he sat up on the floor. “I gave you a healing infusion after you collapsed in my store, so those bruises on your back should be healed. It took me a while to realize you’d overdosed on magic after drinking the infusion. Um, I thought you’d be drained dry after using so much at once. Sorry about that.”

      Vince calmed down. Okay, so everything had been a dream after the cane. He slowly pieced his memories back together, shoved certain things into a compartment he ignored, and took stock.

      The room he sat in was tiny, as if he was inside the shop, but not. Shelves stacked with various bowls, drawers labeled with names like “palladium shavings”, and glass beakers. A desk with all manner of strange objects stood to one side and had been where Ally had approached from.

      He lay atop a pile of blankets and a soft pillow had been where he’d rested. The remnants of a magic circle drawn in chalk surrounded him.

      “I’m above your store, aren’t I? This is your workshop,” he said slowly.

      “Yes. Once I realized you weren’t in serious danger, I brought you up here, cast a simple ritual to draw out the excess magic, then kept working.” Ally shrugged. “If I called an ambulance, I didn’t know if you had proper insurance coverage. Mine wouldn’t cover me for this.”

      “Mine doesn’t either,” he said. “Thanks.”

      “I caused it. Sorry. Again.”

      He shook the issue off, then stood.

      And immediately froze when he saw the darkness out the window.

      “Shit, what time is it?” he asked.

      “Um, a little before 8?” Ally said, glancing at an analog clock on the wall.

      Alessia and Fia hadn’t indicated what “tonight” meant. Given how late she’d been conducting business last night, Vince forced himself to relax. If the Lionettis had a dedicated bar for their enforcer captains, they worked late nights.

      “Is something wrong?” Ally asked, eyes wide. “Should I have awoken you earlier?”

      “No, it’s fine. I just need to finish our earlier business.” He pointed downstairs. “I need to buy that cane.”

      Ally bit her lip. “Are you sure?”

      Why the change of heart?

      A lack of weight in his pockets felt very real. Vince patted himself down, then saw his phone, wallet, and keys laying on a nearby shelf.

      His phone, like everyone’s, had magical encryption. She found nothing on it, surely. The worst thing his keyring had on it was a stupid lion mascot that Nina had bought for him on a trip two years ago.

      Which left his wallet. The one full of all the cash he’d been paid by Immanuel and the Lionettis. Given Ally knew his profession, she could easily guess he lived off cash.

      “You went through my wallet,” he said flatly.

      “It’s more accurate to say it fell open to a gigantic pile of notes when I checked your pockets,” she muttered. “The wad you have in there is massive.”

      “And?”

      “I can’t take all of that.”

      So he hadn’t misheard. The sword cane basically cost everything he had.

      Ordinarily, this would be where he’d be an asshole and pressure this little fox into giving him a hefty discount. She’d poisoned him, caused him to miss some important job, and was now giving him a hard time about how much money he had?

      But fortune had smiled on him today. He could be a decent guy for once.

      “Fortunately for me, somebody else is picking up the tab,” he said. “So long as you give me a receipt, I get reimbursed. So just think of my parting with all that cash as a temporary farewell.”

      “Not too temporary,” she said with a pout. “I’m keeping those notes if you buy the cane. You can find new notes.”

      “That’s not what I…” He sighed. “Anyway, I’d like to buy the sword cane. I should grab some dinner, make sure my roommate doesn’t go crazy and do something rash because I’m missing and ignoring her messages, and then go see my boss.”

      Ally tilted her head before ducking off down the stairs.

      Before she returned, Vince checked his phone to the expected barrage of messages and missed calls from Nina.

      He dismissed all the notifications and sent her a single message that said, I’m fine. Stuff happened, but I got my magical focus. If you’re at home, I’ll see you there.

      He slipped his phone and keys into his pocket, then pulled the money out of his wallet. Ally returned with the expected catalyst and a pair of printed receipts.

      “Um, I want you to double check that this is the same cane,” she said. “Lots of merchants swindle their customers by switching out the foci, so I want you to know I never do that.”

      Given she’d knocked him out, a wary customer might assume this had been her intention all along. Although she might have tried swiping some of his money, the odds of succeeding were too low given he might wake up, find the money gone, and take revenge. And while Aulfair felt lawless, cold-blooded murder remained highly illegal.

      Enforcers could kill one another, but the police looked dimly upon all other forms of violence.

      Vince tested the sword cane, found it matched expectations, and sheathed it. Then he handed her basically all his cash.

      Ally dutifully tottered off to her desk and began counting out the notes far faster than he could. He was working in the five figures here, and she flew through the mass of notes like an expert. Many customers paid with large sums of cash, evidently. Enforcers like him, he supposed.

      To his surprise, she returned with a good thousand dollars, which left him better off than he’d expected.

      “It’s not discounted,” she assured him while pressing the money and a receipt into his hands. “I’m guessing you didn’t pay that much attention when you got given all this money to buy a focus.”

      He could have sworn he had. But trying to even remember the exact figure she’d quoted him remained difficult. He shrugged off the problem and looked at the receipt she gave him.

      This time, his gaze was far more accusatory.

      “You said you get reimbursed, right?” she mumbled, unable to look him in the eyes. “That’s still a believable price for something of that quality.”

      He sighed. “Let’s not discuss this. At all. Ever. This never happened and I paid this price.”

      Ally had inflated the figure on the receipt by at least 50%. He seriously hoped Alessia’s profligacy helped him get away with this.

      Between this and Fia’s extra funds, he’d gotten insanely lucky. Part of him worried he might need the extra cash for the job, however. A police fine might still wipe out every penny he had.

      But if he saved every penny for the possibility of a fine, he might get destroyed by nastier surprises. The pre-payment had been to help him prepare for the job.

      A prepared enforcer was one that might survive the job. Vince liked living.

      “How much do your infusions cost?” he asked.

      She blinked. “Um, I think you should save—”

      “Not for tonight,” he corrected. “I’m buying a fancy focus for good reason, and I might need some powerful infusions soon.”

      “Oh. The cheap ones are around the same prices as at drugstores and clinics, but way better. My good magic infusions will run you a hundred a pop, the healing ones between a hundred and a thousand.”

      A thousand…

      “Fuck,” he breathed out.

      “That’s what you pay for a fox’s healing magic,” Ally said, proudly sticking out her chest. “Broken bones, curses, magical burns—I promise that my top-shelf infusions can heal anything short of a meister-tier spell. My magic restoring infusions will top you up instantly no matter how run down you are.”

      Well, he could vouch for the magic restoring infusion.

      “I’ll be back for a few when I need them,” he said, making his return visit sound more certain than it was.

      After all, he might decide he didn’t need them. Sure, he had money, but a thousand dollars for a single-use healing infusion? Clinics only charged a couple hundred or so for basic infusions, which made her cheaper infusions sound attractive, but the pricey one…

      Well, it beat a hospital visit and definitely beat death. He did question what side-effects there might be.

      Ally quickly bound his new magical focus to him at her desk in a process so quick he genuinely wondered why some stores took weeks to do it. Although she had taken a droplet of his blood to do so.

      Afterward, he said farewell to Ally, wandered outside, and was nearly blinded by the lights. The little laneway had lit up like a Christmas tree. Cursing, he stumbled away.

      Nina’s reply message indicated she’d be home and specifically hadn’t stolen his share of the hot water. That sounded as if she had been about to take it, and probably would if he didn’t come home soon.

      More to the point, if he wanted to grab dinner, go home, and then visit the Lionettis, he couldn’t afford to spend an hour on the subway.

      He pulled out his phone and messaged Nicki.

      Ten minutes, she messaged back.

      He sent her a thumbs up and wandered over to his favorite fast-food joint. After some aggressive flirting from a wolfgirl who apparently chose her job for the sole purpose of finding her soulmate, he got his very shitty dinner.

      “Wow, you’re eating this junk two nights in a row?” Nicki asked once she found him halfway through a double stacker burger.

      “It’s like crack and I’m an addict,” he said.

      “It costs a mint. How do you afford this stuff all the time?”

      “I did say it was like crack.”

      Nicki snorted, then sat down. No lycra tonight, although she stuck to all-covering clothes. A plastic-looking aqua jacket and skintight black fabric pants. No shoes, given her talons, but she still wore those cushions. She looked cute, all told.

      “I’ll need you for two trips, with a short break in between,” he told her. “Then a third later on, probably much later at night, if you’re still available.”

      “Things went well with your new employer?” she asked, eyes narrowed.

      “Very well. The one downside is that I might need transport during the day at times. I suspect that I can’t do everything at night.”

      Nicki bit her lip and looked away. “So, lots of opportunity, but not all for me?”

      He didn’t answer and instead bit into his burger.

      “Whatever.” She shook her head. “Tonight’s easy. Wings ‘politely requested’ that I stick to parcel or food deliveries. Apparently a lot of fliers got shunted off passenger transport with this conference coming up.”

      “PR.”

      “Yup. Parcels pay shit, as all the good stuff is done by proper security companies. Nobody trusts some random courier on a fucking app with anything important. It’s like a couple of bucks to fly across the damn city. And fuck doing food. The worst fucking people.” She sighed and grabbed a handful of his fries. “So, yeah, I’m yours. Uh, probably shouldn’t say that before naming a price.”

      He shrugged. A small part of his mind was churning with this info, especially given the magnitude of the job in front of him.

      Ordinarily, his enforcer jobs involved teams backing him. He didn’t handle everything himself.

      Alessia hadn’t explained the full details, but the more he thought about the work ahead of him, the more he understood why she was willing to pay him tens of thousands of dollars. Fia might provide some support, but Vince needed to do everything. Plan, organize transport, avoid the cops, fight, escape, and probably far more.

      Relying on Wings for literally any of his transportation sounded insane.

      “Let’s talk about this once you pick me up at the end of the night,” he said.

      “What, about my price? Fuck no, I’m not flying—” Nicki snapped, kicking up a fuss.

      “Not that. About the next few weeks,” he said.

      She blinked. “Oh. Uh, sure… And tonight?”

      He flicked her the addresses. She named a figure.

      Insanity overcame him. Probably because of all the generosity he’d received today.

      “Double it,” he said.

      Nicki stared at him. “Did your employer replace you with a magical clone today? Or fuck you into happiness?”

      “No. Are you sort to stare a gift horse in the mouth?”

      “I dunno. Is the horse likely to spew out an army of soldiers overnight and burn my city down?”

      “That’s not what that saying refers to.”

      “Then no. I’ll take your money.” She frowned. “And I mean just that. This is a no-frills attached thing, you know? I fly you around, we talk shit, I steal some of your food, and that’s it. I’m not laying eggs for you like I know some fliers do for tips.”

      He blinked. “Fucking what?”

      “It’s a big side-hustle. Some guys pay big cash to have their morning Wings taxi do a lot more than just fly them around.”

      “Oh, you were being metaphorical about the egg laying.” Just like when Alessia had been talking about puppies and Pola earlier.

      “Nah, I’m pretty sure the egg laying is a physical thing that comes after the fucking for us.”

      “This conversation is over.”

      He gobbled down his burger and practically hurled the fries at Nicki. She cackled on the way up to the balcony, shoving the fries down her maw as if she’d claimed a prize.

      When they arrived at his apartment, Nicki remained crouched on the railing. She shrugged at his look.

      “What? You said this would be a short wait,” she said. “I’m a harpy. Sitting on tall places doing nothing for hours at a time is my jam.”

      “How soul destroying.”

      “Feh. You should try it sometime. It helps pass the time on days when you’d rather the world just pass you by.”

      “Maybe another day.”

      Vince unlocked the balcony door and slipped inside, leaving Nicki to stare over his shoulder. A blast of heat practically scorched his face. Nina had turned the heat way up tonight. Their winter electricity bill would be mean if she was already feeling the cold. Tonight merely felt brisk to him.

      A plate full of bones indicated Nina had recently eaten but failed to clean up. The TV played footage of some nature documentary. About lions, of course. The narrator said something about how lions mated up to 50 times in 24 hours.

      Fortunately, beastfolk didn’t take after their animalistic kin that closely.

      Finally, he spotted his quarry. Nina’s head poked out from the bathroom door, her eyes wide.

      “If I walk in there, am I going to see something I shouldn’t?” he asked.

      “You’ve seen my tits and ass plenty,” Nina said with a tiny smirk. “Um…”

      “Is there hot water left?”

      “I didn’t get a chance to use it…”

      Oh, good, he’d arrived just in time.

      “Get dressed and get out. I want to clean up before I meet with the Lionettis again. They want me to—”

      “The fucking who?” Nicki squawked from outside, clearly eavesdropping.

      The flapping of feathers against glass and metal filled the apartment as she pushed her way through the door with a wide-eyed expression. Then she stopped dead and stared at Nina, who had stepped out of the bathroom during the fuss.

      “Holy fucking shit, those are bigger than my head,” Nicki said, jaw dropping. “How do you carry those without breaking your spine?”

      “Friend of yours?” Nina asked, voice low. She crossed her arms over her chest, which did little for her modesty given her bottom half remained bare.

      “She’s carrying me around town,” Vince said, trying to keep his voice steady.

      His instinctive reaction to Nina’s voice turn was caution and some level of defensiveness. What got her back up?

      “Carrying?” Nina blinked and her posture loosened. “Oh. She’s from Wings?”

      “Kinda…” Nicki scratched her hair while her hip-wings flapped about nervously. “I’m, uh, doing personal jobs for Vince.”

      “How personal?” That dangerous tone returned.

      “Not that personal!” Nicki snapped. “Fuck, why does everyone assume one-on-one jobs are about egg laying? I mentioned this to my roommate, and she immediately assumed I’d be a beached whale in a week.”

      Nina grinned and winked at Vince. “Aww, you got rejected.”

      “Knock it off,” he told her. “You could try not making every encounter I have with another woman so damn awkward. Given the job I have, Nicki’s closer to a business associate.”

      “Job… Oh, shit. The Mafia. They’re not going to eat me, right? I’ve heard stories about those crazies.” Nicki immediately forgot about the lion’s teasing and her wings closed around her body like a shield.

      “I… didn’t think wolffolk actually ate other beastfolk.” Vince looked at Nina, who shook her head.

      “Nah, only the actual crazies. The Lionetti pack have fun with men, but they’re not cannibals. Immortals might eat us ‘lesser races,’ though.” Nina pursed her lips. “It’s illegal, though.”

      Laws tended to be taken as mere suggestions by demons and other immortals. When one outlived legal systems, they took a dim view of them.

      “But, yes, I’m working for the Lionetti Family. That’s why I’ll need transport for the next few weeks,” he told Nicki. “I’m ironing out the details tonight. Now take a seat if you don’t want to sit on the balcony. I need to clean up.”

      She nodded then began circling the apartment with long strides of her bony, taloned legs. Meanwhile, Nina vanished into the bathroom for a few moments, before reemerging in a t-shirt and shorts. This shirt read “Apex Predator” and depicted a funnel full of meat falling into a lionfolk’s mouth.

      Right before Vince closed the door to the bathroom, she slipped inside. He froze.

      “Um, I like to shower alone?” he said.

      She scoffed. “Don’t let your imagination go too wild. But she is just carrying you around?”

      “I met her last night.”

      “Yeah, and you might have railed her all afternoon.” Nina leaned in close and took a big sniff of his head while gripping his shoulder. “You smell like fox. Where the hell have you been?”

      “Shopping. I need you to vet my receipt, by the way. For, uh, reasons. Now shoo.”

      He pushed Nina out of the bathroom. Or more accurately, pretended to while she left under her own power. Like hell he could force her to do anything without using magic.

      After showering, shaving, and cleaning up better than he had for weeks—and realizing he probably should have done this before meeting Alessia at lunch—he stepped back into the apartment. His clothes seemed fine, as he’d barely done anything today and the cold weather meant he hadn’t sweat.

      Outside, Nina and Nicki sat together on the couch watching some travel show about Europe. A dragon nested atop a pristine castle while tourists milled about taking pictures and the narrator prattled on about the secret ties between this draconic family and the Holy Roman Empire.

      “You’ve been there?” Nicki asked, eyes wide.

      “Yeah, I managed to scrounge together enough leave and money for a backpacking trip years ago. Ended up so broke afterward I got stuck living here ever since.” Nina scratched her cheek, which reddened for some reason. “I’ve been scrounging for another one ever since, but work is work.”

      “Shit. I can’t even imagine leaving Aulfair. That’s amazing.”

      “You’re a harpy, right? Can’t you just fly off to the mountains? You don’t even need to hike. Just fuck off and see the country whenever you feel like.”

      “I have rent to pay. Plus, rangers charge us fees for hanging out in trees overnight near Mount Rainier. It’s bullshit.” Nicki’s expression turned bitter at the reminder that the world ran on money, even in the middle of nature.

      “So you have left Aulfair,” he said while wandering over to Nina.

      “I mean, yeah, obviously. But I haven’t been out of state, if that’s what you mean. Even Seattle is a bridge too far.”

      “I can run to Seattle,” Nina said drily.

      “You can. I’d probably die halfway there,” Vince corrected. “But she is right, Nicki. Aulfair’s a bubble. A tiny little state that sorcerers created a century ago when magic got revealed to the world. There’s more to see.”

      Clearly uncomfortable with the direction of the discussion, Nicki looked around for a way to change the topic. Her eyes locked onto the long red cane on his hip.

      “Hey, what’s with the cane? Did one of the mafia wolves gnaw on your bones and give you a limp?” she asked.

      Nina blinked, then rose from her slouch to stare at his new acquisition.

      Taking the change in topic in stride, Vince fished the receipt from his pocket and tossed it to Nina. “It’s my new magical focus. What do you make of the receipt, Nina?”

      “Looks fancy…” she trailed off.

      Then her entire body tensed like a spring, before practically exploding. The end of her tail puffed out and her ears frizzed up as if she’d been charged with static electricity. Vince made out the sheer density of the muscles along her bare thighs and arms and worried if she might shred his receipt. Or the couch.

      “Have you lost your fucking mind?” she screamed. “I told you to avoid the rich shit places! Did somebody sell you the cane Dracula was buried with or something?”

      Nicki’s hand slowly reached for the receipt, as she couldn’t quite read it, but Nina saw her moving and snatched it away. The lion rolled over the top of the couch. Her weight nearly tipped it over, causing the harpy to squawk and take flight for a moment.

      “So it’s too expensive?” Vince asked, feeling his heart drop.

      Shit, Ally had inflated the price too much.

      “No fucking shit. I can’t believe you blew so much cash, even if you got a great job. The cane could be blessed by the dragons who supported King Arthur and you’d still be a fucking moron.”

      “I’m not paying for it myself. Alessia Lionetti will repay it… so long as she doesn’t flip out at the cost.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Your reaction tells me I spent too much.”

      Nina’s anger vanished in the blink of an eye. Which was fortunate, as she had been about to slam one of her hands on his shoulder and probably crush it.

      “Wait, repay?” She glanced at the receipt, then the cane, before pursing her lips. “Gimme the cane.”

      Despite asking, she simply took it. She twirled it in her hands, then drew the sword out. Nicki gasped at the sight of the hidden blade, but the lion had likely known it was a sword cane from the start.

      “Is this why I smelled the fox on you?” Nina asked.

      “Yes. I found one selling magical foci,” he explained.

      “Then you ripped her off something fierce. I’m not going to ask why a fox of all races is selling to a human, but they’d usually sell to us for ten times as much. There might be something wrong with it, or with her…”

      “She’s not from Aulfair.”

      “Oooh.” Nina nodded as if that explained everything. “Yeah, that might explain it. Still, take what you’ve got. It’ll probably explode one day, but it’s better than nothing and free.”

      Vince had hoped for drastically more than “better than nothing,” but Nina’s wariness came purely from the fact this seemed too good to be true. Honestly, he probably should have been warier of Ally.

      But the sight of a young fox nearly crying because all her customers ran away because of her race had caused his street smarts to evaporate. He might have been conned.

      “She sells high-grade infusions for a grand each,” he added, curious of Nina’s thoughts.

      She let out a whistle, while Nicki began spluttering from where she leaned against the back of the couch.

      “That sounds pricey, but you can’t easily buy good healing infusions. Back when I needed them, there were wait lists. Too many customers, too few suppliers. It’s backbreaking labor to craft infusions. These days, with skyrocketing catalyst prices, anything useful in a fight might run you a month’s rent and take longer to buy.”

      “So, she’s worth the risk.”

      “You can either pay her and risk the infusion going bad, or risk not having any infusions for a fight at all in the next few weeks. Especially with the conference drying up the catalyst supply.” Nina shrugged. “Because I’m betting you don’t have a month if the Lionettis are paying for a focus out of their own pocket.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      The lion sheathed the sword cane and tossed it back to him along with the receipt. He slid it back on his belt.

      With his mentor’s seal of approval, he took a photo of the receipt and sent it to Alessia. She might question the gap between the purchase time and sending it, but he’d just explain it away as eating dinner.

      “You ate?” Nina asked after sitting back down.

      “Yeah,” he and Nicki both answered at the same time.

      Well, he hadn’t known if Nicki had eaten properly, but assumed she wasn’t just referring to the fries she stole.

      “Then get a move on.” The lion waved at the door before wandering over to the fridge. “This job is huge, isn’t it? The sooner you start it, the sooner you know what you’re in for. And the sooner you’re free from Quintus’s claws.”

      “I don’t think he’ll let me out of his grasp that easily,” Vince said darkly. “And I’m independent anyway. It’s easy enough to work for more than one company.”

      Nina’s tail lashed in response to his comment as she cracked open a beer and slammed the fridge shut with her rear. “Careful with words like that. Our independence is supposed to go both ways, but our employers think it only goes one way. To them, we’re expendable but they still own us. Only play that card when absolutely necessary.”

      Alessia’s comment about wanting a “partner” floated to the forefront of Vince’s mind. He nodded in understanding.

      The Lionettis would demand loyalty, even if they might not offer him the same in return. Quintus could wait until he understood his new boss better.

      Nicki appeared lost, but her eyes flickered back and forth between the balcony and Vince. “So… are we going?”

      “Yeah.” He scratched his chin. “I’ll put my laundry on when I return.”

      “Laundry?” Nina tilted her head as she slumped in the couch next to him. “Oh, right. Where are my clothes? You usually fold them and leave them on my bed.”

      He stared at her, then ran a hand down his face. “Scratch that, Nicki. I’ll be back.”

      Figured that Nina paid no attention to any potential chores. He stumbled into the apartment’s laundry and saw the washing machine blinking at him. The clothes sat, soaking, in the bottom of it.

      Not his problem. At least Nina kept her suits separate to her regular clothes, and it had been too cold to even think of airdrying to save on electricity. He dumped her clothes in the dryer, switched it on, then left.

      Nina pouted at him when he came out. “They’ve been sitting there all day, haven’t they?”

      “I forgot I put them on before leaving,” he admitted. “Thought I’d get back after lunch, or that you’d at least put them in the dryer when you got home.”

      “Most days I get home around now, asshole.” She shook her can at him, then panicked as it frothed up and nearly overflowed.

      With Nina’s mouth firmly closed over the lid of her beer can, he took the opportunity to flee.

      “I won’t be back until late. Get some proper rest and don’t sleep on the couch,” he told Nina.

      She freed herself from her beer. “Yes, Daddy.”

      “Don’t forget to brush your teeth,” he added.

      Her eyes flashed and he knew he’d pushed things too far. Time to bail.

      Nicki hopped onto the railing and looked expectantly at him. He waved her up in the air. Every second she took was a chance that Nina might reach out and drag him back in.

      No sudden lion beatings happened, and they soared off toward downtown once again.
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      Nicki flew toward the harbor and over downtown, past the morass of skyscrapers that dominated Aulfair’s skyline. Their destination lay on the other side of the bay. A dense sea of stout offices, apartment complexes, casinos, shopping malls, and other medium density buildings crowded the area.

      Most of the city’s residents knew this part of town as Albion, although it contained several smaller districts. Supposedly, Aulfair had grown out from it long ago before effectively gobbling up other nearby towns and cities as it grew. To the sorcerers who founded Aulfair, the city had been a refuge and the term “Albion” reflected that. An “island” to escape to.

      Times had changed, given Aulfair’s role in doling out magic to the rest of the country. These days, Albion was the old part of town, with few skyscrapers to ruin its aesthetic and impinge the property values of the investments of the wealthy who owned the place. Real business happened across the bay, but those doing that business often lived in Albion.

      They kept flying. For a moment, Vince worried they’d end up in the dense sprawl of slums that stretched out beyond Albion, much like where he lived on the other side of the city.

      Then Nicki began descending toward a small collection of skyscrapers on the far edge of Albion. With how few towers this area of the city contained, these stuck out like sore thumbs.

      A handful of other birdfolk fluttered about in the skies around them, but none came down to land. Restaurants appeared non-existent and the offices had shuttered for the day, leaving only emergency lights on.

      Although some of the skyscrapers had more lights on than others and plenty of obnoxiously bright billboards beamed ads into the night.

      “Well, we’re here,” Nicki said. “Can’t say I come to this part of the city much.”

      “Why not? I mean, I don’t, but you seem to know the place.”

      She scoffed and placed a hand on one bony hip. “I know Aulfair like the back of my hand. This area is seedy as hell. Bars, unlicensed casinos, brothels, a shady business park. It’s mafia turf. Taking trips from here is as bad as the warehouses I picked you up from. You never know when you’re picking up some drunken lout who’ll mistake you for the floozy he just railed, and they never tip.”

      “In that case, I’m surprised you didn’t come here more often. You seemed desperate.”

      A grimace overcame here. “I wasn’t always so desperate. But like I said, folks here don’t tip. The cashed-up assholes gambling up there?” She pointed to the top of the skyscraper next to them. “They’re not using Wings to get around. The warehouses were dangerous, but I had no clue what I’d pick up.”

      She raked him with her gaze and a grin. Clearly she appreciated what she’d picked up.

      Speaking of which, he reached for his wallet. She stopped him.

      “Pay me after I pick you up later,” she said. “Not like I’m going anywhere and it’ll, um, keep me from being tempted.”

      He blinked, but nodded and left his cash where it was.

      “I’ll be a few hours at minimum. Go stretch your wings,” he said. “No reason to hang around here.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Nicki fluttered away.

      Three skyscrapers of varying heights bordered the park she’d dropped him off in. A fountain trickled somewhere in the distance behind some gardens. Cars rumbled along a nearby avenue and Vince saw a few pull into an underground parking garage. Almost nobody walked the streets, save for a couple of suited security guards. Wolffolk, naturally.

      He knew his destination and headed for it. Naturally, it was by far the biggest building around. Figured that Lionetti Tower would dominate the skyline out here.

      The skyscraper looked dated, but who knew what magic lay within the structure. Many buildings in Aulfair had all sorts of magical reinforcement and barriers within them, to say nothing of the pocket dimensions that sorcerers sometimes constructed. The square footage of pocket dimensions remained subject to property taxes, so most landlords built in some way to monitor the activities of their tenants.

      This building contained the unlicensed casino that Nicki had pointed out and the lobby looked flash enough to allow Vince to believe it. A sleek black marble atrium carved out from the bottom dozen stories of the tower in the shape of a cross, lined with greenery and glittering crystal statues of unfamiliar beastfolk in the nude. Classical music emanated from hidden speakers.

      Halfway across the atrium, and therefore to the elevators on the far side, a pair of security guards emerged from a hidden door in the wall. Their wolf ears twitched when Vince’s gaze raked over them and they rolled their shoulders. Both carried batons at their waists, one metal and the other wood.

      Enforcers, and probably weak ones if they were rocking such basic magic foci. Big box stores sold ones this simple. Vince even made out a brand name on the side of one. He also recognized the barrier rings on their fingers, although he doubted they’d be as good as Ally’s.

      “Evening, sir,” one of them asked with a nod of his head. “Where are you going? You look lost.”

      Vince looked nothing of the sort, but he knew this dance well. “Evening. I’m heading up. Got a business meeting that I’m running late for.”

      “Business, huh? Not many places open this late.” The guard’s ears twitched.

      The other started circling while fingering his baton. Vince tried not to roll his eyes.

      “Given who you work for, you know what I mean by business. Or do you want me to spell it out?” he asked.

      “I’d appreciate it. My job is to keep the wrong sort out, so my employer and her clientele don’t need to worry about them.”

      “Sure, and we’re now working for the same woman. I’m meeting with the Lionettis to discuss an enforcer job. Happy?”

      Evidently not, from the way both wolves stiffened, and their tails lashed the ground behind them.

      “No, I don’t think you are,” the second guard growled, standing directly behind Vince. “You’d do well to walk right on out and save us the trouble.”

      Vince bit back a sigh of frustration. The guards had been itching for a fight from the start, rather than doing their job properly.

      Which meant one of two things: they hated humans; or something had them on edge. Hard to say which given how little experience he had with the Lionettis. Wolffolk weren’t known for shitting on humans, though.

      Then again, Ronin had told him that the mafia disliked outsiders. Maybe playing the enforcer card had been a mistake.

      Raising his hands, Vince tried one last time to disarm the situation. “I’m not that sort of trouble.”

      “No, you’re not, because you’re going to scram before we beat your ass,” the first guard said, dropping all pretense of politeness.

      Vince decided to do the same and rested his hand on his cane. “Fine, whatever. I doubt Pola will lose any sleep if I kick your teeth in before reporting in. So go on, try to stop me from taking the elevator.”

      The moment he took a step forward, magic snapped forth from both wolves. A pair of white barriers appeared around both of them as they reached for their batons.

      Not that Vince slacked off. He silently spouted off the incantation for his barrier. By the time the enforcers unslung their batons from their waists and began casting their first spells, an almost solid wall of red light covered his skin.

      Both wolves froze. He saw the polite one gulp and sweat form on his forehead.

      “Go on. Stop me,” Vince said.

      Neither wolf moved. Which was a shame, as he couldn’t justify touching them unless they swung first. They’d wasted his time and planned to beat the shit out of him if they could get away with it, but Vince needed them to actually attack him for self-defense to work out.

      After all, he wouldn’t be pleading his case to a court, but to Fia, Pola, and Alessia. These thugs worked for them as building security.

      An elevator dinged, and the enforcers relaxed as they took several steps back.

      “You’re gonna get it now, dipshit,” one growled.

      Reinforcements. Probably a small army of mooks like these morons. Vince regretted letting things escalate to this point, as they’d somehow called for backup without him noticing. A wrist-mounted mic, maybe?

      Then the door slid open to reveal Fia and a pair of Pola’s enforcers from last night. Annoyed expressions floated on their faces. Especially Fia’s.

      The three new arrivals simply stared at Vince and the others. Enough time passed for the thugs to appear visibly nervous, and they began backing toward the elevator.

      “Don’t run away,” Fia snapped. “If you think he’s an enemy of the Lionetti Family, why aren’t you trying to stop him?”

      The thugs froze. “But... His barrier…”

      “Are you going to tell the Ladies Lionetti that you allowed an assassin to slaughter his way through our territory because you were too scared to even try to stop him? That some bright lights terrify you?” Fia spat on the ground and strode out of the lift.

      Vince placed a hand on his hip. This might prove interesting.

      Or not, as Fia decked one of the guards with a punch that sent teeth flying and left him in a spreading pool of blood. Like Pola, she didn’t need to cast a spell to break bone or even to shatter their pathetic barriers.

      “You’re relieved for the night,” Fia said, voice cold as ice as she spoke to the other enforcer, whose face looked white as a sheet. “I’ll send down replacements. Be here tomorrow morning for a debriefing. And you will be here.”

      She turned and reentered the elevator. Her finger pressed against the controls, then she turned and looked at Vince.

      “Are you coming, Vincent?” Fia asked him, warmth reentering your voice. “Alessia’s still busy, but the bar opened at 6.” A hint of reproach crept into her tone.

      Evidently “tonight” had started much earlier than he’d hoped. Fia wanted to drink with him, or at least start briefing him early.

      He jogged over to the elevator, careful not to slip in the blood, and joined the wolfgirl enforcers. One of them immediately felt him up, but he brushed her off.

      “Ooh, so independent,” she giggled.

      “That’s my job title,” he said.

      The elevator began rising, and Fia turned to face him. Although she shot daggers at the other wolfgirl first.

      “You only work for Immanuel. Not exactly independent,” Fia said.

      “I work for you now,” he corrected.

      “Not me. Lionetti.”

      “Yeah, you work for us. That means you need to make sure we’re all happy,” the same wolfgirl from earlier said.

      “If you’re in heat, Vanna, maybe take the night off.” Fia glared at the flirtatious wolfgirl.

      Vanna stuck her tongue out at Fia in return. “I’m allowed to be here even if I’m on break, aren’t I? We’re both capos.”

      Fia muttered something that sounded a lot like, “For how long.”

      Spicy. All was not well within the family, it seemed.

      The elevator opened up to a small lobby. Wood and brass gave the halls an elegant vibe and one entirely different than the ostentatious atrium. No signs adorned the walls. Several doors led to nondescript hallways, and every visible window hid everything behind it with frosted glass and warm lighting.

      Whatever security scared away unwanted guests remained well hidden. Yet the lack of any signage or directions made the place appear daunting to Vince. To someone who knew the place, it might seem homely.

      Fia led him down a seemingly random corridor and a couple of turns. How he’d have found this without her help was beyond him.

      “Was I expected to call you from the atrium?” he asked, bemused.

      Her ears bounced up and down with amusement. “No. We modified the elevator security to let anyone come up here tonight, so we could watch you get lost. Then those idiots ruined the fun.”

      “Is that why you broke his jaw?”

      She scowled. “No. I broke his jaw because he was both an idiot for stopping you and a coward for refusing to follow through. We’re struggling to induct new enforcers into the family as it is. Allowing such weak blood to think they have a chance is idiocy, especially given what often happens around here.”

      While she steadfastly refused to look at Vanna, the very fact Fia’s gaze fixated on nothing instead of Vince made him suspect she had somebody in mind. Oh, and the fact Vanna pouted and looked away.

      “Alessia said the Lionettis were a company, not mafia. You talk as though that’s not true,” Vince said.

      “We’re both. The Special Corporations Act in Aulfair let us incorporate the mafia decades ago. We didn’t abandon the principles that made us mafia, we just formalized them in a corporate charter.” She smirked. “Does that bother you? Knowing that we’re not really some company seeking only profit?”

      “Did you forget who I usually work for?” he drawled.

      She pursed her lips. “Right. So you do understand what Immanuel actually is. Most people take their cash, but stay ignorant to the fact we don’t call them demons because of their horns, but because of what they are inside.” She stopped dead in the corridor and grabbed his arm. “Then why work for them at all?”

      “Money. A steady paycheck. Their greed and desire for loyalty makes them predictable.” He shrugged at the odd look she gave him. “Also, Quintus offered me work before I was even an enforcer. He might be a monster—”

      “He is a monster. A demon his age lives on souls, not magic.”

      Vince paused. Plenty of rumors suggested that ancient demons needed to eat the souls of other beings, instead of raw magic. Much of the reason Immanuel smuggled so many magical catalysts was because they ate the stuff.

      “Monster or not, he’s kept a roof over my head and I wouldn’t be here without him,” he said.

      Fia clicked her tongue and moved away. “You’re a weird human.”

      They weaved through another corridor, only to arrive outside a long pane of frosted glass. The door leading into the room beyond looked little different to the thick steel doors elsewhere on the floor, save for the addition of a magical scanner and lock protecting it.

      Fia waved her hand over it and the door swung inward. She gestured the others inside, then raised her eyebrows at Vince when he remained where he was.

      “Go on. We won’t bite. Not unless you ask us to,” she said. “Also, I’ll add you to this scanner so you can use it in the future.”

      He stepped through the door.

      A cozy bar dwelled beyond, large enough to fit fifty or so people at once. Soft jazz resonated from the floorboards and a smoky scent wafted past Vince’s nostrils, although it lacked much pungency.

      An L-shaped counter dominated one side of the bar, with shelves full of countless spirits and liquors behind it and a golden glow emanating from a crystal backsplash. Two wolffolk bartenders—both female—waved at the new arrivals.

      The rest of the bar separated into two distinct settings. One filled with dark couches and booths, upon which a dozen wolfgirls lounged with glasses of whisky and rum. The other side contained proper tables and even some greenery.

      Notably, almost everything was black, white, or some shade of brown or gold.

      “You Lionettis like your blacks and whites, don’t you?” Vince commented as he took in the stark color palette. “Even your clothes tend toward it.”

      Fia clicked her tongue and glared at him. “We might not be as colorblind as real canines, but it’s still an issue. So, yes, we stick to black, white, yellow, and blue. That way we’re less likely to look stupid in public.”

      “You let Alessia wander around with purple today,” he pointed out.

      “And she matches her colors wonderfully, doesn’t she?” Fia’s look almost dared him to disagree with her.

      Which he wouldn’t. Alessia matched the color of her nails, top, and lipstick. If she struggled with color blindness, it didn’t show.

      Whereas the wolfgirls here could pass as a mime convention with little effort.

      Fia wandered over to the bar while the other two wolfgirls joined their kin by the couches. A pair of full glasses appeared seemingly from nowhere and chatter filled the air as the wolves acted as though Vince wasn’t here.

      He decided to play along and joined Fia. On the way, he spotted two nondescript doors with “VIP” embossed on them in gold lettering. One of the wolfgirls spotted him looking and let out a wolf whistle and a wave of giggles followed. Fia simply rolled her eyes.

      “No sign of Pola?” Vince asked Fia once he reached the bar, ignoring the giggling mass of wolves behind him.

      The capos—or at least, he presumed the wolves were capos, given this was supposedly their private bar—were mostly unfamiliar to him. Only a few had been present last night, which suggested Pola had been drinking with regular enforcers despite her position.

      “She only joins us here once a week or if she needs to boss us around,” Fia explained. “It’s Friday night. She’ll be out with the girls doing grunt work, drinking, and scaring off rivals.”

      “Is that normal for her position?”

      Fia snorted. “Pola does whatever she wants. And things haven’t been normal for years. The sottocapo shouldn’t have the time to walk the streets and get into bar brawls, but we’ve got so little to do these days. More enforcers than we have establishments to ‘protect,’ if you know what I mean. But you’re going to help us change that.”

      “I am.”

      “Good. I was a little worried when you didn’t show earlier. Thought I might need to track you down.”

      “You said tonight. I met Pola and Alessia after midnight so figured you worked late hours.”

      “Really?” Fia frowned. “That’s strangely late for Alessia.”

      She became lost in thought and one of the bartenders took the chance to interrupt.

      “Whatcha need?” the bartender asked while polishing a glass.

      Before Vince could order something normal, like a beer, Fia returned to reality.

      “Two whiskies,” she said.

      The bartender nodded and began pouring exactly that. At least she added ice, as the bottle she used looked cheaper than Nina’s shoe polish. He had to be specific, because Vince didn’t use shoe polish himself.

      “Shouldn’t you be drinking expensive liquor in a private bar like this?” he asked, bemused. “Some of the stuff on the shelf looks like it could pay for the magical focus I bought.”

      Fia’s eyes fell to the cane at his hip, then back to his face. “We stick to the cheap stuff because it’s free. We might be family, but Alessia isn’t going to float us hundred-dollar bottles of whisky by the dozen every night.”

      Vince smirked. “That many?”

      “I can hazard a guess how much Pola drank last night if she started a brawl, and it probably involved three or four bottles just for her. We have a capo for every ten enforcers, plus a bunch more to run Lionetti’s other operations. Imagine how much that would cost if we drank the good stuff every night.”

      “Are you all alcoholics?”

      Fia pouted, which was the most upset she’d ever appeared due to his comments so far. “I’m not an alcoholic just because I can handle a bottle or two of whisky. It’s not my fault you humans pass out after so little. By the time you’re stumbling, we’re barely tipsy.”

      Two tumblers of whisky appeared in front of them. One filled to the brim and another poured less generously.

      “Thanks,” Vince said to the bartender who had spared him overnight liver cancer.

      Now they had their drinks, Fia led them over to the tables. The hooting and giggling of the other wolves echoed around the corner, but they remained out of sight.

      Sipping her whisky, Fia leaned back and whipped out her phone. “So, have you realized your crucial error while dealing with us, yet?”

      He clicked his tongue. “Damn. So it was intentional.”

      She grinned. “Ah, so the puppy knows. Or thinks he does. Tell me, what have you learned after being blinded by dollar signs?”

      “For what it’s worth, they were some damn fine dollar signs Alessia blinded me with,” Vince said. “But I forgot to ask about whose teeth I need to kick in.”

      Fia almost looked disappointed. “Is that it?”

      “And how long I have to kick them in. I suppose also the amount of teeth that need kicking in. But, really, Alessia wasn’t specific enough either on that front, so seizing any territory at all means I should get paid.”

      “Should means little. We’re not here to screw you, however. Like I said, you need to prove that you’re worthy of running with us. That’s what I care about the most. Alessia has specific territory she wants back, which will include a few specific targets of opportunity. Pola might have some enforcers whose heads she wants delivered. Me? I want to know that we can offer you a job exactly like this and we’ll get the same excellent result. Not the cowardly bullshit you saw when you walked into the atrium.”

      Vince kept his expression unchanged. “That starts with knowing who I’m dealing with. I’m in deep now. Keeping me in the dark helps nobody.”

      “True.” Fia slugged down half her whisky, then shook the glass in the air to ask for more.

      “Already?” he asked.

      “I just told you how much I need to drink to get buzzed.” She grinned, then stared at him. “You won’t like your target.”

      “I figured as much. A friend of mine told me the Golden Path used to run around the joint.”

      “Oh?” Fia narrowed her eyes. “Quite the friend. Officially, the Golden Path never had anything to do with Albion. Houou uses them as expendable enforcers whenever they want to get something done without risking their own image. They wrecked up the place after the old boss died, but the phoenix never risked tying themselves to the event directly.”

      “Phoenix?”

      “That’s what Houou means. Phoenix.”

      He nodded. “What do you mean the Golden Path never officially came here?” That didn’t match Nina’s recollection.

      “Alessia already told you that we have… had connections that granted us leeway. When she took over it was in the midst of a gang war to exploit the loss of those connections. But if Houou set up shop in our old territory, they’d piss people off. Powerful people. It’d look like they knocked off the old boss and took over.”

      “Did they?”

      Fia grimaced. “Dunno. Pola reckons… Forget it. What we know happened is that somebody took out the old boss and most of our enforcers at the time, but couldn’t follow through. All the big conglomerates descended at once and took slices of our old territory, turning Albion into a mess of competing gangs. Despite that, Houou has never moved directly. If we take out one of their puppets, they send in another.”

      A pit formed in Vince’s stomach. Yes, he began to understand why he wouldn’t like the answer.

      “And?” he asked.

      “Right now, your target is Kaziern. They’re—”

      “I know them. They’re lionfolk. Polish, right? Ads on TV all the time about how they’re helping farmers and shit. What’s an agribusiness company doing in the underworld?” he asked.

      “Acting as a middleman for magical growth supplements for farmers,” Fia explained.

      She showed him an article from a major news site.

      The headline read, “EXCLUSIVE: What’s in your children’s vegetables? Toxic magic elements found in fruit and vegetables across the nation!”

      “I thought using magic on crops was legal?” Vince mused.

      “It is to an extent, but the problem is the same as with catalysts. The prices of the supplements have skyrocketed with the increasing import restrictions and regulations. Kaziern already have contracts with plenty of farms legitimately, but works with Houou to illegally supply them with cheaper supplements. In exchange, it provides Houou with its turf in Albion.”

      That sounded complicated. Vince scratched his head.

      “Honest question, do I need to know all that?” he asked.

      Fia laughed. “No. But you do need to know that Houou isn’t interested in the end product, but the territory.”

      His eyes narrowed. “The foxes are the largest construction consortium in the city, right? Albion’s old. Relatively undeveloped.”

      “Yeah. Prime real estate,” she drawled. “I’ll be honest, I dunno if that’s actually their interest. But catalyst smuggling is a tiny slice of the pie for them compared to Immanuel. Kaziern makes all their money from it, but Houou just wants to be king shit. That means getting rid of us.”

      “That means Kaziern will have a bunch of corporate enforcers protecting what appear to be legal businesses, but are actually smuggling operations. But Houou is the true owner and have a strong interest in protecting their turf. That’s what happened last time, right? You won, but the Golden Path showed up and kicked your teeth in because they wanted to defend their territory.”

      “… you’re not as stupid as you look.” Fia’s eyes grew heated and briefly flickered over to the VIP doors.

      “As I look?”

      “You walked in with a cane, and you dress like some poor asshole student. What did you do with all the cash I gave you?”

      “Buy the cane?”

      She scoffed, then paused. “Seriously?”

      “It’s a good cane. You should see the receipt.”

      Speaking of which, he checked to see if Alessia had replied.

      She hadn’t. Then again, she hadn’t even read the message. Just how busy was she?

      Fia pulled him back into the conversation. “You’re right, though. This job comes in three parts—”

      “Three? I figured just two.”

      “And that’s why I’m the handler and you let me fill the empty space between your ears with my lovely ideas.” She flicked his forehead.

      “Right, right.” Not that he’d complain much. Every enforcer job he’d taken so far had been planned by somebody else, so he appreciated the help.

      “The first part is taking back the territory and establishments that Alessia wants, preferably without the police cracking down or the Golden Path intervening,” she explained.

      “That sounds like the entire job I agreed to.”

      “Well, you should have negotiated a better contract.”

      He clicked his tongue. Alessia had offered him an insane amount after all. Some strings had been attached.

      “Afterward, you’ll need to force Kaziern to surrender. We can’t just blow up another company, so we need them to agree to end the feud. This is Pola’s territory as sottocapo, I’m afraid.” Fia bit her lip. “There’s supposedly some way to force mediation, but it involves the larger conglomerates stepping in. We used to do that ourselves.”

      Vince knew nothing about this part. Genuine wars between conglomerates basically never occurred due to how devastating they might be. But they had almost certainly happened in the past.

      Nina might know, if Pola didn’t clarify things tonight.

      “Finally, the Golden Path will show up. If you attract their attention too soon, you’re on your own. If we’ve taken control of Kaziern’s territory, we’ll support you.” Fia locked eyes with him. “I mean that. If you help us take back what we’ve lost, you’ll be part of the pack, and we fight as one.”

      As one, huh?

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but when push comes to shove, I’ve always fought alone,” he said.

      “I figured as much based on the stunt you pulled on main street. Nobody sane takes on the blackshirts alone.” Fia’s gaze somehow became more serious. “That needs to change if you’re with us. Fighting alone is the reason we’re—”

      The door of the bar swung open and Fia shut up. Her eyes snapped over and then closed.

      Pola strode in, dressed almost the same as last night, her long silver hair shimmering behind her like a mane. Her one ear twitched repeatedly in sync to the beat of the music as she scanned the room. The greatest difference in her appearance was a clawed steel gauntlet that covered her right hand.

      Then she saw Vince and grinned. “So, Sis somehow lured you here. That doesn’t matter, though. I think it’s time we finished what we started last night and found out which of us is really the strongest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      “Pola, shouldn’t you be out collecting the take?” Fia asked, shooting to her feet.

      The other capos appeared less worried. Rather, they let out a mixture of howls and greetings while clattering their glasses together in the air. More than a little whisky splashed on the floor.

      “Sis said I should help her plan where to mount all the heads we’ll be collecting soon, so I left the business to the soldiers,” Pola said, her gaze never wavering from Vince. “I wondered who she hired. Didn’t expect it to be the pet.”

      “Pet?” Fia muttered.

      Vince rolled his eyes while swirling what was left of his drink. “She doesn’t like that I do some contracts for Immanuel.”

      “Contracts?” Pola barked with laughter, then slammed the door shut.

      The ceiling shook and dust rained down. Vince glanced up in concern, but nobody else seemed to care. Evidently Pola’s antics were old hat.

      “You can call yourself independent and wave pieces of paper around all you like—” Pola began to say, her voice rising with each word as if building up to something.

      “Paper? How old are you? Contracts are digital these days. I get paid in cash, but every job I do is an email in my inbox. Even yours.” He gave her a lopsided smile.

      She glowered at him for several long, silent moments. The other wolves made shocked expressions so exaggerated they could feature in scripted videos.

      “As I was saying, independence and contracts mean nothing if you only work for the same person,” Pola finished lamely. “You’re a dog!”

      Vince wisely chose not to make a crack about that turn of phrase. Something told him that calling a proud wolf like Pola a dog, even in jest, would piss off the entire bar full of wolffolk.

      Fia had, after all, compared herself to the wolves that once wandered around the nearby mountains.

      “If those contracts are so meaningless, what does that say about the one I signed with Alessia?” he asked.

      Pola clicked her tongue. “That she rushed into it. You never proved that you could handle yourself. Given a few more minutes—”

      “You’d have burned down the club, sottocapo!” one of the wolves called out, and a ripple of laughs echoed across the bar.

      “I didn’t burn it down,” Pola mumbled.

      “Remind me again who blew up my fire cage with a concentrated vortex?” he asked.

      Pola blinked and her face screwed up in confusion. She opened her mouth to say something while raising a finger, then lowered it with an annoyed look.

      “Who told you what my spell was?” She shot Fia an accusatory glower.

      “I knew nothing about your drunken brawl other than that you annoyed Alessia and shut down the Prefect’s Lounge,” Fia said.

      “Nobody told me,” Vince said. “Once you get in enough fights, you develop an instinct for assessing spells. Knowledge is power when battling other enforcers.”

      “No, being strong is power!” Pola snapped. “Knowledge is just—”

      “A way for the weak to defeat the strong?” he offered.

      “Yes… No! Stop throwing around your fancy words and let me talk, asshole.” Pola ran her hands through her hair in frustration.

      Then she growled and rushed over to the bar. Both bartenders practically teleported over to her, whisky and rum bottles in hand.

      Good ones, not the cheap shit they’d been pouring for everyone else.

      “Not that crap,” Pola said, waving them off. Her eyes ran over the bottles but with a glazed expression as she unclasped her gauntlet and slapped it down on the bartop. “We’re finally taking back our turf. It’s time to celebrate. Get me some Dom Perignon!”

      Silence.

      “Um, we don’t keep any in stock. Lady Lionetti’s orders,” a bartender said, her ears flat against her head and tail hanging low. Her entire manner suggested she expected Pola to explode, possibly physically.

      “What? We always celebrate with the good bottles of Dom.”

      “It’s been a while since we’ve celebrated anything,” Fia mumbled, then raised her voice and addressed Pola directly. “You hate champagne, Pola. Order something else.”

      “No! If I want—”

      “Pola, Alessia banned champagne from the bar. The last time you celebrated with it, you called it sparkling piss and smashed thousands of dollars of it on the floor.”

      Vince tried not to react, but knew his face betrayed him. The giggles that escaped the wolves by the couches and their glances at him suggested he looked aghast at the waste of so much money.

      Sure, Alessia had said that such luxuries were a rounding error, but she’d given him shit over buying this magical focus and here her sister was smashing expensive champagne over the floor. To say nothing of the cost of nearly destroying a club in the city.

      How much did Pola cost the Lionetti Family in collateral damages each year? Was this why Alessia had offered to set her up with Vince?

      If he’d foolishly accepted, would Pola have smashed him against the floor like a bottle of champagne?

      A small part of his mind said that wouldn’t be so bad if the “smashing” was euphemistic. He firmly suplexed that voice with the knowledge that Pola would practically shatter his pelvis in the process.

      “What?” Pola glared at Vince, as if daring him to say something about her drunken rampages.

      “Did you lose your ear in one of these tantrums?” he asked, pointing at the stump on one side.

      Instantly, he knew he’d made a mistake. The other wolves froze and even Fia shot him a cutting look.

      She huffed and ran a hand over her missing ear. “What, this? Nah. It’s a battle scar. You might get one on this job, you know? Did Sis tell you what happened to the other groups we hired?”

      “Yeah. They died.”

      “Like the useless fucks they were,” she growled. “The second lot brought the Golden Path and police on our head and just folded like cheap suits. But the first lot? They talked so much shit, bought fancy crap on our dime”—Vince barely hid a wince given what he’d bought today—“and got torn to pieces by the first enforcer they fought. I had to go out there myself and keep that lioness bitch at bay. Oversized fucking brawler with more tits than brains and a stupidly huge gauntlet.”

      Vince used every ounce of willpower to keep his expression unchanged and body unmoving. That description…

      “That’s how I lost this ear.” Pola flicked the stump. “One of the only enforcers I’ve met strong enough to go toe-to-toe with me, but she got me with a cheap shot using her earth magic. I still drove her off.” She jabbed her finger toward him. “And you’re going up against more lions in Kaziern. So if you can’t handle me, then you’ll be losing way more than your ears.”

      He had a pretty good feeling the lion who tore her ear off was nowhere near Kaziern or their enforcer unit. Or even the Golden Path, for that matter.

      Even so, he inclined his head. “Point taken. But I’m used to fighting other enforcers. It’s a lot of what I do for Immanuel.”

      “Talk is cheap.” Pola looked at the bar, then grimaced at the lack of an available drink. “Gimme the usual. Now.”

      The bartenders both began pouring whiskies. Pola drummed her fingers against the bartop impatiently, then swiped both the instant the first bartender began tilting her bottle up.

      “Um, the ice… Nevermind.” One bartender winced as Pola knocked back almost an entire tumbler of good scotch whisky in a single go.

      Vince knew little about expensive alcohol, as the prices of anything other than cheap paint stripper made his heart convulse, but one of those bottles had the number 18 on it. Something told him that indicated it had been aged for 18 years, which seemed like a long time, and probably shouldn’t be drunk like vodka.

      After Pola slammed down the first tumbler, she reached for the second. Then paused and hiccupped.

      “Ice, please,” she said with lidded eyes.

      The bartender dutifully retrieved and dumped in a large cylinder of ice that matched the crystalline tumbler. Given Pola’s knack for tantrums, the glass looked far too expensive for her hands.

      “Right.” Pola nodded and took her drink, then looked at Vince. Her ear twitched. “We have a fight to finish. Sis thinks you’re worth risking bringing the Golden Path down on our heads, plus whatever the police have in store for anyone who fucks around during this shitty conference. And it’s all because I couldn’t hold you down and ride you properly.”

      “Oooh, are you going to put on a show, Pola?” Vanna called out.

      Fia glared at her fellow capo, while Pola’s tail swished back and forth several times.

      “That’s…” Pola coughed. “I need to make sure you’re worth the trouble Sis went through, or else deal with you myself.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re dealing with me yourself right now,” Vince said.

      “Can you just shut up and let me talk?” she whined, ear flattening. “You just keep making these stupid comments. How did Alessia deal with you?”

      “She waved a pile of money in front of my face and told me to be a good boy.”

      “… then shouldn’t you do what I say?”

      Vince looked at Fia, who simply glared back at him.

      “I’m not getting involved in this,” Fia said flatly. “My job is to organize retaking the territory. I’m no consigliere. It’s not my job to play mediator with the boss and underboss.”

      “No what?”

      “Advisor.” Fia sighed. “Boss, advisor, underboss, captains. Don, consigliere, sottocapo, capo. Get it?”

      Oh, they were the fancy terms the mafia used for their positions. Ronin had explained most of them, but he hadn’t recognized the new term.

      “I get it.” He turned back to Pola. “Anyway, Alessia holds my leash, not you. Especially as you seem to want me gone.”

      “Gone? Oh no.” Pola grinned at him.

      She took a gulp of her drink, then plonked it back on the bartop beside her gauntlet. After striding over to him, she ran a finger under his chin while getting her face far too close to his. Instinct screamed at him to jump away.

      “You’re strong. I know that. But how strong? I need to make sure you’re worth the time of the Lionettis. Our pride and history demands the best and as sottocapo I need to make sure you to live up to it. That’s all.”

      Her eyes flickered. Without letting himself think, Vince dropped to the ground while pushing himself away from Pola. He moved in slow motion despite his best efforts. While falling, he reached for his cane and began casting his barrier spell.

      A glowing green claw exploded through the air where his head had been. Shreds of his hair fluttered around it, but no blood. He’d barely escaped.

      Once again, he needed to tango with Pola.
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      Pola’s grin widened. Shouts of surprise escaped Fia and the other wolves, but they refused to interfere. Instead, they danced away. Fia put herself between Pola and the bar, while the bartenders cowered.

      A foot snapped out at Vince. It slammed into his chest and sent him flying across the room. He heard his bones flex. Hopefully nothing broke.

      His barrier snapped into existence mid-flight as a thin wall of red light around his body. Unlike last night, he didn’t feel a thing when he shattered the wooden wall and sent a cloud of plaster dust flying into the air.

      Damn, he wished he’d brushed up further on that melee spell he’d started studying.

      “Wait!” he snapped.

      Pola, surprisingly, actually waited. Although she did pout.

      “What? You’re not going to bitch because of a little surprise like that, are you?” she whined.

      “You keep talking about wanting to know how strong I am, right? But all you keep doing is trying to sucker punch me,” he said.

      “The hell I am. You’re just a fucking slug.” She placed a hand against one hip while her tail twirled excitedly. “In a real fight with a lion, they’re going to come at you this fast and you need to fight them off or get your skull caved in.”

      He knew that. Last night, when things had gone south with the other independent enforcers in the warehouse, the first spell had been the start of the brawl. Speed meant everything.

      Well, no, not everything.

      “You don’t get into many enforcer scraps, do you?” he asked.

      “The hell is that supposed to mean?” Pola bared her teeth and took a step forward, eyes flashing. “I defended this very building years ago, lost my ear fending off enforcers twice my size, massacred entire teams of—”

      “That sounds like a war. All out fights where enforcers throw everything they have at each other and die before they even know it,” he said. “I’m talking about the ordinary stuff. If enforcers got themselves killed in every fight, nobody would take the job.”

      As lethal as magic could be, and how often he had killed, most enforcers didn’t fight to the death. Why bother? The police only fined you and it was a job.

      Vince couldn’t pay the rent if he was dead.

      Last night had been different. The moment the others tried to betray Immanuel, it had been do or die. And bigger fights often got out of control. But just as Pola held back against the bouncers in the club, most enforcers got away with broken bones and bruises. They might also just surrender.

      “Think about the job I’m doing,” he said. “I’m going in prepared, on the offense. Hell, if I’d known you were going to test me, I could have held onto a spell and just vaporized you the moment you walked in the door.”

      “You can’t vaporize me,” Pola scoffed.

      Fia looked away with a grimace.

      “Oh, fuck off. You don’t seriously think he can beat me, do you?”

      “I remember seeing the damage he did to main street. Whatever he used there was fierce.” Fia stared at Vince. “Fire magic, right? Why don’t you show us that? Prove to everyone, right now, that you have the power to match or defeat Pola. Or can at least beat her in spellcasting.”

      “Anyone can beat her in spellcasting,” Vanna cackled.

      Pola muttered something unkind. Yeah, no wonder Vanna’s days were numbered.

      Rolling his arms, Vince straightened up and pulled his cane from his belt. Pola eyed it warily but said nothing.

      Probably best not to mention who had paid for this cane.

      “You want me to show off my fire magic?” he asked, playing dumb.

      “No. I want to see your best spell,” Pola said. “You had to use something way fiercer to hold off the blackshirts. No way you nuked half of main street with a tiny cage and hot hands.”

      “I throw some pretty mean fireballs,” he joked.

      Internally, he was sweating. He’d meant what he said earlier. Knowledge was power.

      Enforcers lived and died based on their spells. Pola had been thrown off because he’d cottoned on to the true nature of her magic, but her spells had likely been constructed to hide it. Now that he knew she used wind spells, he’d adjust the way he fought her.

      Nina had said earlier that you could do whatever you wanted with magic. That absolutely applied here.

      Sure, Vince’s fire cage spell only created cages, but he could adjust a lot of facets of that cage. Size, number of bars, density of flames, how hot it was—the list went on. If Pola blew away his fire with concentrated wind, he’d make his cage denser.

      But the reverse also applied. The more Pola knew about him, the easier she could counter his spells.

      Famous enforcers struggled due to this problem. The police copped the worst of it, as their enforcers needed to work in the public eye to go up the ranks. Public bios listed out every spell and magical ability of operational police enforcers. It was for that reason that many elite corporate enforcers rarely saw action. They acted as trump cards of their respective conglomerates.

      In Vince’s case, he had his own trump card. Somehow, despite the mess he’d caused months ago, nobody had caught it on camera. By the time anyone realized the damage he’d done to main street, the whole area was ablaze and police shut everything down.

      Revealing his meister-tier spell was not an option.

      “Ah, yes, fireballs,” Pola drawled. “The one weakness of the blackshirts. The godlike elemental that responded to your devastation and stood idly by was gobsmacked by the sheer ferocity of your honking great balls of fire.”

      Nobody said a thing.

      “Um, was that a reference to his—” Vanna began to say.

      Pola reddened and whirled on the other wolf. “I was talking about his spell, not his cock. Fuck’s sake, Vanna. Not everything is a sex joke!”

      “You did walk into that one,” Vince pointed out.

      “And you’re stalling.” She pointed a finger at him. “You keep holding back. You used all of two spells in the club—”

      “Four.”

      “What? No you didn’t.”

      Vince ticked off his fingers. “Barrier. Flame manipulation. Fire cage. My hot hand spell.”

      He had lied just then. The “hot hand” spell was just basic flame manipulation, but he wanted her to think otherwise.

      Pola screwed up her face in great concentration. “I guess you put out the flames after I left…”

      “See? Four.”

      “But only two offensive spells!”

      Like a dog with a bone…

      “She’s right,” Fia added. “There’s no way you held off the blackshirts with fireballs and some flaming fists. You lit up enough city blocks and smoked up the sky so bad that they declared the city center a no-fly zone. Wings canceled countless deliveries, offices evacuated, and a merger got canceled because the lawyers involved feared you were an assassin sent to break it up.”

      A grin broke out on his face. He still remembered that last story fondly.

      “So? What’s your trick?” Pola asked, then poked him in the chest.

      He stumbled backward from the force, but his barrier kept her from shattering his sternum at least.

      “If I show you, I’ll burn the building down,” he said.

      “The bar is warded against magic. Given Pola’s… enthusiasm, it was necessary,” Fia said.

      “Hey,” Pola muttered, glaring at her subordinate.

      “Not this magic,” he said.

      Given he couldn’t feel the wards, they were almost certainly wizard-tier at best. Sure, the structural reinforcement might be stronger, but who knew how old it might be.

      Immanuel used meister-tier wards to block eavesdropping and he knew the oppressive feel of them. No chance this bar would survive his best spell.

      So he changed tack.

      “Alright. But I’ll dial it back so you can get an idea of the power, but without burning the place down,” he said. “Give me a target.”

      “I just said—” Fia tried to say.

      “Put up an empty bottle. Surely he can melt some glass,” Pola said with a grin. “Then I’ll have him hit me with it and tell how pathetic it is.”

      “He’s not hitting you with it until you learn how to cast a barrier,” Fia said flatly.

      Pola bared her teeth.

      Meanwhile, Vince focused on the empty whisky bottle that a bartender placed on a table. After she scurried away, he gripped his new cane tightly.

      Contrary to his words, he’d be pumping every ounce of magic he had into this spell to make it stronger than ever. He needed to make a wizard-tier spell look strong enough to scare off an army of police enforcers.

      Easier said than done.

      Vince knew all of six spells. Or at least, six spells well enough to use in combat.

      Learning spells took tremendous effort and after learning one, the next step involved reducing the casting time so that he could cast it fast enough. It wasn’t enough to cast a fireball, he needed to summon it before his opponent blew his head off with his own spell.

      So Vince specialized, like most enforcers. Eggheads like sorcerers in mage colleges or those using magic for less time-sensitive needs could use a wider variety of spells. The weeks and months he spent practicing the same spells over and over to reduce his casting time could be spent on new spells.

      Six spells sounded like nothing, but he knew enforcers who used half that. If a bouncer used a barrier ring, they might only know how to cast an offensive spell like an ice lance or fireball.

      Vince had already mentioned three of his spells, as the hot hands spell wasn’t a real spell. His fire cage was wizard-tier, but the barrier and flame manipulation only qualified as initiate-tier. The flexibility of flame manipulation allowed him to conjure flames around his body or to put out other fires. He could even control the fire of other spellcasters if they were weaker than him.

      His meister-tier spell went without saying. No need to go into that now.

      Spell five consisted of fireballs, and was a prime example of how powerful initiate-tier spells could be. A big enough fireball could turn someone into ash instantly. The tier of a spell represented its complexity, not its power.

      But his last spell landed firmly in wizard-tier, because it involved concentrating fire into a form it didn’t naturally hold. He’d used it in the warehouse last night to blow holes in enforcers and sever limbs.

      Hopefully with a little boost it might blow a hole in the wall and shut these puppies up.

      With deliberation, he began silently incanting his spell. He even slipped in fake mouth movements, careful to keep the true incantation in his mind.

      Then he aimed two fingers and a thumb at the bottle. The physical element of casting a spell was less important than the incantation, to be clear, but it helped a lot to aim certain spells. In a pinch, Vince suspected he could cast this spell with his arms and legs tied, so long as his lips could move.

      Supposedly, a truly talented sorcerer could cast while gagged. They didn’t need to mime the mouth movements of their incantation even.

      With his spell finally ready, Vince cast it.

      A solid beam of red flames about two inches in diameter shot forth from his hand toward the bottle. The glass vaporized instantly, alongside every molecule of air inside the beam, and the far wall burst into flames instantly.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” one of the wolves snapped, shooting to her feet.

      As a testament to their drunken states, the enforcer captains grabbed their glasses full of high-proof liquor and rushed over to the swiftly growing blaze. Before they could feed the flames with alcohol in their stupidity, Vince mouthed a few syllables and put it out with his flame manipulation spell.

      Fia and Pola watched the situation with mixed expressions.

      “Well, you did try to burn the place down,” Pola admitted.

      “Care for me to use it on you?” he asked.

      She looked at the melted remnants of the whisky bottle, the blackened charred bartop, and the massive hole in the wall, then shook her head. But her eyes locked onto his cane.

      Whereas Fia simply clicked her tongue. “Flame laser? You want me to believe you burned down main street with a basic fire spell?” She snapped her own fingers out and shouted, “Trave!”

      A thin beam of flames turned Vanna’s glass into a melted sculpture and sent flaming whisky flying everywhere. Which probably wasn’t Fia’s intention as the wolves scattered, screaming, before Vince put those flames out as well.

      The other captains shot Fia nasty looks, which she ignored.

      Personally, Vince found it curious that she spoke the incantation aloud. Her spell appeared perfect, but he didn’t meet many enforcers who didn’t use silent incantation.

      “It’s a fun spell, but no matter how powerful it is, you aren’t threatening an elemental with it,” Fia said.

      “Sure I can. Rake an entire city block with it, use fire manipulation to boost the flames further, keep moving. With the power you witnessed, I can punch through wizard-tier wards. Fireballs kept the police at bay until I had enough burning and then they didn’t trust that I didn’t have some nastier trick.” He shrugged. “It was all about endurance and savvy thinking.”

      “Really?” Pola’s fingers ran along his wrist, causing him to freeze up. “Because you didn’t have this cane last night.”

      Aw, shit.

      Right before his cover got blown, an old-fashioned phone rang. As in, the “ring-ring” sort that came with a hook and one of those curly cords.

      A bartender pulled a phone off the wall so old Vince wondered if it dated back to when the Masquerade still existed. She nodded a few times, said something, then hung up.

      “Lady Lionetti wishes to see Mr. Keys immediately,” the bartender said.

      Fia nodded, then turned toward the door.

      “Alone,” the bartender added.

      A sigh escaped Fia, and she wandered back to the table from earlier. “Get me another drink. The good stuff, given Pola’s drinking it.”

      Pola decided to join Fia without a second glance at Vince. As if he had become a ghost, the entire bar full of wolfgirls decided he no longer existed.

      “Uh, where am I going?” he asked.

      “I recommend that you check your phone. Lady Lionetti said she’d contact you directly,” the bartender explained.

      Odd. Was a direct meeting with Alessia that special? Wasn’t that why he had come here?

      Something felt off.

      With a shrug, he left the bar and tried to wind his way back through the corridors to the elevators. It took a couple of tries. Everything looked identical and he misremembered the precise order of the turns.

      Once at the elevators, he checked his phone. A message from Alessia awaited him.

      Immediately, he slapped himself in the face. She’d given him precise directions on how to get to the elevators from the bar.

      The remaining instructions seemed simple enough. A floor and two codes: one verbal and one numeric.

      Vince rode the elevator up to the floor listed. The light lit up for a good ten seconds before anything happened. At first, he worried that Alessia had missed a step that required him to get a pass or magic-coded keycard, but then the elevator shut and shuddered upward.

      Once Vince arrived at his destination, another small lobby revealed itself. This one had only a single exit, consisting of a pair of ornate doors. Paintings large enough that they probably needed cranes to be lifted into place dominated the walls.

      A pair of vaguely familiar wolfgirl enforcers played cards next to the doors. They glanced up at Vince, then back at their game.

      He wandered over. If he wasn’t mistaken, they’d been with Pola last night.

      “‘Capomandamento,’” he said, repeating the verbal code he’d been given.

      The enforcers stopped playing, then one fumbled for a piece of paper in her jacket pocket. She glanced at it, then nodded. Vince spied a long list of handwritten words, most of which had been crossed out.

      “Should I pretend not to have seen that?” he asked.

      “Oh, fuck off,” she said, waving him toward the door. “The code system that the sottocapo came up with is so damn stupid. We knew you were coming. Had to buzz you up in the first place. Besides, I saw you at the club. How the hell am I going to stop you?” Her expression turned into a leer. “In a fight, that is.”

      “Are all of you this horny?” he asked.

      She clicked her tongue and leaned back, while her partner snickered.

      “Shot down,” her partner said.

      “Hey, I had the guts to try.” The first enforcer turned back to Vince. “Finding a strong mate is a big deal for wolves like us. My nonna is already on me about why I haven’t had my first litter yet, but who the fuck am I going to have it with?” She waved a hand angrily in the air before focusing on the card game.

      Yeah, Vince wanted nothing to do with that discussion. He barely talked with his family and preferred to keep it that way these days.

      Before he could leave, she spoke up again, “I’m Lucia, by the way. If you want to get to know me better.”

      “I’ll think about it,” he said. “I think you know who I am.”

      “You bet,” she murmured, biting her lower lip as her eyes wandered lower on his body.

      Now seemed like a good time to step away. He walked through the double doors, only to find himself in a corridor filled with doors. At least these were labeled.

      “Her office door should be open,” the enforcer called out as he wandered off.

      Nodding to himself, he made use of her advice and approached the one door left open. A silver label outside indicated it was Alessia’s office.

      So far, his night had included more excitement than he’d hoped for, given it was supposed to be about planning.

      Who knew what awaited him in Alessia’s private office?
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      Even a single glance in the room confirmed Vince had found the right place. The office stretched all the way to the edge of the building, almost to the point of comedy. An entire dining table and chairs plus a small living space fit into the close side of the office. Rafts of bookshelves, filled with a mixture of tomes and old binders gathering dust, occupied the walls all the way to the vaulted ceilings.

      Alessia sat behind an old-style executive desk. Her clothes remained unchanged from lunch. She didn’t react to his approach.

      The reason being that she appeared engrossed in a book. A physical one, even. Vince caught the title: Catch-22. Some sort of old war novel, but he at least knew the meaning of the term.

      “Not the sort of book I expected you to read,” he said after being ignored for a few seconds. “Took you more for a romance reader.”

      “And what, pray tell, do you think this book is about?” she asked without looking at him.

      “War?”

      “It is. But it is not.” She slid a leather bookmark into place before closing the book and plopping it onto the desk. “I rather enjoy reading satirical works such as this one and other seminal works that easily outlived their more banal brethren. One learns more from those with the drive and will to be incisive, instead of insipid.”

      Vince sensed she had a point here. She’d ignored him upon entering, after all. He wasn’t much for books, though.

      “You don’t read much, do you?” she asked with a twinge of annoyance. “Take a seat.”

      He looked around, then pulled up one of the old leather recliners. Alessia drummed her fingers on the book while leaning her chin on one hand.

      “You see, I’ve found that it’s easy to draw strength through bravado. Put up a brave front, lie, bluff, display plenty of egotism, and deny all weakness. The strongman approach, but commonly adopted by businessmen with little to offer other than vampirism,” she said.

      “Actual vampires?” he asked.

      “No, they usually don’t suck their businesses dry due to their longevity. When one lives for centuries, quarterly reports mean nothing.” Alessia laughed. “The bluster and con artistry I’m talking about is the province of otherwise ordinary fools.”

      “You’re not talking about Pola, right?” Vince frowned, unsure where this might be going.

      Alessia sighed. “She certainly adores her bravado, but there’s a gap between the public and private. A snake exploits even those they pretend to be partners with. Pola does not. This is why I detest raw bravado and its insipidness. Anyone can simply spout nonsense.”

      “And the satire…”

      “I’ve found that they cannot stand cutting criticism and mockery. Being laughed at is their weakness, because they draw strength from their veneer of power and success.” She smiled thinly. “I once worked closely with a man who hated satire. He said that all movies and books like it should be destroyed. He was the dumbest man I’ve had the misfortune to know.”

      This sounded personal. Vince remained silent.

      “Has anyone explained the Lionetti Family’s structure to you?” Alessia abruptly asked, straightening up.

      “Fia did, briefly. Something about the boss, underboss, advisor—”

      “So you know about the position of consigliere.” She nodded. “There isn’t one now, but it’s an immensely important position within the family. The consigliere personally advises me, can order jobs for the enforcers, and is the only person who can publicly contradict me.”

      “You don’t let people disagree with you in your company?” he asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “The company is different. What we’ve been talking about so far is the family. What we commonly call the mafia. Despite what I said, there is a difference between the family and the company. The enforcers represent the family. But I also have a board, executives, employees, subsidiaries, and all manner of bureaucratic nonsense as part of Lionetti Enterprises. My old consigliere came from that side of the world, forced on me following the death of my father and much of the old guard.”

      “Forced?”

      “Like I said, I have a board. As a young CEO, I trusted them more than I perhaps should have, despite being the majority owner of the company.” She shrugged. “They appointed the consigliere to assist me. He was a fool. A man who lied about everything he did and stole credit for his work elsewhere, but morons believed him. I find it difficult to trust the judgment of those fooled by him, given I disliked him from the start. Every mannerism I associate with him is common to those like him. One of the more annoying is a tendency to make terrible jokes when confronted by their lies and hypocrisy.”

      “You truly despise him, don’t you?”

      Alessia’s eyes lit up with raw hatred. “I recall the wealth that he hoarded, stolen from my family. He bragged about it, too. When I finally confronted him about it, and dismissed the jokes and bullshit he spouted, he simply said he had to look out for number one. That this was what people had to do. As if the Lionettis hadn’t been loyal to him, and he hadn’t been part of the reason my father…” A ragged breath escaped her.

      Vince said nothing. A grandfather clock in the corner ticked away.

      Then Alessia let out a bright smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “So, I took his advice. I looked out for number one and used my powers as the boss of the family. Pola and the enforcers took everything from him. I had his house bulldozed, his money confiscated, and his business bankrupted by debt. He’s alive, but I forced him to flee Aulfair. I’d rather he live, although I doubt he has the intelligence to understand that he brought this on himself.”

      The smug satisfaction in her gaze made it clear that Alessia regretted nothing, except maybe that she hadn’t acted sooner.

      Whereas Vince mostly soaked in the story and its meaning. Because it certainly meant something.

      One’s new boss didn’t tell him about the time she’d utterly crushed a traitor for shits and giggles.

      “All that because he hated satire?” he joked, shifting in his chair.

      Her eyes bore into him. Instantly, he felt he’d made a mistake. She had said something about hating the way her old advisor misdirected people with humor.

      Then Alessia smirked. “You worry too much. I don’t hate jokes and you don’t show his mannerisms. For one thing, when we met by the waterfront, you showed too much weakness to be the sort of worm I seek to stamp out on sight. Those ‘missteps’ you made while negotiating made you more trustworthy. My experience with enforcers so far has been that they tend to embellish too much, whereas you seem to undersell your abilities.”

      “My mentor taught me that if you lie too much as an enforcer, you’ll eventually get a job you can’t handle and have no way out,” Vince said.

      “A smart mentor. Although I do believe you should be more earnest. No matter. Should you prove to be everything I hope you are, then we should have a long and fruitful relationship, and it won’t matter.” Alessia’s phone appeared in her hand with a flicker of magic. “To business. You bought a magical focus. Show me.”

      Damn. Alessia wanted to see what her money was buying. Vince tensed.

      Despite Nina’s assurance he’d gotten a good deal, he felt a pit open up in his stomach. Far too much of his cash was tied up here. He knew he should have bought something cheaper, just in case Alessia reneged.

      “Well?” she asked.

      He deposited the cane in her outstretched hands.

      Her head tilted to one side as she ran her fingers along the wood. She licked her lips. Then she found the grooves under the handle and the slight gap where the sword came out. The blade slid out with barely a whisper.

      “A sword cane?” she asked. “Two foci in one?”

      “It’s a dual focus,” he said.

      “I… see.” She grimaced. “Give me a moment.”

      Her fingers tapped away at her phone. Who might she be contacting?

      Once finished, she focused again on the sword cane. Her fingers ran delicately along its length, avoiding the edge.

      “Well?” Vince asked her, a little too gruffly.

      “There’s something about it that bothers me,” she admitted. “I’m not an expert on magic foci. My only exposure was a module in school about them, but my use of magic is highly functional and utilitarian.”

      “Really? I figured you’d know more battle magic.”

      She smirked. “I know enough to be dangerous. But given I have an entire enforcer division, I prefer to rely on them.”

      The door opened and Pola entered. Figured Alessia would rely on her sister for something like this.

      Instantly, Pola pointed an accusatory finger at the cane in Alessia’s hands. “I knew you didn’t have the cane yesterday!”

      “What?” Alessia furrowed her brow. “Did I miss something?”

      Pola opened her mouth to say something, then her entire face paled.

      Realization struck Vince. Alessia had banned champagne from the bar because Pola broke a few thousand dollars of the stuff, and the enforcers had just goaded him into blowing a hole in the wall.

      How much shit was Pola in?

      He grinned and knew his appearance oozed with smugness. “Shall I tell her, Pola?”

      “Fuck you,” she mumbled while shuffling over. “You wanted me to look at the focus, Sis?”

      Alessia’s expression turned thunderous. “What did you two do?”

      “Two?” Vince asked.

      “I’m not dumb. It took two of you to nearly burn down the Prefect’s Lounge last night. If you continued your stupid bickering—”

      Oh, crap. Vince schooled his expression while Pola shot a smug glance his way.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?” Alessia asked, voice low.

      “It was required of me to prove my worth or be ejected from the building,” he said, stretching the truth only a little.

      Alessia’s eyes bulged and she looked at Pola. Immediately, the other wolf raised her hands and started blathering about contracts, pride, and needing to be certain.

      “Pola, shut up,” Alessia snapped, then rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Is the bar on fire? No, it can’t be. The alarms would be going off.”

      Huh. Why hadn’t the fire alarms gone off? Vince appeared puzzled, which only annoyed Alessia.

      “Did Fia deactivate the alarms again so she could smoke indoors?” Alessia huffed.

      “Fia smokes?” Vince asked.

      She really might be his kind of girl.

      “Unfortunately,” Alessia said.

      Best to keep his dirty vice to a minimum, then.

      “The hole isn’t that large,” Pola mumbled.

      “Hole? There’s a hole? With the wards we have, how is there…” Alessia sighed. “Forget it. I’ll take it out of your allowance.”

      “You can’t do that! I’m already in the negative for this year after last night,” Pola wailed and reached for her sister. “Besides, I was right! He’s holding back something big on us. I wanted him to demonstrate some big spell and Fia said—”

      “Of course he’s holding back,” Alessia snapped. “You do, don’t you?”

      Pola froze. “Um…”

      Well, shit. If he’d been dumb enough to get into a serious fight with Pola, or kept going last night, what nasty trump card might she have played to win? Did it relate to that gauntlet she’d taken off?

      “So, about my money…” Vince asked, realizing this might go on forever.

      Also, he seriously worried Alessia might dock his pay over the damage to the bar. That wasn’t in the contract, but Immanuel had fucked him for similar stuff.

      Alessia gave him a cutting look, then huffed, sheathed the sword in the cane, and tossed it to Pola. Catching it with a twirl, Pola mimed breaking the cane over her knee.

      Then the wolf froze, her eyes widening.

      “Woah,” Pola breathed out. “What the fuck is this?”

      “So you feel it as well?” Alessia asked.

      Pola’s expression turned murderous. Her tail lashed the ground, her ears flattened, and her eyes glowed green. She glared at Vince.

      “The fuck are you buying this on our dime, you fucking asshole,” she spat at him. “You’re just like them, aren’t you?”

      She took a step forward, raising a hand that would summon a claw the next second. Vince prepared to summon a defensive barrier. This contract had gone south fast, but he wanted that cane back first.

      “Pola, stop!” Alessia snapped.

      Her chair clattered to the ground as she rose to her feet, one hand outstretched toward her sister.

      “But—”

      “No buts. I didn’t ask you to come here to judge him, but the focus. Your reaction tells me I was right.” Alessia smiled thinly. “It’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Too good. This is worth more than you must be paying him. How can you—”

      “Because I have a copy of the receipt. Now give him back the cane and shoo, Pola. Let me handle the money.”

      Pola’s fury vanished, replaced by utter confusion. She looked back and forth between Alessia and Vince. Then, begrudgingly, she handed over the cane to him and left.

      He immediately put it back on his belt. If he needed to bail, he wanted to make sure he kept it.

      “You can calm down,” Alessia said while righting her chair. “I should have expected that reaction from Pola.”

      “Is the cane that expensive?” Vince asked.

      “It should be. I don’t know where you bought this, but it’s on your head if the true owner tracks you down and rips your head off.” Alessia laughed. “I’m assuming it is bound to you?”

      “Watched the sorceress do it in front of me.”

      “Then it’s fine. Guard the focus with your life, as I imagine it’s worth more.”

      How kind of her.

      “Naturally, I’ll reimburse you. Do you want more cash? At this sum of money, it’s not too hard to wire the funds,” she said.

      Vince winced. “Uh, I bank with Immanuel. Probably not a great idea for you to directly transfer any money. They might notice and—”

      “Take a dim view of your ‘disloyalty?’” Alessia asked with a raised eyebrow. “I won’t probe you on your long-term plans, as there’s no way to know how our partnership will work out. But one cannot serve two masters.”

      Nina had been right on the money with her earlier advice about his “independence.” He owed her.

      So he took that advice and hurriedly changed the course of the conversation. “Uh huh. Say, on the topic of masters, why are all of your enforcers women? The proper ones, not the security flunkies.”

      Alessia blinked. The sight of her mind visibly coming to a halt, changing gears, and trying to catch onto where Vince was going made for an adorable sight.

      As if to hide her reaction, she stood and walked over to a nearby wall. It slid open at her touch, revealing a small kitchenette.

      “What does that have to do with masters?” she asked while stepping inside. “Would you like a tea? Coffee? Or something punchier?”

      “How about punchy coffee?” he joked.

      “You mean Irish coffee?” she asked, making a face. “The classic is a favorite of mine, due to the sugar and cream, but the last time I had it was when the capos did rounds of espresso mixed with straight shots of cheap single malt.”

      Vince wanted to say that sounded fucking amazing, but felt he was many stories above the audience suited for that comment. He’d bring it up with Fia later. The wolves apparently knew how to drink.

      While he imagined what might happen if he joined in one night with the Lionetti enforcer captains, Alessia placed two small white cups beneath the spouts of an espresso machine. The automatic kind, it seemed. The sheer bulk of it suggested it would likely cost a mint, and it whirred to life when she pressed a button. Sweet, creamy espresso poured out from the spouts.

      “I don’t have cream, so you’ll have to make do with a normal coffee with whisky,” she said.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t reject my request entirely,” he admitted. “It wasn’t that serious.”

      “I gathered.” She smirked at him while retrieving a bottle of whisky from a shelf. “But I think you underestimate how important alcohol is to wolffolk. Especially with winter approaching. Our livers don’t disintegrate just because a few drops of liquor touch them, like you squishy humans. To us, spending cold nights warming up over bottles of high proof spirits is part of what we are. Anyway, you haven’t answered my question.”

      She returned with the cups, now full of coffee and, in his case, scotch whisky.

      His lame attempt to veer the conversation away from a dangerous subject now needed follow-up. “By masters, I’m talking about the incessant flirting and talk of mates from your enforcers. I spend a lot of time in the demihuman parts of Aulfair, so I’m used to the leers from some demihumans, but your enforcers look at me like a piece of meat half the time.”

      “Ah, so you think they want to be your master?” Alessia laughed between sips of her coffee. “I’m less sure. But there is a reason for all of it. Pola is the reason they’re all women, in any case. I mentioned she has difficulty with men, yes? As the underboss, she’s in charge of the enforcers. So she tends to chase away men.”

      “Like me?”

      Alessia scowled and looked at the door for several long moments. “She seems to have tried today. I’m honestly surprised you made it here unscathed, or that Fia joined in.”

      Telling Alessia about the swings that Pola had taken at him might not be a good idea. So Vince merely shrugged and said, “Why men? She’s not scared of me, that’s for sure.”

      “The same reason I have dozens of young, single wolfgirl enforcers that are eying you like a piece of meat. Strength.” Alessia covered her mouth with her cup. “Wolffolk value the power of their mate. Once, that meant larger, faster, stronger mates. Magic, and the potential for non-wolffolk partners, have meant that power can be financial, political, or magical.”

      Vince gulped and felt his face redden, but also knew he might be grinning like an idiot. “Oh? So they’re interested in me because of my magic?”

      Sighing, Alessia spun in her chair. “They’re interested in you because Pola didn’t flatten you last night, Vincent.”

      “Call me Vince.” He was dead certain she’d called him his full name intentionally.

      He hated when people did that. His full name sounded like it belonged to an old man or a vampire. He couldn’t stand it.

      “Consider that you’re from a traditional wolffolk family. One with roots that can be traced back to Italy and possibly even the ancient wolf kingdoms that used to stretch from the Alps to Sicily. Your grandparents might even have come from the old country. Your grandmother remembers finding a strong mate—maybe another wolf or a dashing sorcerer—in their teens and having a half-dozen litters by the time they’re thirty. She wonders why you haven’t done the same.”

      “Holy shit, that sounds insane,” Vince blurted out.

      “Tell me about it,” Alessia muttered, then coughed. “My point, though, is that the Lionettis and all our enforcers have such roots. But since the Masquerade collapsed, it’s harder than ever to find strong mates. More people than ever use magic, but most poorly, and the march of technology has worsened matters. Ordinary wolffolk don’t understand the problem, because they hardly need magic to live. But enforcers are stronger than ever, and their potential partners weaker than ever.”

      “Really? The police enforcers are—”

      “Out of the question.” She shot him a dark glance. “It’s more complicated than just strength, I suppose. How many people are interested in an enforcer? But I can understand these issues they face, because they’re the ones I face. My magic is strong enough that almost every man in the city is off-limits according to tradition. And as a proud Lionetti, I have an even shorter list available to me.”

      Vince nodded slowly. “So your enforcers latch onto any potential like…” He grimaced.

      “A dog with a bone? I’m used to hearing that expression.” She rolled her eyes. “In any case, a lot of it is for show. The capos know they’re not allowed to shame the family, and Pola will keep them in line. You’re an associate. Nobody will touch you unless you let them.”

      The hard part was choosing not to let them touch him. Vince was a young man who had just been told that a lot of wolves had a lot of interest in him, simply for doing his job.

      Then he recalled the stories that various enforcers told of packs of wolfgirls effectively running men so hard and dry they died. Consent was one thing. Surviving the night was another.

      Maybe if he had some of those infusions from Ally’s shop…

      “I think we should talk business now,” Alessia said, her narrow eyes possibly realizing where his thoughts were going.

      He coughed into one hand, then gulped down his rapidly cooling coffee. It had a punch. “Yeah, business is good.”

      Alessia shook her head. “I assume Fia gave you a basic rundown of everything you foolishly forgot to ask me?”

      This time when his face reddened it was for an entirely different reason. “Yeah. I’m up to speed. We’re fighting a bunch of lions called Kaziern who are backed by the Golden Path, and I need to seize their territory, force them to surrender, and deal with their backup. The faster I do it, the more likely I get backup from your enforcers. Fuck up and I get a train ran on me by the conglomerate enforcers.”

      “That’s quite the image you conjured up,” she said drily.

      Evidently, Alessia understood what it meant to have a train ran on someone. As elegant as she looked and sounded, a crass and impure woman dwelled deep within her.

      “Am I wrong?” Vince asked.

      “No. The moment the Golden Path deploys, you’ll be brutalized if we’re not there to help you. Up until that point, the worst consequences you’ll likely face are those in the contract for canceling.” Alessia turned again and pointed out the window. The lights of Albion twinkled beyond it. “Kaziern’s enforcers are career. Corporate soldiers taking a paycheck.”

      Silence dominated the room, once again broken by the grandfather clock. Alessia’s cup clinked against the desk as she reached back to put it down. Her back remained turned to Vince.

      “… is this your way of asking me to leave them alive?” he asked, voice barely audible.

      He saw her gulp, and she looked down and to the side.

      “It would bring disrespect to the family if—”

      “Did you ask the last enforcers the same thing?” Vince asked.

      “Not the first group. At the time, the situation had deteriorated and Kaziern weren’t our enemy.” She looked at him with half her face. “The next time, I did, and they seemed shocked. As if the idea they might kill other enforcers had never occurred to them. You seem to be the opposite.”

      “… I’ve always treated death as an absolute when using magic. The same goes when fighting as an enforcer.”

      “Using magic…?” Her eyes screwed up in confusion.

      “I’m putting my life on the line here for your family, pride, money, and territory,” Vince said, voice deathly cold. “In the end, I’m not sparing the lives of another combatant who might kill me without even blinking. Not if I think I might bite it. However…”

      Alessia waited patiently, hands crossed in her lap.

      “As you said, they’re career employees taking a paycheck. My bet is they’ll back down and surrender, rather than fight to the death for a corporate logo. Even the police hesitate to pick serious fights with enforcers, as nobody gains much from those sorts of fights.”

      “You say that, yet several of my enforcers did exactly that last night,” she said darkly.

      “Ronin came out with little more than some scrapes. Pola might have lost it, but I doubt anyone tangoing with him went all that hard, and he held back himself,” Vince said. Then he rubbed the back of his neck. “Look, I take my job seriously. Just give me a list of places to hit, any hotshot enforcers to deal with, and I’ll try to minimize deaths. But I can’t guarantee Kaziern won’t go hard, especially if they underestimate me.”

      “Very well. I’ll have Fia handle that,” Alessia said.

      “She said you had that info.”

      Alessia frowned. “I… see. I’ll have Pola and Fia come up here after you leave. When do you expect to start?”

      “Tomorrow.” He only had three weeks before Immanuel wanted him back and who knew how long before the police cracked down hard. “How fast do you need this done?”

      “With just you, I expect it to take months.”

      He looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “No. I’m dropping everything to deal with this within a few weeks.”

      She bit her lip. “I see. You’ll have your targets by morning. It might be best if you leave now so that Pola isn’t further distracted.”

      That sounded as much like a dismissal as he’d ever received.

      Vince rose and wandered toward the door. Alessia watched his every step in silence.

      When he opened the door to leave, Pola tumbled inside with a squeal. He looked down at her.

      “Did you even hear anything through the room’s wards?” he asked her.

      “Shut up,” she muttered, spinning to her feet. “Did you need me for something, Sis?”

      “Yes. Go get Fia and return,” Alessia said.

      Pola scowled, then marched back to the elevator with Vince. The two of them awkwardly stood next to each other inside it.

      “Going home already?” she asked when he hit the button for the first floor.

      “Alessia’s direct request,” he explained.

      A click of her tongue. “Fine. We’ll settle things later.”

      “What’s to settle?”

      “Your…” She pouted, remembering that Alessia had admonished her for badgering him over his spells. “Fine, whatever. You better be the real deal. Or I’ll tear you to pieces. I don’t care what the contract says. You’re fucking meat if you screw things up.”

      “What if I don’t?”

      Her eyes flashed and the barest hint of a smile crossed her face. “Well, maybe there’ll be a future for you as an associate of the Lionettis. Maybe.”

      She ran a hand along his chest as she strode out of the elevator, before leaving him to ponder his plans for the evening.

      As much as Immanuel had proved to be a dangerous employer, the Lionettis seemed worse. He knew where he stood with Quintus. Pola and Alessia on the other hand…

      Then again, he worried about stagnating and Alessia had made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. So here he was, risking everything, including his chastity.

      Time to get a good night’s rest and worry about everything in the morning. He called Nicki to pick him up, paced around the nearby park until she arrived, and crashed the moment he got home. Talking things out with Nicki slipped his mind entirely.

      Come morning, Alessia’s orders came through and he moved to start a gang war. A war of one.
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      “So you’re telling me that you left without getting reimbursed?” Nina asked him the very next morning.

      “They were busy and—” Vince tried to say.

      “So busy they forgot to pay you?” She cackled, then winced when he pulled her hair. “Don’t do that!”

      “You’re the one who moved abruptly. Your hair is a mane. Consider yourself lucky I comb it all.”

      Nina sat on the couch, cross-legged, in a t-shirt and shorts, while he stood behind it. Despite Vince’s intentions to get to work right away, he had a weekly ritual to take care of.

      Every Saturday, his roommate expected him to give her hair a good comb. In ordinary circumstances, this might sound like an easy task. Something she could take care of herself.

      Nina’s messy blonde hair shattered those expectations. Horrendously long, terribly tangled after a week of little more care than water, shampoo, and conditioner, and denser than a jungle. Taming it took the better part of an hour and had become a fixture of Vince’s life ever since Nina first cried for him to fix her hair after some workplace bullying years ago.

      “I’m a lioness,” she said proudly. “My mane is a core part of me. You should be honored to take care of it.”

      “An honor that hairdressers usually get paid in cold, hard cash for,” he drawled. “Remind me again how much this usually costs?”

      She mumbled some extortionate figure.

      Which, despite his prodding, was the real reason he kept up the ritual. He and Nina had been in this together for ages. She covered for him when he fell behind on rent or fucked up bad enough to go into debt over a fine. Saving her thousands of dollars a year on basic hair maintenance was trivial.

      Although why she couldn’t comb her own damn hair remained beyond him.

      Once Nina calmed down and he resumed combing her hair again, a heavy, rumbling purr resonated throughout the apartment. Those unfamiliar with Nina, or lionfolk in general, might think a car was revving up in the complex hallway.

      Vince had once been so worried that Nina’s purrs carried through the walls that he’d checked with the neighbors, who were a trio of catfolk who kept him supplied with cheap, tax-free cigarettes and booze. Turned out that heavy soundproofing was common even in these dirt-cheap complexes, simply because demihumans tended to cause a ruckus at certain times of the year.

      “Anyway, I’ll get the cash back tonight,” he said. “Alessia’s not—”

      Nina’s purring cut out as if something had switched off her engine. “Alessia? You’re calling your boss by her first name?”

      “What do you want me to call her? Lady Lionetti? I call Quintus by his name.”

      “Yeah, but he’s an old fuck of a demon. The Lionetti sisters are basically your age.”

      Vince snorted. “Nina, you’re basically my age. I know you play up your ancient hag status—”

      She tried to turn her head, then winced when it caused the comb to catch in her hair. Instead she let out a tiny roar that sounded more like a whimper. “Don’t call me a hag!”

      He continued as if she hadn’t done anything, “—but you’re turning 30 in December. I checked, and Alessia is only a few years younger than you.”

      For some reason, her purring resumed, if lighter. “30’s old for beastfolk.”

      “Then I must be a fucking fossil even at 25. Don’t your kind live till you’re like 150?”

      “Eh, sure, but we age like humans. Old lions look horrible. Like flabby skinsacks atop a skeleton.” Nina crossed her arms and shuddered. “I’m not sure I ever want to be like that.”

      Funny how both Nina and Alessia seemed so concerned about age. Vince felt as though he’d barely started life, even if he tried not to think about where he’d gone in the past several years while Ronin jetted ahead of him.

      “Is that what drove you to retire so early?” Vince asked.

      Her engine stuttered, before resuming as he raked his fingers gently through her hair to loosen knots before combing through it. Nina always loved when he finger combed.

      “What got you to bring this up?” she mumbled.

      “Alessia brought up the… family expectations of her and her enforcers. Apparently wolffolk like to marry young.”

      Nina clicked her tongue. “Alessia, huh? I’m not worried about that nonsense. Things are good as they are. If I could freeze the world right now, and live out every day like this, I’d do it without even blinking.”

      Vince reached the end of her hair, and then ran his comb from top to bottom to test for knots. His fingers detangled a couple of tiny tangles on the way, but he felt her dense, silken hair give way easily. Her purring doubled in intensity.

      “You’re just saying that because you’re in your happy place right now,” he said.

      “Maybe. I like Saturday mornings.”

      “Are you going into work this afternoon?”

      “Dunno. I got to leave earlier yesterday and there’s some big planning meeting on today. Maybe they’ll call. Maybe they won’t.”

      He sighed and began to finish up with her hair. “Make some plans then. Go out. I know your co-workers do that. You bitch about them when you do overtime and they don’t.”

      “Yeah, but then everyone else will bitch about me doing that while they’re doing overtime.”

      “Why does that matter? You’re not getting paid for weekend work.”

      “I don’t like getting bitched about behind my back.”

      “If they’re going to complain about you having a life, why do you care what they think anyway?” He poked her in the back of the head and she whined. “Take the weekend off.”

      “Who are you to tell me this, Mr. Mafia Dog?” Nina muttered.

      “I’m getting paid for this job.”

      She shot him a sidelong grin,

      “I am. Trust me, I’ll come back tonight with the cash I used to buy that focus.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Nina leaned back. “You should comb my hair every morning.”

      “Only if you cover my rent every month.”

      Nina’s eyebrows shot up and she straightened. When she whirled on him with wide eyes, Vince knew he’d said the wrong thing.

      “That was a joke,” he said quickly.

      She deflated like a balloon and collapsed on the couch. Her arms and legs curled up at first, then she rolled onto her back and seemed to bat at the air like the big cat she sort of was.

      “Pretty shit joke,” she moaned.

      Shrugging, he left her to her devices while he put away his things and got ready. Not that he had to do much. His “enforcer gear” consisted of what he wore around normally, save the addition of his new cane.

      Although Fia’s comment last night about his clothes caused him to pick at them. Maybe when he got reimbursed…

      “What are you worried about?” Nina asked. “You still hurting from the other night? I forgot to ask if you still needed a massage when you showed up last night. You’ll be in better shape if I give you one now than later.”

      “The hell I will.” He shook his head. “I can’t fight when my legs and arms are jelly.”

      She grinned at him, peeking over the top of the couch. Although given her size, this position required her to arch her back so much he saw her ass poking up behind her.

      “But you do want one?” she asked.

      Want, yes. Need, no. Vince decided he’d put off the massage for the sake of being focused.

      “Not right now,” he demurred.

      “Uh huh. If I take your advice and ignore work, will you accept a massage?”

      “This is blackmail.”

      “Come on. Answer me.”

      “Fine. But you can’t go to work all weekend.”

      “Deal.”

      Nina’s broad grin suggested she’d won the lottery, rather than convinced Vince to accept a massage tonight and not give into peer pressure to work unpaid overtime. He’d take the latter as a win.

      He whipped out his phone and checked the time. Later than he’d hoped, but still enough time before lunch to hopefully scout out Kaziern’s main sites before many enforcers rocked up.

      The questionable businesses of Aulfair rarely operated before lunch, simply because so much needed to be conducted under cover of darkness. The best workers and enforcers took the night shift, leaving only a skeleton crew for the mornings. Evenings varied a lot, but there’d at least be preparatory activities.

      He fired off a message to Nicki. She’d mentioned last night that weekends were more flexible for her. That suggested that whatever her 9 to 5 was, it involved an office. He refused to pry, though. Not his business to know the harpy’s personal life unless she wanted him to know.

      “Calling your lift?” Nina called out.

      Her freshly tamed mane pooled over the edge of the cushions and all over the floor. Vince already saw tangles forming in it. He ignored them. Once a week, and no more. Nina would tie him down and have him comb her hair 24/7 given the chance.

      “Trying to,” he said.

      A ding escaped his phone and he saw Nicki’s reply. A thumbs up. No time given.

      “Soon,” he said. “Hey, do we have any energy drinks left over?”

      “Why would I know? I barely touch the things.”

      “You’re the one who made breakfast and drank all the beer last night.”

      “I didn’t drink all the beer.” Nina paused. “Can you pick up a case on your way back? Maybe two? If I’m stuck at home all weekend—”

      “Not going to work doesn’t mean hanging out and watching TV.” Vince shot her a dark look as he checked the fridge.

      Three energy drinks left, spread across three four-packs. He really needed to be neater with this stuff.

      “Yeah, but if I want to—”

      “Go do something fun, Nina.”

      “TV is fun.”

      “Didn’t you used to go to the gym a lot? What happened to that?” he asked.

      No answer. He looked over while stuffing a pair of cans into his jacket pockets and saw Nina rubbing her face with her hands.

      “Nina?”

      “I don’t know…” she grumbled. “Fuck, you’re right. I think I’m still paying for that stupid membership, anyway. When I tried canceling a few months back, they told me that I could only cancel during the night of an equinox, while one of their contract magic specialists was present, and I needed to bring like ten forms of ID with me. I don’t even think it’s possible for me to get ten forms of ID.”

      Ah, gyms. One of Immanuel’s subsidiaries ran basically every major chain in the city, and it showed. Demons loved fucking over people with contracts.

      Nina finally bounced up from the couch and stretched, which was an impressive sight given her muscles and amount of skin she casually showed. Before Vince got to admire her much more, she vanished into her bedroom. Presumably to get changed.

      Seconds later, her head popped out. “Do you know where I put my gym clothes?”

      “I usually put them with your suits.”

      “Oh, damn. Didn’t think to check my work clothes.” She vanished again.

      He shrugged, then turned to see the balcony door wide open and a familiar, if grumpy, harpy leaning against the door jamb. She waved hello while her hip wings flared out. But her eyes raked the apartment, as if searching for something.

      “You got here fast,” Vince said, wandering over.

      “Eh, I figured you’d need me this morning. Earlier.” She grimaced then nodded at Nina’s bedroom. “Not to be an ass, but are you two, uh…” She made a circle with one finger and repeatedly moved another finger in and out of that circle.

      “No. We’re old friends and she’s more or less my mentor.”

      “More or less?” Nina called out. “I’m the reason you haven’t had your empty head caved in or chopped off!”

      Nicki smirked. “I figured that part after last night, but, uh… Most friends don’t do each other’s laundry.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” Vince placed his hands on his hips in mock disapproval. “We don’t do each other’s laundry. I do hers, and she never does mine.”

      “… that doesn’t make me any less suspicious. I’d call you a househusband, but you’re off fighting goons and she’s, uh, I dunno.” Nicki scratched her head.

      “He is the househusband,” Nina said upon emerging in a set of tight-fitting green and black spandex. “I’m the breadwinner with the office job. He cleans.”

      “But I don’t cook,” Vince said. “We’re roommates, and she’s a slob. Anyway, you’re overthinking things.”

      Nicki continued to look past him for a second, before shooting him a skeptical look. Regardless, she shrugged and wandered out to the balcony.

      He turned back to Nina, who now towered over him. Which, given her current outfit, gave him an amazing view of just how big and round her tits were.

      “It’s damn cold out there. Put a jacket on,” he said, poking her in the belly.

      She gasped, jumped backward, and then nodded with a pout. “Sure, whatever. But be careful out there. You’ve told me nothing about the job—”

      “Because I need to take care of myself.”

      “—but I know you’re in fucking deep, Vince. If shit goes down, call me. I can still crack heads as good as you can, if not better.”

      Given what he suspected of the history between Nina and the Lionettis, calling in Nina was never going to happen. Not over his dead body.

      Which might happen.

      “Enjoy your day off. I’ll try to finish up early and bring home some takeout. My treat,” he said, waving as he turned around.

      Vince was less sure he’d enjoy his day, but he had a paycheck to earn.
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      Nicki barely waited for Vince’s signal before picking him up once he walked onto the balcony. Hopefully Nina remembered to lock up. Which one of them had left the balcony door unlocked in the first place? Probably Nina when she cooked, given the kitchen’s ventilation fan often fritzed.

      “So, where to?” Nicki asked as they soared toward Albion. “I know the rough area from last night, but not the specifics.”

      “Best if we don’t land right on the target,” he yelled back, trying to be heard over the wind. “You said you know the region, right? I want to do some scouting. A nice high place with good overlooking views would be nice.”

      “That’s great and all, but tell me where.”

      “Go to the park from last night. We’ll orient from there.”

      They flew in silence for the rest of the trip. The northern half of Albion looked drastically different during the day. More depressing. A sea of brown and gray office buildings, often decades old, and little foot traffic.

      Most of Albion stood mostly as a business park and the residents didn’t linger there. They’d be hopping on the subway to go somewhere flashier. Even the expensive apartments and townhouses close to the harbor lacked much in the way of local entertainment. Or, really, just somewhere that reminded the residents less of work.

      The park outside Lionetti Tower at least looked nicer. Vince couldn’t say the same about the buildings, which lacked life without the flashy lights and the lack of any major renovations stood out. An old building could have character, but these ones just looked tacky and dated. Lionetti Tower dominated the skyline, despite its age.

      “So?” Nicki asked.

      Vince pulled up Alessia’s message, then found each location one-by-one in his maps app.

      “I’ve got three places to check. An old shopping mall known as the Charlingwood Arcade; some offices that have probably been refitted into a warehouse or drug lab; and Kaziern’s local logistics hub.”

      He showed Nicki his phone and each location. She nodded after only a brief glance at each one, so short he questioned if she recognized them.

      “Is that really enough?” he asked when she pushed away his phone.

      “I’m birdfolk, even if a lot of people like to exclude harpies.” She grinned toothily. “Navigation is what we do. The old arcade sticks out like a sore thumb, as it has some big, ugly decorations. It’s hard to miss that transport depot, as Wings has it marked as a no-fly zone.”

      “They do?” Vince narrowed his eyes.

      “Yup. A lot of conglomerate operations have nasty wards or drones guarding them, so we have to steer clear. This one has drones around it at night.”

      Vince mentally chalked up the logistics hub as the most heavily defended location. He’d already guessed as much, as Kaziern supposedly smuggled illegal supplements. If Alessia wanted this place, it sat at the heart of the smuggling operation.

      “So, am I allowed to guess what you’re doing visiting these places or…” Nicki scratched her sides while her hip wings fluttered nervously. “I don’t usually do this sort of thing.”

      “Do you think you need to know?” he asked.

      She winced and looked at the ground. “I mean, you asked to go somewhere high up and showed me where the locations were. I figured that meant I was, like, a partner. The getaway flier or something? I even…” Her hands balled into fists and her eyes tightened as she glared at the ground.

      Vince shoved his hands in his pockets, then took them out when he bumped into the energy drinks. So much for his attempt to look cool and suave while talking to her.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said.

      “What did you mean?” she grumbled. “Because it sounded like you wanted me to keep my beak out of it.”

      “You don’t have a beak, and folks usually don’t want to get close to enforcer fights. The same reason I don’t ask what you do for a living is why I don’t—”

      “I’m just some minimum wage data entry chick.” Nicki threw her head back and laughed. “The sort of shit job where nobody cares what you wear, or even if you show up. There’s just a long list of shit that needs to get done, and they hire more people if it’s not getting done fast enough. But this”—Nicki waved an arm at Lionetti Tower beside them—“is something way more interesting.”

      “It’s a great way to die for not much better pay,” Vince said.

      “Yeah, I, uh, wanted to talk to you about that.” She bit her lip.

      “I think we both need to. You’re helping me today instead of doing data entry, aren’t you?”

      She shook her head. “Nah. I used to do Wings all weekend. Without you, I’d be… well, probably looking into some other gig work.” Her eyes latched onto him, and he swore she was trying to give him puppy dog eyes. “Listen, I promise I’ll keep everything a secret. Nobody else—”

      “I get it. Just don’t look at me like that,” Vince said, waving her down. “You’re not you if you’re not grumpy.”

      “Oh, fuck off. I only acted like that on the first night we met, and you were the shadiest, pushiest fucker then. You wasted my time with fucking fast food.” Despite her words, she smiled and began tapping her smartwatch. “There’re good overlooks for the office and depot. The shopping mall is surrounded by a massive parking lot, though.”

      The sudden shift of topic threw Vince for a moment, but he got his brain back in gear quickly enough. “We’ll start with the depot. The later we get there, the heavier the guard will be, and I don’t plan to do more than give it a quick look. I expect the office is the same, if I’m right about its real purpose.”

      “So we’re going shopping last?”

      “Depends what you like to buy. I bet the stores in the mall don’t sell home wares and scented candles.”

      Nicki grinned at him. “A few do, but it’s got some fun places. I have a friend who does some less savory egg-laying there for cash. Brings round all sorts of dodgy stuff she buys from the dealers there.”

      Once again, she baited him with the weird egg-laying stuff. The odd glint in her eyes suggested she wanted him to pursue the topic. He chose not to.

      “Let’s go,” he said. “I’ll give you a little more info as we move. Expect today to be pretty boring if I do my job well.”

      She nodded and flapped her wings, rising into the air. “And if you don’t?”

      “You get to see how I do my job really well.”

      As Nicki said, the transport depot possessed a fantastic overlook. Namely, a long, squat apartment complex a good two blocks away. A major roadway lay between their vantage point and the expansive depot, inside which a bunch of trucks, trailers, and containers sat in the open yard.

      Long buildings shaped like semi-cylinders and enclosed loading bays filled out roughly half the depot, alongside one blocky brick building that was probably the only permanent structure. The semi-cylindrical ones looked like prefab stuff and Vince doubted they were used during normal operations.

      No, those “loading bays” existed to allow the trucks to do their business out of sight.

      Vince flipped out his phone and began fiddling with his browser.

      “Whatcha doing?” Nicki asked while leaning on the edge of building.

      She kept her wings stretched out to catch the air being pumped out of the rooftop units pumping recirculated air through the complex below them. Ordinarily, this would blow their cover, but Vince suspected it made them look more natural. Like a couple getting outside despite the cold, and she wanted to stretch her wings.

      As she spoke, he pulled up the maps data for the area, but then looked for historical data. It took a while.

      “I thought we were going to talk?” she asked.

      “Sure. I’m pulling up old map data. I want to confirm my hunch that the prefab buildings in the depot are new. If Kaziern only started moving goods in the past few years, then whoever ran it beforehand probably just kept the yard open.”

      “… huh. You thought of that instantly?”

      “Everything illegal—or as a friend might put it, of a ‘less respected nature’—needs to be done out of sight. Police birdfolk patrol the skies with magic goggles. If they spot a truck being loaded with illegal catalysts in the open, there’ll be a dozen cruisers on you in a second,” he explained.

      “What if they just like loading trucks indoors?”

      “A company doesn’t reduce the usable footprint of its transport depot for shits and giggles. Let alone buy a bunch of prefab structures that require maintenance and power.”

      Sure enough, he found what he wanted.

      Seven years ago, the depot lacked any buildings on its land save the big brick one. Same size, same layout, and—apparently—same owner.

      That fact bothered him. If the Lionettis controlled the turf and Kaziern operated as a legitimate business here, that meant there was some history between the two groups. It also made Houou’s intrusion into the situation more suspicious.

      How had anyone bought the lie that they weren’t behind anything? Vince knew far too little about politics to understand the reasons the huge conglomerates did anything.

      So he simply took a few photos of the place with his phone before pocketing it, then focused on important things. Things that he could make sense of.

      “I was right about the heavy guard. It’s not even 11AM and there’s already an enforcer patrol,” he said.

      A trio of uniformed enforcers walked past the depot’s main gate. This far away, Vince struggled to make out details, but their bulky uniform wasn’t familiar to him. That suggested they were in-house corporate security, rather than the rented building security commonly used for warehouses and other commercial sites.

      “What’s special about that?” Nicki asked. “Even storage units have enforcers guarding them. Fucking rent-a-cops with shiny batons and terrible pickup lines.”

      Something told Vince that Nicki would not have liked the two Lionetti wolfmen he’d bumped into last night.

      He shook his head at her comment. “These aren’t hired security, but corporate enforcers.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Uh, you don’t know?”

      “An enforcer’s an enforcer, right? Folks with a license to blow shit up in public with magic.”

      Vince nearly laughed. “We don’t have licenses. Although we do have to register with the city and pay a nominal fee, and there are some guilds for independents like me.”

      Nicki pouted at him and turned around so that her wings hung over the edge of the building. “So explain it to me.”

      “There are four types of enforcers. Well, sort of.” Vince wanted to keep things simple. “Police enforcers, who I don’t need to explain. Corporate enforcers, who are legally registered employees and enforcers of specific companies. Contracted enforcers, who are like corporate enforcers but they work for a big security firm and get hired by other companies. And independent enforcers, who can do whatever they want, but mostly just do all the shady shit.”

      “That just sounds like three different types of corporate enforcer.” Nicki tapped her chin. “This is some gig work shit, isn’t it? Like how I don’t get any employee benefits from Wings, right?”

      He pointed finger guns at her. “Bingo. But it’s more about legal and plausible deniability. Corporate enforcers defend companies. I’m about to pick a fight with Kaziern, and if they didn’t have any, they’d be in shit. Hostile takeovers don’t always take place through buying shares.”

      “Oh man, you’re talking about stuff like that time Immanuel took over Gardiner & Gardiner when I was a kid, right? I remember laughing at those bankers running screaming down Wall Street because the demons lit a bunch of buildings on fire.” Nicki cackled.

      “Yeah, that.”

      Quintus once commented that Immanuel were still being pursued by the federal government over that incident, even though they’d long since taken over the rival bank in question. Crime truly did pay.

      “The reason conglomerates like Immanuel get away with that sort of thing is that they make people like me do their dirty work. In Aulfair, there are specific laws to protect us. Outside the state, it’s basically organized crime.” He shrugged at her expression. “Actual organized crime, I mean. As for contracted enforcers, they’re just wagies.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “You heard me. Like the bouncers at the Prefect’s Lounge—although those were actually independent enforcers, but play along—they get extra protections. If I go in, hit that depot, and kill some poor bastard getting paid $15 an hour to walk around a chain-link fence, the police will fucking beat the shit out of me.”

      “Um, yeah, I can see why.” Nicki stared at him as if he’d grown several heads.

      “But if the guy I kill is on Kaziern’s direct payroll, the police probably won’t care. At worst, if they do show up and catch me, I’ll get slapped with a fine, but that fine will be for public nuisance.”

      His flying taxi appeared to take the news hard. Vince had always assumed everyone understood the rules and relative lawlessness of the city, but that might have been because he’d been on the other side of it all. The police cracked down hard on public violence and kept enforcer disputes focused on each other. Evidently that worked as propaganda.

      Which left him wondering what people like Nicki thought of incidents like his adventure on main street. Did they believe the police had taken down some dangerous terrorist? Or was this some sort of supervillain vs superheroes game to them?

      Asking seemed the natural next step, but then he’d wasted enough time here as it was.

      “Let’s head to the offices. I have what I need here,” he said.

      “You do?” She blinked, then nodded. “Alright. Let’s go.”

      She picked him and they fluttered away. Kaziern never even knew he’d been here.

      “Why do you seem to need so little during your scouting?” she called out while they flew away.

      “Because I’ve been in enough warehouses, depots, and loading bays to know how to handle one,” he shouted back. “All I wanted was a lay of the land and confirmation.”

      Plus that photo. Nina’s input might prove useful later.

      The office proved pretty uninteresting. Vince might generously call it retro, but really, it was a warehouse. A half-dozen identical brown brick shithouses lined some old, narrow streets. Given they stood inside Albion, one of the oldest parts of Aulfair, not everywhere would have been gentrified or rebuilt.

      “These don’t look like offices,” he said.

      “I mean, there are guys in suits over there,” Nicki said, pointing in the distance from where they stood atop a more modern office building.

      Vince struggled to make out the indistinct blobs down there. Even when he pulled his phone and zoomed in, they didn’t look like much.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” he said.

      “Don’t you have magic to, like, zoom in and shit?”

      “No. My spells are more about disintegrating people.”

      Nicki took a step away from him.

      His inability to make out much detail made this a bust, though. Especially as the “offices” consisted of horrible brown buildings, each with a tiny car lot.

      The design suggested they had probably been torn apart on the inside, away from prying eyes. He’d bet his paycheck this was where the magic happened.

      And by magic, he meant the handling of all those illegal growth supplements. This office was a drug lab.

      Alessia’s plan of attack came together now.

      These offices put together the product and the transport depot sent them out to buyers outside Aulfair. The shopping mall probably just paid protection and helped cover some costs.

      Which might make the mall a higher priority target for the Lionettis. Vince felt ideas form in his mind, but couldn’t action them without running them past Fia or Alessia.

      Or Pola, he supposed, but the odds she might help him with forming a plan seemed slim.

      “Need me to call out any details?” Nicki asked while scanning the area with an exaggerated pose, one hand over her eyes.

      “Cut that out.” He knocked her hand down. “Fly me over the building. I want to see if they have some sort of loading bay on the other side. The laneways between the buildings look too small for a truck to back in or out.”

      True to his guess, they had two pairs of massive roller doors on the rear. He got a glimpse through some bay windows and saw that the building was a single level, but couldn’t make out the rest of the interior.

      “We done?” Nicki called out.

      “Yeah. Head over to the shopping mall.”

      The reason it was called an arcade, rather than just a shopping mall became clear. Big brass lettering read out “Charlingwood Arcade” on both the obscenely large parking lot and the curved building itself. The shopping mall formed a half donut shape that surrounded the car park and had seen better days.

      Even so, plenty of regular stores kept up the appearance of a local center. Familiar grocery store chains, bakeries, liquor stores, drugstores, and the usual stops.

      Nicki dropped him off at the fast-food joint across the street. The familiar golden logo beamed down on them. Every one of their stores had two stories, to help the birdfolk fliers, as well as the fact that, in the distant past, the stores had kept demihumans and humans separate.

      “Are you sure you want to be here right now?” Nicki asked. “Look at all those happy families, trotting around with carts full of groceries.”

      “All the more reason to be here now. Security will be weak, most of the shadier places will be shut or running on minimal staff, and we won’t stand out as much,” Vince answered. “I’m guessing the brothels aren’t next to the bakeries.”

      “If you’re after the shady stuff, it’s all on the east side.” She pointed at the left wing of the donut, which looked more run down than the rest of the building. “The few times I’ve done a food delivery or carried a person here at night, that’s the destination.”

      Figured. All the brand logos gleamed from the rest of the building. Hell, the left wing only had a single entrance, as if ushering people toward the other parts of the building.

      “I’m going to grab a bite to eat, then go for a walk,” he said. “You might want to hover around until—”

      “A walk?” Nicki latched onto his arm. “You mean, go inside the mall?”

      Vince realized immediately he needed to have his conversation with Nicki about this “getaway flier” business. “Yes. Let’s grab a cheeseburger and talk. My treat.”

      “Wow. You’re feeling generous today. Last time I wanted a cheeseburger you threatened not to tip me.”

      As Nicki spoke, another birdgirl gave them an odd look. She’d been about to leave with a bag of food, presumably to deliver to somebody for Wings. Vince ignored her.

      The bottom floor proved less busy than his usual haunt. More humans, too. Even the staff had a better mix of races, with cats, wolves, humans, and even a tiny finch birdfolk for a manager. How anyone took the finch seriously was beyond Vince, especially as he heard her squawking about how they’d run out of fries.

      “Are you seriously buying me food?” Nicki asked, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

      “So long as you don’t go crazy.”

      “I like to stay slim.” She ran her hands along her sides, pressing today’s pink jacket against her narrow waist. “Uh, how about a double cheese and I steal your fries?”

      “That’s it? Surely you need to eat more when you fly around this much.”

      “I don’t eat much. This’ll do me until late.” She shrugged at his questioning look. “I know my body. It’s fine.”

      Somehow, he felt that how little she ate connected to how little she earned, but kept his opinion to himself.

      After making sure to order a large combo for the extra fries and collecting their food, they trooped back upstairs. Too many kids running around downstairs. One precocious wolfboy had tried to grab Vince’s cane.

      “Man, your face would be red if you lost that thing, wouldn’t it?” Nicki asked as they sat down.

      “I’m used to pickpockets. The kid was just goofing off.” Vince plowed through the double stacker he bought.

      Sure, he didn’t need the extra protein and energy now, but he might soon. Magic ran off the user’s body, and he’d always found it better to have an ample supply.

      There’d been a survival TV show last year that had spread some dangerous misinfo that magic-users could burn their fat to cast spells. Absolute nonsense. If Vince cast too many spells, he’d collapse and that would be it. His body would go under well before it even attempted to consume itself. Maybe demihumans were different.

      “So… are we going to talk?” Nicki asked, eying his fries.

      Her cheeseburger had evaporated the instant it approached her mouth. He hadn’t even seen her take a bite. She picked it up, he picked his own burger up, then he looked up to see her licking ketchup off her lips.

      Girl could eat.

      “You sure you don’t want another burger?” he asked.

      “Nah, I’m good.” She began nibbling on his fries. “So?”

      “Right. Short version is this: my job will last a few weeks, and I need fast and reliable transport around Albion, plus to and from home. Speaking from experience, taking the subway works right up until the point where a gang of enforcers is waiting for you at your stop. I’m a known entity. Folks know where I live.”

      Nicki froze, her eyes widening. “So your home…”

      “What? No. They’d be fucking nuts to touch it. Enforcer stuff is work. They can clobber me while I make a getaway, but if there’s somebody in my house, I can call in the cops. Plus, Nina can probably eat anyone I’m about to fight for breakfast.”

      Vince vaguely wondered if Nina’s rep still lived on. Pola remembered her it seemed, but for more personal reasons.

      “Oh. Will I be targeted if I fly you around?” Nicki asked.

      “You’re not a registered enforcer, so you’re also off-limits. Enforcers need transport to get around, after all.” He picked at the fries and ignored her annoyed look. “If you help me much more, I’ll grab you a barrier ring just in case.”

      “Oh. Help…”

      “Hired help. That’s what we need to talk about. This goes well past Wings or constantly paying you for a few flights. If you’re interested, it’s a lot easier if I just pay you by the day. What I don’t know is how that gels with your current gig.” He pointed at her with a fry. “I’m not sure I can fully replace even a minimum wage job for two to three weeks.”

      Long-term, he probably could. But while Alessia’s pay looked good, he didn’t know what he’d actually receive after a fine.

      “I mean, this is less shitty…” she mumbled between bites. “But, yeah, it paid better than Wings. Hence why I did it before I touched the gig work shit. Earlier, I said that if I don’t turn up, nobody will notice, but if I miss like, a week…”

      “They will. I get it.” Vince didn’t make anywhere near enough to offer Nicki the security of a consistent job.

      “But you’re already paying enough for these trips you’re taking to make me think otherwise.” Nicki ran her hands through her red and white hair. “Arrrrgh. This shit is annoying. I hate my fucking job, but I can barely afford anything with it. Look, how about we try something daily and just… go from there?”

      “You sure?”

      “No.” She frizzed her hair out something fierce, to the point it looked like a bird’s nest.

      After a few seconds of glaring at nothing, she slumped over. Her head hit the table with a loud thump. Vince watched as she stared aimlessly at the shopping mall.

      No, he realized. Her eyes raked the sky itself. As if she yearned to be up there. More than a few birdfolk fluttered by above them while they watched.

      “I’ve always wondered, how do you handle being down here, when your body is built to spend all its time in the air?” he asked.

      She blinked a few times, then simply frowned. “I don’t. Handle it, I mean. Why do you think the sky is so full of my kind? We used to be free and now we’re cooped up in fucking cages, like fucking battery hens. The fact some of us literally have jobs laying eggs for rich assholes who think birdgirl eggs are a delicacy is fucked up.”

      Once again, the eggs.

      Vince had a suspicion. One he was wary of voicing. For now, he pushed the topic away from the eggs.

      “Why live in a city, then?” he asked. “The US has massive rural tracts of—”

      “Oh, right, go live in Hicksville, population: 5000 assholes who would shoot birdfolk as soon as look at them. To say nothing of all the states that hate our guts.” She turned her head to look up at him, although this made her look downright pitiful due to how slumped over she was. “I stopped checking the news years ago because of that shit. Harpies got it the worst. We freak people out. The legs, hip wings, and some of us even have arm wings instead of just, you know, arms.” She flapped her arms to indicate what she meant.

      “I get it.”

      “Do you? You’re a human. You’re normal. Everything you do—”

      Vince narrowed his eyes. “First, don’t talk shit about things you don’t know about. Second, this is Aulfair, where half the city isn’t human. Did you miss where I lived? Or the weird looks I got on the night we met, because everyone else was a demihuman?”

      “Hard to miss them. Every wolfgirl in the joint wanted to fuck you.” Nicki glowered at him. “The fluffballs are so fucking horny all the time.”

      “The attention isn’t always benign. I work for Immanuel. I’m pretty sure you’ve heard that come up around me and Nina, and I bet you know who they are.”

      “Demons.”

      “Yes. You think they treat me well, because I’m human?”

      Nicki shook her head, her anger fading as she simply looked pitiful.

      “Aulfair’s pretty fucked for everyone. The ‘superior’ races, with their ‘superior’ magic, get to do whatever they want. Demons, foxes, elementals, vampires, and the like—they rule the roost. I can’t change that, but I still live here. So I make do, and worry about myself. Which, so far, has meant keeping my magic together.”

      “I get it,” Nicki mumbled, then winced as she realized she’d repeated the very line that had set her off earlier. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine. If I took this stuff seriously, I’d never work for Immanuel, and wouldn’t be anywhere close to the Lionettis.”

      “Yeah, but…” She bit her lip and straightened up. “I mean it. I run my mouth at times. More than I should around you. You’re disarming. The way you just sit there, take it, and maybe make some cracks in return. Most people are pricklier, or give you the cold shoulder. Maybe that’s why the lion—Nina, right?—is all over you. You flex where most people break.”

      “Playing psychoanalyst?” He’d gotten that from Alessia lately, and he had to admit it annoyed him.

      Nicki winced and ran a hair through her hair. Then, as if she realized the mess she’d made of it, began trying to straighten it out. “There. That’s what I meant,” she said. “I caught it this time. I just annoyed you, but you hid it and instead just made a playful comment.”

      “Everyone hides their emotions around people, Nicki.”

      “Around strangers? People they never expect to deal with again? The shit I got as a Wings flier was unreal. When someone thinks they’ll never see you again, they show their true selves. There’s this whole thing about how you can only judge somebody in the dark, right? Well, I judged a lot of people as a flier. And they fucking failed.”

      “But I passed?”

      “You tipped me even though I was a bitch and could have easily gotten home without me.” She hunched her shoulders. “That’s, uh, why I hung around when you got food. Figured you’d stiff me, but at least I’d get paid the extra fifteen minutes you stuffed around. But I dunno if I passed the test in return.”

      “I’m hiring you now, aren’t I?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Then don’t think about it.” He reached over and flicked her forehead. “Head into the bathroom and straighten your hair out. You’ll do better with a mirror.”

      She clicked her tongue at him, but did exactly that.

      He had time to wait. While she busied herself with her hair, he leaned over the balcony and drank his soda. A couple of folks in the same uniforms as at the transport depot did a loop of the shopping mall.

      His opportunity to scope out all three sites before enforcer patrols tightened had passed. He still needed more intel, though.

      His problem was that he knew too little about the shopping mall to prioritize it. Were the places here more or less important than where they processed the goods or shipped them? Was this just income? Or maybe some sort of enforcer office was tucked away in a corner, and that’s why Alessia sent him here.

      He popped Fia a message, as she’d ignored him this morning. Alessia’s message had only contained the names and addresses. His “handler” had been MIA. Possibly busy with other work.

      But no reply was forthcoming by the time Nicki returned, her hair mostly restored. It appeared more frayed than usual. Most likely she used hair gel to give it the long, spiky appearance she preferred.

      “So, are we going for that walk?” Nicki asked.

      “Sure. It should be fine, but if anything happens, run well clear and the enforcers should ignore you,” he said. “Now let’s go scope out the den.”
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      The rows of flagrantly illegal establishments openly advertising themselves inside one wing of the mall demonstrated the uneasy relationship Aulfair had with the concept of law and order. Most of the stores had opened by now, although foot traffic remained at a minimum. Anyone shopping at this time of day rushed through with shifty looks.

      By night, those shifty looks would vanish, to be replaced with rowdy crowds and a cheery atmosphere. Several bars remained closed, but their size and the proximity of so many apartment complexes suggested they attracted a large clientele.

      Nobody would suggest this place was “happening,” as the kids might say—although Vince strongly suspected the kids did not in fact use that word—but the allure of booze, drugs, and all manner of fun no doubt attracted people. Who knew whether the police even came here at night.

      If they did, they were probably like Ronin and mostly ensured things remained under control. That might pose a problem.

      Both the offices and the transport depot lacked much public attention. If Vince kicked up a fuss there, the only reason the police might come was because he’d accidentally set fire to something or Kaziern panicked.

      Here? The police might storm out of a bar and try to whoop his ass instantly.

      Which left him in a bind. How to take control of a popular area without the police fining him into bankruptcy? Especially with such a small enforcer presence right now. Anything he did during the day would mean nothing, because the real crew would rock up at night anyway.

      “Deep thoughts?” Nicki asked as they strolled past the empty stores.

      She kept an arm wrapped around his, giving the appearance of a couple. His idea, mostly to keep the heat down. Nicki hadn’t complained.

      “Can’t say I like the look of this place,” he said.

      “What, all the brothels with old TVs showing nearly naked women you can buy for a few bucks doesn’t lure you in?” She sneered at one brothel in particular. “That’s the one my friend goes to.”

      More than just the brothels advertised like that. Very few of the stores had anything you could window shop at. Instead, TVs showed off the merch.

      The latest magic-laced drugs to give you a high, “genuine birdgirl eggs” which cost Vince’s weekly grocery budget, prices for thinly veiled sexual services, or the omnipresent gambling parlors.

      The hot thing in gambling right now was a game called Vice, which involved magic dice and cards. Players could sabotage other players’ rolls by playing cards, but those cards required them to indulge in certain “vices” on the board. Alcohol, drugs, pain, sex—the vices varied by establishment and game.

      The demons loved the game, and it had spread because of them. A game where one barely even registered winning, due to how fucked up they’d be by the end of it. It also favored the stronger constitutions of demihumans and immortals. A natural for rigged gambling parlors everywhere and sharks scamming marks.

      Naturally, almost every ad featured Vice. That told Vince that most of the clientele must be demihumans. Which likely meant that Kaziern’s enforcers, if they weren’t all lions, would also be demihumans. The local cops might be the same.

      “You don’t play that shit, right?” Nicki asked, noticing his attention.

      “Can’t. Don’t have the constitution,” he said. “Vice can be lethal to humans. I’ve seen the demons play games of it where they break bones. They laugh it off and regenerate, but it’s against the rules to use barriers.”

      “Oh. I’ve never seen it played, just heard from some friends.”

      “Your friends sound like they’re in deep.”

      Nicki looked away and said nothing.

      Far behind them, a pair of uniformed enforcers began following them. Vince overheard them whispering to each other, but couldn’t make out their words. If Nicki heard them, she didn’t react. Then again, birdfolk were famous for their vision, not their hearing.

      He steered them toward one of the drugstores. A less shady one, insofar that it didn’t openly advertise glowing purple plants that would make him catatonic if he smoked them.

      Bright, sterile white greeted them upon entering. Racks of random crap mixed with medicines and stuff pretending to be medicine met his eyes. Overhead signs indicated that the illegal stuff was sold here, but cloistered off at the back.

      An advertisement for penis transformations played over the speaker, and Vince’s impression of this place as “less shady” imploded into a billion pieces. He doubted magic that turned his penis into that of some fantasy creature was FDA approved.

      “Looking for something?” a gruff voice asked as an elderly human clerk wandered out from behind the register.

      “Poking around. You wouldn’t happen to have any infusions, would you?” Vince asked as he eyed off the merch by the registers. He didn’t recognize most of it, and that meant it was probably less-than-legal.

      “Magic restoration? Sure. The healing stuff has a 2-week wait list,” the clerk said.

      “That’s shorter than I expected.”

      “Ah, so you have been poking around.” The clerk rubbed his chin. “Yeah, that’s the fastest we’ve got, but not sure it’s what you’re after. This crackdown has enforcers clearing shelves. The major players got well ahead of you. You’re indie, right?”

      “Yeah. How’d you guess?”

      “You’re human and not wearing a uniform or pin. Plus, no contractor would be toting around a focus like that.” The clerk pointed a stubby finger at Vince’s cane. “I’m a magic college dropout, but I can tell that thing’s fierce. Anyway, Kaziern and the Lionettis have already cleaned out basically every healing infusion for miles. One might think they’re prepping for something.”

      The clerk abruptly froze, then narrowed his eyes. But then he shrugged and looked at Nicki instead.

      If the man had realized that Vince was inherently suspicious, he had either waved it off or decided to do something about it later. The latter might prove dangerous.

      “Um…” Nicki twisted nervously.

      Her usual confidence and pushy persona had evaporated, and her eyes bounced nervously around as she took in all the dodgy products. While Vince had gotten the impression she was used to this sort of stuff, especially from her comment last night about avoiding temptation, her manner suggested otherwise.

      When her eyes lingered for too long on a certain display of expensive products, the clerk lunged for it, metaphorically speaking.

      “Oh, one of those transformation elixirs catch your eye, girlie?” he asked with a hint of smugness. “They’re the hottest new line. You look like a natural harpy to me, but trust me, one sip of one of those elixirs could turn you into a whole new bird. Everything from an eagle to a hummingbird. And if you’re shopping for your boyfriend, maybe you’d prefer him with a tail.”

      Nicki’s eyes practically popped out of her skull. “These can do that?”

      “Badly,” Vince drawled. “I was dumb enough to take one when I was teenager. I got to be a wolf for a day, then was bald for a week.”

      Mind you, that one day with a tail and ears landed him some very fascinating attention. The baldness less so.

      “Times have changed.” The clerk waved off his concerns. “I bet you tried one of those experimental injectables, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      The clerk nodded knowingly, then patted his chest gingerly. “Lots of side-effects from those. I messed with the lion one, but the side-effects of the large change in mass caused a heart attack. ER visit cost me a fucking fortune. The elixirs are safer. I think they only use the injectables for the artificial birdgirl stuff, given how proven that area is. A human growing wings is a lot easier than all the other shit.”

      “Safer?” Nicki bit her lip. “I guess these are illegal for a reason.”

      Vince eyed her, but signaled for the clerk to shut up. “No, they’re illegal because a lot of people really hate the idea of people modifying their bodies with magic. If the idea of not being a harpy really interests you—”

      “No!” Nicki jumped backward and nearly knocked over a display with her wings, then cursed and practically cocooned herself with them. “Um… Let’s drop it.”

      Good. The price tag on these things was ridiculous. He’d be paying Nicki in transformation elixirs instead of money if she wanted them.

      The clerk stroked his chin again. “Well, if these don’t interest you…”

      “I’ll take a couple of magic restoration infusions. Don’t worry about the waitlist,” Vince said.

      Just in case, he also grabbed a couple of cheaper snacks. Magical ones that might entertain Nicki. Most of them were banned because sweet foods that might be exciting for children were too much for the USA. Pretty much everything here was a direct import from Europe or Japan, where magically duplicating candy or chocolates that exploded in one’s mouth were considered safe under parental supervision.

      By the time they got outside, the enforcers had passed by. Vince handed off the food to Nicki, who had fallen silent, and pocketed the infusions.

      The far end of this wing of the mall turned out to be locked. Presumably to keep children from wandering in from the safer parts. Blacked-out windows prevented anyone from looking through. He turned to leave, and once again spotted those enforcers watching him.

      Well, shit. Turned out he hadn’t lost them.

      “Hang back when they approach me,” he told Nicki.

      “Bwahat?” she blurted out with a mouthful of multicolored candy that literally poured out of her mouth. The duplication spell got out of control and she panicked as increasingly smaller beads of candy cascaded everywhere.

      “Oh, for fuck’s…” With a snap of his fingers, he vaporized most of the treats before Nicki fell to the ground trying to collect them.

      “Muh candy…” she moped, falling to her knees as the sweets continued to multiply and make a mess of her jacket.

      Maybe there was a reason this stuff was illegal after all.

      Vince looked back up, only to see that the enforcers had vanished. Either Nicki’s display had caused them to lose interest or…

      They’d gone for backup. No way this place had only a single enforcer patrol guarding it.

      He bent over and grabbed Nicki’s arm, then yanked her to her feet. “Come on. We need to move before they get back.”

      “Wait,” she mumbled, having swallowed the food in her mouth.

      Her lips then moved and white sparks glittered across her fingers. Scoops of the fallen candy tried to reach her, but fell partway as Vince dragged her away. She whined and pawed at the air.

      “You don’t want to eat that,” he said.

      “I left a mess,” she whined.

      “People get paid to clean up far worse than some stray candy.”

      “Yeah, but it was mine.”

      Her black wings beat at his side a few times, as if annoyed at him. He ignored the sensation.

      They made good pace through the empty mall, but this only made their plight more apparent. Vince realized the problem swiftly.

      The mall had only a single entrance and exit in this wing. At first, he’d suspected that had been to keep out the public, now he wondered if it was for security. Enforcers could easily shake down troublemakers or charge tolls.

      “What’s wrong, anyway?” Nicki asked. “And why are we slowing down?”

      “I’m pretty sure Kaziern’s enforcers are on to me. Turns out my employer left out the tiny detail that both they and their target have been prepping for a fight for a while,” he said. “So showing up here at all set off alarm bells.”

      Or it was possible that Alessia hadn’t even realized Kaziern had been preparing for conflict. He’d grill Fia whenever she actually responded to his damn messages. A glance at his phone confirmed she’d decided to ignore him today.

      “Oh. So… why are we slowing down then?”

      “Because there’s only one exit and I guarantee it’s being guarded.”

      Nicki glared at him, but kept walking.

      True to his guess, four uniformed enforcers stood by the exit. None of them matched the two that had been tailing them.

      This close, Vince finally got a good look at what Kaziern’s corporate enforcers looked like and used for their equipment. Immanuel’s thugs came across like Yakuza, complete with suits and pins.

      Whereas these enforcers reminded Vince of private police forces. Bulky chest plates, tan uniforms, thick gloves, and a tacky appearance to their clothing. Kaziern probably wanted the commercial tenants here to think of them as a second government, instead of the local mob boss. At least the Lionettis and Immanuel were honest about what they were.

      “Stay behind me,” Vince told Nicki as they approached the exit.

      The enforcers stared him down as they walked up to them.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked.

      A catfolk male stepped forward after each of the enforcers looked at each other. No hierarchy, it seemed. At least, not among these enforcers.

      Of the four, two were human, one catfolk, and another dogfolk. The cat fell on the shorter side, whereas the dog’s ears and thick tail made Vince suspect he was a German Shepherd. One of the humans was a woman, and the other a man. None carried visible magic foci. Although Vince suspected their gloves might count, and that their armor might carry barrier spells.

      “My colleagues couldn’t help but notice you aren’t from around here, sir,” the catfolk said, inclining his head toward a pair of enforcers approaching from behind.

      These two were those that had followed them. Both humans.

      Curious that Kaziern hired so many humans for their corporate enforcers. Vince had expected more lionfolk. There had to be a reason for that, especially in a demihuman heavy area.

      “Did I break some sort of local rule by coming here?” Vince asked.

      “That’s not what I meant. It is unusual for an enforcer of your caliber to be here, especially at this time. Are you working?” the cat asked, tone utterly professional.

      Vince’s caliber, huh? Did the cane make him look that dangerous? Or was this flattery?

      Vince spread his hands. “At this time? Nobody’s hiring independents for a few weeks, until this conference is done and dusted.”

      The cat looked back at the other enforcers, who nodded in turn. Something was up.

      “Well then, you’re in luck. Kaziern is hiring,” the cat said and the fakest smile rose to his face. “It’s short notice, but we’d actually like you to come with us to the local enforcer house. Chief Luscarne can brief you on the job offer.”

      Vince drew a blank on the name. Chief sounded like she might be the chief enforcer of the company, so he suspected it was akin to Pola’s position.

      More to the point, he realized he’d misinterpreted this encounter. He lowered his hands and took another look at the enforcers surrounding him.

      “Why the show of force for a job offer?” he asked.

      “People can get a little cagey when we approach them. Like you are right now,” the cat said.

      “Fair,” Vince lied.

      He didn’t like this one bit. Nicki rubbed one of her arms while her hip wings flapped about nervously. She clearly yearned to be back outside.

      If Kaziern wanted to make him an offer, any one of these enforcers could have wandered up by themselves and said hello. It was the tailing and then showing up in force that threw Vince off. A direct approach would be best.

      Which meant the job offer itself was the problem. Even a moment’s thought made the reason clear.

      “Can’t say I’m all that keen,” Vince said.

      The enforcers didn’t react. Then again, they’d been tense the entire time. Their body language suggested they knew he’d say no. Crossed arms, leaning against the doors, glares, hunched shoulders to make themselves look bulkier, pacing behind him.

      Only the catfolk bothered to appear diplomatic. His sigh suggested he knew it had been a long shot.

      “It’s a good offer given what you just said,” the cat tried.

      “Is it? I just heard about how your employer is prepping for a little gang war against a rival,” Vince said, referring to the clerk’s comments. “Right as the cops crack down hard. Funny how you show up to press gang me into a job, huh? Kaziern isn’t offering me a job. They’re recruiting fodder to hurl at the wolves in your place.”

      The cat merely narrowed his eyes. “So you’re not coming with us by choice?”

      “Trust me, I’m not coming with you at all. This will go a lot easier for everyone if you let me walk out of here and fly away.”

      Silence. The closing of a few store shutters nearby shattered it, as some of the nearby shops reacted in advance to the imminent violence.

      “I’ll give your companion a moment to clear out. She’s not an enforcer, right?” the cat checked, looking at Nicki.

      Vince shook his head, then shooed Nicki away. “Go hover over by the wall. This won’t take long.”

      “Uh, what?” Nicki stared at him like he was insane. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “We’re about to start blowing each other up. You go wait over in the corner until I’m done.”

      Talking to her like she was a child was a bit much, as she glared at him in response. But his words slowly sank in and her face paled. Her grip on his arm tightened.

      “You mean kill each other,” she whispered.

      A couple of the enforcers smirked. Yeah, that comment about “Vince’s caliber” had been flattery.

      “Nah. I try not to kill wagies,” Vince said. “You’ll be safe over there. We’re all professionals.” He glanced at the Kaziern enforcers. “Right?”

      “Right,” the cat said, perhaps a little too sternly. “This is between us. No need to get the police involved.”

      Hmm. Vince wished he knew which enforcers that warning had been aimed at. He’d take them out first if possible.

      After several long seconds, Nicki dashed off to the side. Vince waved her farther away, so she’d have a good couple hundred feet distance from the closest enforcer. A spell could close the gap, but at least nobody could easily grab her.

      Once he confirmed her safety, he turned back to the enforcers.

      “Well then, let’s get this over with,” Vince said. “Try your luck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Six white barriers snapped up over the Kaziern enforcers instantly and all six of them began chanting their first spells. None of them tried to rush Vince. They remained assured of their superior firepower due to their numbers.

      With a roar, Vince drew his sword from his cane, “Protectare!”

      Yeah, it was a shit incantation. As a kid, he’d liked it because it sounded mystical but he could easily understand its meaning. Only when he was older did he understand the problem.

      Everyone understood that this incantation was for a barrier.

      Right now, that didn’t matter. Speaking it saved him the time and effort of a silent incantation, and he couldn’t afford not to get his barrier up quickly.

      A blinding red light snapped into existence around Vince’s body only moments before the other enforcers finished their spells. Lightning bolts, fireballs, and a water jet impacted his barrier. His vision exploded in a sea of mist as the water vaporized and crackling filled his ears.

      None of the spells reached him. His barrier didn’t fizzle at all and his body remained untouched.

      Before the dust cleared, he sheathed his sword and holstered the cane. Using this focus would be overkill for these chumps. He’d blow them apart without even trying.

      Vince remembered his promise to Alessia.

      “What the fuck?” one of the enforcers gasped out when they saw Vince standing there unharmed and glowing bright red like some sort of unholy monster.

      “I’d give you time for round two, but we all know that’s a waste of everyone’s effort,” Vince drawled.

      Then he pointed a finger at the human woman near the catfolk and cast his flame laser. None of the enforcers moved, perhaps overconfident in their barriers.

      The lance of flame blew a hole clean through her shoulder. She collapsed to the ground in a screaming heap, her spare arm snapping up as if to try to hold her other arm onto her body. Not that she needed to. The wound had cauterized and wasn’t large enough to separate the limb.

      Although she’d need a pretty good infusion or stay in hospital to recover.

      “Personal barriers!” the catfolk snapped.

      “I can’t. The hell am I—” the dog tried to say.

      “Scatter,” another enforcer yelled.

      The dog raced off, while the other enforcers began casting spells again. Barriers, probably. Ones better than those built into their uniforms. Whether they’d help against Vince’s spells was another matter.

      Vince kept an eye on all the enforcers as they circled him in a panic. He slowly muttered the syllables of his fireball spell and a pair of huge flaming orbs appeared, one in each hand. They hovered there, larger than basketballs and a deep, searing blue that no doubt instilled a primal fear in the enforcers.

      Something burst harmlessly against his head. He turned to spot one of the human enforcers crouched down, his arm outstretched and eyes wide with fear.

      “You know, people usually run right now,” Vince said, one side of his mouth quirking up.

      As usually happened, the enforcer started running. Vince hurled a fireball after him.

      He missed. The enforcer leaped with unnatural speed and strength. The uniform must have some sort of empowerment spell built into it, granting a temporary physical boost.

      No matter. Vince spat out his fire manipulation spell while the flames of the fireball splattered all over the mall’s floor.

      Then he waved his hand and directed the missed fireball after the fleeing enforcer. The flames gathered, then leaped through the air like some sort of spirit in pursuit of its prey. Leaving barely enough time for the man to scream, Vince swallowed him in the scorching blue flames.

      Almost immediately, the flames began to die down. Another human who had run off toward the rear held both of his hands out and his eyes glowed red as he attempted to quell Vince’s flames.

      Well, that explained where one of the earlier fireballs came from. He hadn’t caught who cast what spells in the rush, save that the catfolk used lightning.

      “Catch!” Vince called out.

      “No! Wait!” the enforcer called out.

      Too late. Vince’s other fireball slammed into him, shattering his barrier instantly and blasting him a couple dozen feet across the mall’s tile floor in a flaming pile.

      Shit, these chumps really didn’t know how to handle themselves. Vince had gotten used to the quality of Immanuel’s hired goons. Folks like Big Bob could shrug off a dozen fireballs, and required Vince to go all out to take him out that other night.

      Did Vince need the fancy magical focus at all?

      Realizing he might kill this pair without trying, he quickly banished the flames shrouding their bodies. Both appeared down for the count.

      “We need to hit him at the same time,” the cat called out.

      “Are you fucking insane?” the sole remaining human enforcer snapped back.

      Vince turned to face the two of them, who both stood near the exit. Light washed through the doors over the human, whose hands pressed against the door handles, and his whole body tensed when Vince’s gaze turned to him.

      “This guy is fucking untouchable to us. We already tried ‘hit him at the same time,’ dumbass. He cracked his neck and said ‘please, sir, may I have another.’” The enforcer bared his teeth. “Fuck this. I’m out. Kaziern doesn’t even pay sick leave, so I’m not getting my skin peeled off by fire.”

      With that, the enforcer barreled through the door and vanished into the car park.

      Leaving just the cat… and the dog.

      Where the fuck had the dog gone?

      Vince spun, only a moment before Nicki screamed. The sound of shattering glass echoed across the mall.

      The massive dogfolk stalked toward her, his arms wreathed in flames and his uniform’s barrier protecting his body. Nicki lay on the ground, trying to crawl backward across shattered glass from a nearby shop window. Her wings beat futilely at her assailant.

      And her eyes glowed white.

      “Del!” the catfolk roared.

      Vince didn’t waste time on words. He simply pointed a finger at the dogfolk.

      As if sensing danger, the dog leaped at Nicki.

      He never made it. A lance of fire vaporized the dog’s head at the same time lightning darkened the mall and fried the pooch mid-leap. His corpse landed by Nicki’s feet, twitching and full of bloodied glass shards that had buried themselves surprisingly deep in his body.

      Silence fell.

      Nicki scrambled backward for a moment, before rising to her feet and dashing away. She looked at Vince, saw the cat, then cowered behind a brick garden in the center of the mall.

      Realizing one enforcer still stood, Vince turned slowly. His fists clenched while his barrier remained solid.

      The cat appeared exhausted, yet grim. Something told Vince that of all these corporate enforcers, only the catfolk had much experience. A weariness in his eyes suggested he’d been through shit like this before.

      “We done?” Vince asked.

      “Yeah. We’re done,” the cat said. “Sorry. That shouldn’t have happened.”

      Vince had figured as much, given the catfolk had lashed out with his own lightning spell against his “colleague.”

      Professionals understood the rules, and that included leaving civilians out of it. Those were the rules of the game. Breaking them came with no shortage of penalties, including the police reminding enforcers of the immense power of the state.

      Aulfair felt lawless, but only because of how shackled the police were by politics. Vince still remembered the night he’d risked taking on the cops on main street.

      He recalled the stare of the ancient elemental that had shown up on the other side of the inferno Vince created. The way that ageless being had crossed his arms and merely smiled, as if to suggest that Vince’s “fun” was only being allowed to continue because the elemental allowed it.

      Vince sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Then get lost. I didn’t kill anyone… Well…”

      “Del killed himself,” the catfolk said, expression hardening. “But yeah, we’ll fuck off. I recommend making yourself scarce, though. Luscarne will flip her shit when she finds out what happened here. She’s an angry bitch of a lion at the best of times, let alone when she needs to explain something like this to the higher-ups.”

      After nodding, the cat began to check on his remaining partners. Both those hit by fireballs appeared down, but the one with the hole in her shoulder stood and fled by herself. The enforcer who ran off earlier came back after the cat spoke a few words into his wrist. They helped the two wounded out of the building.

      The sight of the cat speaking into a wrist mic caused a chill to run down Vince’s spine. Reinforcements might arrive soon. Who knew how far Kaziern’s enforcer cave was from here?

      Then again, he’d just blown apart three separate patrols without trying. Would they risk losing more, instead of sending a strong hit team composed of the experts?

      This was exactly why he had wanted to avoid launching an attack so soon.

      Vince kneeled beside Nicki and she immediately grabbed into him. No sobs, but her body shook against him.

      “You okay?” he asked gently.

      She nodded against his chest. “Just… I don’t do violence. It’s been so long since I’ve had to cast anything.”

      So he hadn’t imagined the glow in her eyes.

      “Did you hurt yourself? On the glass?” he asked, pulling her hands off him and checking for scratches and cuts.

      Blood ran along her hands and some had gotten on his clothes. He’d need to wash this off later.

      “Shit,” he cursed.

      “It’s fine. I often got worse doing Wings work,” she muttered, trying to wrench her hands away.

      “No, it’s not. This is my fault.” He looked around and spotted the drugstore from earlier.

      Like most stores, it had closed up during the fight. Pretty much all of them began to reopen, as if nothing had happened. Although the many clerks and store-owners peeked out to check on what had happened.

      The clerk from earlier waved at them, as if realizing something had gone wrong.

      “Let’s get you fixed up,” Vince said, eyes hard.

      Nicki refused to hold on to him as they walked over to the store. But she at least came with him.

      “Get hurt?” the clerk asked when they entered. He was already rifling through a steel cabinet behind the register.

      “Not me. Her.” Vince jabbed a thumb at Nicki.

      “I won’t ask what that was about, but I’m not one to refuse medical care. The clinic here is run by hyenas.”

      “Literal or…”

      “Nah, actual hyenas are nicer than the fucks here.” The clerk rose with a small green vial. “This is basic stuff. Too weak for a fight, but I’m betting it’ll be fine for your friend.”

      The clerk rang it up without asking. The cost still came out to a good whack of cash, but less than a visit to a clinic. Vince handed over the notes without a complaint.

      “By the way, if you’re looking for infusions, I’ve heard some… interesting things about a store on the far side of the harbor.” The clerk leaned over. “There are a lot of dark rumors about it, though. Makes me think the owner is in deep with somebody real shady. Can’t tell if she’s burned her customers, or if somebody wants it to tank.”

      Vince narrowed his eyes. “You’re not just a clerk, are you?”

      “Hah. Hell no.” The store-owner—as Vince had just realized his identity—winked at him. “Anyway, it’s an odd store where the owner changes her appearance to match her customers. Freaks people out. It’s on—”

      “I know the place,” Vince said. “That little laneway full of magic stores, right? It’s at the far end.”

      “Oh. Huh. If you’re still looking for infusions, then…”

      “Like you said, something felt off about it. But if people are avoiding it because of rumors…” Vince frowned. “I’ll give it another look.”

      “I’d recommend it. Rumors are often full of shit, especially in a city as fucked up as this one. Everyone has an agenda.”

      And somebody didn’t like Ally, apparently. Or perhaps Ally had pissed off somebody important in the past.

      With the healing infusion in hand, Vince left. He forced Nicki to take it, despite how much she squirmed about the cost of it.

      “I got you hurt. I’m covering the healing,” he said. “Drink it.”

      She squawked as he practically forced the vial down her throat. The blood flowing from her cuts slowed within seconds, although they’d take an hour or so to heal up.

      Infusions this weak could barely heal broken bones or get rid of a common cold. Vince needed far stronger stuff for combat.

      “Thanks,” Nicki mumbled, looking at her hands.

      “Go clean up. Get the worst of the blood off.”

      “And you?”

      “I’m used to having blood on me. It makes me look like a real enforcer.” He winked at her.

      She huffed, but trotted off to the nearby public bathroom. He doubted she’d spend much time there, given how foul it must be.

      Vince looked around the mall after she left. It remained dead quiet. The few customers from earlier came out from the shops they’d hid in and returned to their regular activities. A janitor began to clean up the mess Vince had made, and he made sure to apologize to the guy for the mess. Not that the janitor seemed to care. His cat ears simply flapped once and he shrugged back.

      Slowly, as Vince looked around, a realization came to him.

      He’d defeated Kaziern’s local enforcers defending the place. Inadvertently, he’d launched an attack on one of his targets and effortlessly won. Sure, they’d strike back, but wasn’t that a problem for later.

      Had Vince just pulled off one of his objectives without realizing it?
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      Vince decided to call Fia to report his victory. Claiming territory meant nothing if the Lionettis didn’t take it over.

      The phone rang eight times before she finally picked up.

      “What?” a groggy Fia asked, and Vince could almost imagine her leaning over the side of the bed with bags under her eyes. Especially with how croaky her voice sounded.

      “Did I wake you up?” he asked. “… at noon?”

      “What?” Her voice rose. “It’s not that…” A long pause, then cursing in what he guessed to be Italian. “Fucking Pola. Urgh. What the hell do you need, V?”

      When had she learned his enforcer nickname?

      “I’m at the arcade that Alessia marked as one of the targets. Things got a bit hairy, but I chased off the Kaziern enforcers here, so—” he began to explain.

      Fia practically howled over the phone line. “You’re where? And did what? I’m supposed to be your handler, so why are you just tearing into lion turf without checking with me?”

      “I did. Check your messages.”

      Muttering followed, then more cursing. “Urgh. I just… Merda!”

      Yeah, Vince didn’t need to speak Italian to know what she meant just then. “You had a fun night, didn’t you? I thought Alessia was going to go over the plan with you and Pola?”

      “She said that?” Fia sighed. “No. Right after you left, Pola went nuts. Called all the capos in and started slamming back the good whisky. I barely remember the night, save for stumbling home at dawn. I’m still wearing last night’s clothes. All my plans…” Her voice turned into a whine at the end.

      Ah. Vince began to realize why Alessia had provided him so little in the way of details. She’d promised him targets, but her trusted subordinates had gotten dragged into Pola’s rhythm.

      No wonder Alessia wanted somebody to help her sister settle down.

      “So, about the arcade?” he asked.

      “… what arcade?”

      “Charlingwood Arcade. Big shopping mall in northern Albion. Are there that many hereabouts?”

      “Half the old malls in Albion are called arcades. Did you miss all the European architecture? Most of the demihumans and sorcerers who flocked here after the Masquerade collapsed were fresh off the boat. Parts of Albion are like a slice of the old country. The closer you get to the harbor, the richer and older it gets.”

      He’d never spent much time around these parts, but that matched what he’d heard of Albion. Other than the aging business parks in it.

      “Anyway, Charlingwood… Shit, what did you say you did?” Fia asked again.

      “Beat up a bunch of enforcers. It’s just me and a bunch of store clerks.”

      “… can you give me a few minutes. I don’t think my head is in the game here.”

      “Sure. Call me back when you’re ready.”

      She hung up immediately, leaving him to stare at his phone for a few seconds.

      By now, Nicki had cleaned up and wandered out. Her face suggested the bathroom was in exactly the state he’d suspected.

      “Did you get some sort of creepy phone call or something?” she asked.

      “No. I just saw a different side of someone. Heard, actually.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t worry.”

      “So, we leaving?” she asked.

      “Not yet. But I do want to step outside so that we can bail if anyone nasty shows up.”

      They did exactly that. Vince’s chief concern was the police. Sure, he wasn’t breaking the law right now, but if Kaziern had friends in high places, then some patrol officers might hassle him.

      Nothing happened. Hell, all the regular folks doing their shopping appeared unaware of the battle that took place inside the shady wing of the mall.

      After a few minutes, Fia sent him a message. It read, A few girls coming your way. Meet me after.

      So much for the follow-up phone call. Fia evidently needed to clean herself up.

      “We’ll be leaving soon,” he told Nicki. “Some Lionetti enforcers will take over.”

      “Take…” Nicki stared at him. “Did I just witness a gang war?”

      “Basically. I scared the shit out of the Kaziern mooks. My guess is that they have two tiers of enforcers: the basic security, and the real enforcers. Sounds like they’re pulling the basic guys back so I don’t hurt more of them, and will send in the real ones later.”

      “Later. Not now?”

      “The good ones are probably scattered all over the place. Also, put yourself in the shoes of this Luscarne woman. She just had three patrols nuked instantly, knows that the Lionettis are coming for her company, and has no idea what might be next. If she grabs half her best boys and girls and comes hunting for me, another attack might hit another site. They’re closing ranks.”

      Nicki gulped and rubbed her arms. “You, uh, know this stuff pretty well, huh?”

      He nodded. “I’ve seen Immanuel crush some smaller orgs. Nina used to handle big jobs in the past, too. Her stories are the real deal and make it easier to understand what’s going on.” Even if Vince sometimes found himself making assumptions based on what she’d told him.

      For all he knew, Luscarne might actually be sending big teams out to beat him into the ground. But if Fia wanted him to leave, he’d leave. Let the corporate enforcers do guard duty.

      They hovered around outside for a good twenty minutes before two black SUVs rolled into the carpark. Benz’s, naturally, as one might expect of mafia vehicles. Their bulk, especially the doors, suggested they touted heavy armor. Runes glittered along the insides of the doors and a large square plate on the roof likely held the barrier spell that would protect the vehicle from harm.

      Eight wolfgirls piled out of them, including a capo he’d seen the other night. The enforcers looked to be in good shape, while the capo nearly fell over. Grinning at their boss and clapping her on the back while giggling as she stumbled, the wolves jogged over to Vince.

      “You leave us a pile of corpses, V?” one of the wolves asked with a grin.

      “Just one,” Vince said.

      She blinked and her smile wavered. “Huh. You actually whacked a lion enforcer?”

      “No lions. Just their hired help. Humans, a cat, and a dog. The dog’s in there.” The janitor had steered well clear of the corpse. “All wearing the uniform.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Forgot they use shitheels for guard duty and only roll the lions out to scare us off.” The wolf nodded a few times, then patted Vince on the chest. Her hand lingered on his body. “Not often we run across a guy that can send the pride running for the hills, tails between their legs like the kitties they are.”

      “Ange, knock it off,” the capo growled.

      The wolf whined, but slunk away from Vince. Most of the enforcers left. They split up, half entering the east wing of the mall, while the rest kept an eye outside.

      The capo ran a hand down her face.

      “Pola got you too?” Vince asked.

      “Don’t ask,” she said. “We’ve been reading and listening to Kaziern’s chatter for the past little while. Go find Fia and make a real plan before Pola discovers what you’ve done and tries to start an actual war.”

      Vince blinked. “And you?”

      “Kaziern bailed on their turf and you work for us. That’s a victory for the Lionettis. We’ll hang around here to make it clear to the blackshirts not to fuck with us.” The capo waved him off. “Now shoo. Before the girls get bored and start flirting again.”

      “We’re already bored,” the remaining enforcer said, not hiding her leer.

      “I’ll take that as my cue.” But Vince remembered a problem. “Where’s Fia?”

      “She didn’t tell you?” The capo frowned. “Shit. She called me from her apartment. Figured she had a plan.”

      After fiddling with her phone, the wolfgirl passed on Fia’s home address. Vince had a strong feeling he shouldn’t have this, but also suspected Fia was completely at a loss. Wasting more time risked turning his little victory into a major fuckup.

      If Kaziern counterattacked while he hung around waiting for Fia, the cops might show up and rain on their parade.

      He showed Nicki the address, then they took off.

      Fia’s apartment complex turned out to be farther south, close to the harbor-side of Albion. While flying over, Vince surveyed the area.

      It still looked pretty dead to him, but the wealth showed through the aging dullness of the buildings. Pockets of activity in small parks or around malls stood out amid the rows of apartments, townhouses, offices, and old industrial buildings.

      But he did see the old European architecture that Fia commented on, and the apartments especially gained a sort of rustic charm. Aging brick complexes complete with overgrowth, wrought iron fences, and established courtyards. The few towers in the place possessed facades that fit in with the older feel of the area.

      Money dwelled in this place. Fia lived well, it seemed.

      Not too well, he guessed, as they approached one of the older complexes. It looked a little older and worse off than some. As if ready to be done up.

      Nicki dropped him off on the concrete balcony, then squatted on the railing. A few small plants gave the place a homely appearance, which was ruined by the pair of overflowing ash trays. The curtains of the apartment remained firmly closed.

      Realizing that if he knocked, Fia might try to blow his head off with a fire spell, Vince fired off a message to her, then rung.

      On the third ring, Fia pulled back the curtains from the inside, then slammed open the door. She stood there barefoot in jeans and a bra, with a black shirt in one hand and her rust-blonde hair dripping wet.

      “Don’t stand there staring at my tits. Come inside,” she snapped, then looked at Nicki. “You too. I’m guessing you’re not some random flier if you’re still here.”

      “She’s not,” Vince said as he entered.

      Nicki winced at Fia’s harsh words. “Um, I don’t mind staying outside.”

      “It’ll look weird. Come in. You can perch on the back of a chair in the kitchen if that makes you happy,” Fia said.

      Nicki glared at Fia before deciding to hop down and enter.

      The balcony led directly into Fia’s bedroom, which thankfully appeared free of ash trays. A carton of cigarettes lay beside the bed with an open pack atop it. Vince would bet anything it had been smuggled in to avoid taxes, given the resident.

      Furnishing-wise, the place appeared overly simple. Cheap, plain oak furniture with white sheets and similarly bland paint. When Fia closed the curtains behind them, the warm lights gave the room a very dated appearance.

      By the time Vince finished taking it in, she’d slipped her shirt on and fished out a jacket. Her eyes glowed momentarily before steam rose from her hair.

      “I don’t think that’s good for your hair,” he said.

      “And smoking is shit for my lungs,” she drawled. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Does it affect wolves the same as humans?”

      “Dunno. We still get cancer, and it can be even nastier due to the magic in our bodies.” Fia shrugged as she put her arms through the jacket. “I reckon Pola will be the death of me first. Come on. I need some food, and you can explain just what the fuck happened.”

      The kitchen reminded Vince of visits to his grandparents. Fortunately, those remained good memories despite everything else. But the idea of Fia living in a place with décor that ancient caused him to throw her an odd look.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered. “I don’t own the place. It’s my nonna’s. I used to rent a better place across the harbor, but it’s too far to travel for work and it’s a bitch to find rentals as an enforcer.”

      “Even as a corporate enforcer?” Vince asked, surprised.

      Fia opened her fridge, which stood out from the ancient kitchen by virtue of being five years old instead of fifty. “Yeah. Landlords and banks think we’re expendable as shit. Most of the gang live in places rented to them by Alessia or the rest of the family. I don’t like relying on that sort of shit. I should be supporting the Lionettis, not suckling on their teat.”

      Nicki circled the small dining room while looking at the rundown living space. The couch looked pretty new, but the rest of the furnishing less so. One might think the dining table and chairs had come from a museum.

      Ignoring the picky birdgirl, Fia wandered over to the couch with a single-serve plastic tub of yogurt. She patted the cushions beside her. After a moment, Vince sat down a little farther away.

      Naturally, Fia scooched over. Her tail beat back and forth along the back of the couch, sometimes brushing against him while she began to eat.

      “So, I tried to catch up,” she said. “But I think it’s faster if you explain what happened.”

      He nodded, then did exactly that while leaving out unnecessary details. Fia didn’t need to know about his discussion with the clerk or his conversation with Nicki.

      But the attempt by the rogue dogfolk enforcer to attack Nicki did bother Fia enough that she stopped eating. Her tail stopped wagging and she looked over at the birdgirl in question, who had perched herself on the edge of a chair.

      “Um, I’m alright now?” Nicki offered after Fia stared at her for several long seconds.

      “That’s not the issue,” Fia grunted. “Attacking a civvie is fucking low, even for Kaziern. Their recruiting standards have fallen far to let that happen.”

      “I heard that the two of you have been preparing for this little feud for a while,” Vince said.

      Fia laughed bitterly. “We can’t prepare for a feud we never stopped having, as much as we’re just constantly rearming between battles. The problem is that we’re cut from a different cloth than them. Any one of our girls can match their lions and we outnumber them, but they have Houou’s cash to blow and the police always side with them. The fact you…”

      She bit her lip and her tail slapped him in the side. He tried not to take it personally.

      “I what?” he asked.

      “I’m worried you kicked their ass so hard that they’ll call in the Golden Path right away,” Fia admitted. “I figured you’d be strong after you fought Pola, as she swore you were holding back. Nobody else believed her. All the capos reckoned she was going to pulverize you right before Alessia intervened.”

      “Really?” he asked, amazed.

      Hell, the only reason he hadn’t taken Pola out during the fight was because he’d been more worried that she’d burn down the whole fucking club. Sure, she moved fast and hit hard, but her inability to use a barrier left her at a massive disadvantage.

      One good hit and she’d go down. And Vince knew how to hit hard.

      Pola’s advantage lay in her speed, strength, and unpredictability. She’d held back in the fight at the time. Next time she took a swing at him, he doubted she’d risk it. But the same held true for him.

      “That’s not the problem right now,” Fia said, pushing his question aside. “What you told me explains the crazy reports I woke up to. Pola’s thankfully been dragged off by Alessia to some fancy lunch that should keep her busy until later tonight, so we can move on our own.”

      Fia wolfed down the rest of her yogurt, hurled it across the room into the trash, then pulled a laptop across the coffee table. She flipped it open and began tapping away.

      Most of what Vince saw were maps, text documents, and photos. He recognized a satellite image of the part of Albion he had been tasked with capturing.

      “I’m guessing Alessia didn’t actually show you the territory we’re fighting over last night,” Fia said.

      “Nope. She said she’d follow up with you and Pola… which evidently didn’t happen,” he said.

      Fia scratched her head and her wolf ears twitched in visible irritation. “That stupid… Let’s just move on. See this?” She brought up the satellite image, which had various regions of Albion shaded in different colors. “This is a rough turf map of Aulfair’s underworld. I’ll zoom in to show you what matters.”

      Despite her words, Vince took the chance to soak in the knowledge of who owned what turf. He mostly did low-level work, so seeing how the underworld appeared from a top-down view was a new experience.

      Fia cottoned on and paused. “You haven’t seen this before, have you?”

      “Not really,” he admitted. “I go where I need to for a job, and it’s not like independents need to worry too much about what conglomerates controls what territory.”

      “True. I think it’s still a good idea if you have some idea of what’s going down.” Fia pointed at the image. “Want me to run through it?”

      “Briefly.”

      “I’ll stick to a real high-level then. The biggest players are the demons, foxes, vampires, elves, and a demihuman cartel supported by our local dragon lord. Immanuel’s big on smuggling and controls the southern side of the harbor. The various vampire front companies dot the city and have pretty big holdings in southern Albion. The cartel controls the east side, out where you live.”

      “I know ‘em,” Vince said. “I get my cigs and booze from one of their suppliers.”

      Fia snorted. “Figures. There’s only one dragon in town, so he sponsored a bunch of demihuman gangs to get a slice of the racketeering pie. Anyway, the elves control the north, but they fall apart into civil war every few months over all manner of stupid shit. Right now, I think they’re upset about something related to some Christmas thing.”

      “Elves.” Vince shook his head. “So, where’s Houou? Also, I notice there are a bunch more colors in the outskirts.”

      “The conglomerates focus on the city itself, but the greater metro area is full of other gangs. The Yakuza, birdfolk cartels from South America, human-supremacist bikie gangs. The works. Small fries.” Fia then ran a finger along the center of her screen, from Albion to downtown. “This is Houou’s turf. Due to how many puppets they work with, they’re the biggest player in the city. They like to control the places their legit operations build in.”

      That fit Vince’s expectations. The conglomerates undertook criminal activities to support their legitimate work, and Houou was all about construction. He wondered how suspicious their land purchases and development permits might be, if properly investigated.

      The broad explanation finished, Fia focused in on the vicinity around the Lionetti tower in the far northwest of Albion, where they’d been last night. Varying shades of blue crisscrossed it, and a dull gold opposed it to the east and south. Blue for Lionetti and gold for Kaziern.

      While she didn’t explain this aspect, Vince saw how far she’d zoomed in. The Lionettis held around half of north-western Albion, in contrast to a major player like Houou that held well over ten times their territory across the entire city, including roughly half of Albion. That half including Kaziern’s holdings, which pushed against the Lionetti Family’s boundaries.

      “Bit late now, but the Charlingwood Arcade is… was the largest Kaziern protection racket near our turf.” Fia tapped on the shopping mall, which sat only a few city blocks away from the edge of the Lionetti turf. “Tons of money tied up in the place. Whoever controls it takes a cut of every gambling parlor, charges rent to all the dodgy sex shops, and gets to supply all the illegal meds. Plus, we can limit what sells there.”

      “Do you do that often?” Vince asked.

      “We used to.” Fia’s ears drooped. “When you’re just a minor player, you don’t get to set the tone of the market. The dispensaries and dealers just leave and their customers go with them.”

      Not a fun topic. Vince decided to move on and pointed at the screen. “So, did I help or hinder by hitting the mall?”

      “It was going to be my first target. Have you checked out the others? I saw the message from Alessia. They’re—”

      “Kaziern’s main transport depot and the place they cut their illegal supplements,” he said.

      Fia nodded. “We’re pretty sure they also distribute for Houou from the drug lab, even if the depot is where they export from the city. Taking both sites will effectively cripple Kaziern, as they haven’t really decentralized. They operate like a true business, with big hubs that are vulnerable to sabotage, rather than an underworld operation that is wary of rivals and the police.”

      “I get the feeling you want me to explain why they shouldn’t be the first target.” He narrowed his eyes. “That was what I wanted to check with you, as I got the feeling there was something dangerous involved in hitting them.”

      “There is. Kaziern makes its money off its relationship with Houou, which comes from exporting supplements. But us? We want the turf itself. Same with Houou.”

      Vince’s hunch had been right. “The moment I hit either of their big operations, the Golden Path will come screaming to save them.”

      “You got it. I’m glad you have your head screwed on right, at least. When you first called me, my tail started beating so hard I thought I was going to take off.” As if to make a point, her tail started moving faster and she pressed it down with a spare hand.

      “Well, you can explain your plan to me now, then,” he said.

      “Sure, whatever’s left of it.” Fia nodded, then leaned back. She patted her pocket before sighing.

      “Looking for a smoke?” he asked.

      She waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not supposed to smoke indoors anyway.” Then she smirked at him. “What, you carrying a deathstick?”

      “No. I try not to keep them on me. Makes it easier to avoid them.”

      “Ah. So you’re easing off them. Meet fewer and fewer of you humans that touch the real deal.” Fia’s ears twitched, then she snapped the laptop shut. “Anyway, there’s no big plan. I figured the arcade would be a nice distraction. Make the lions think we’re pushing for the money, then sweep their feet out while they’re staring down Pola.”

      “Simple enough.” Vince leaned back himself. “So, we have the mall and you’re moving in. They’ll try to take it back. That will start a gang war, right?”

      “Pretty much. We do this from time to time, even without hiring independents. The difference is that we got the jump on them thanks to you. So long as we hold off their counterattack, our next move should be to take their big operations. But once you hit them, the clock is ticking.”

      Vince leaned forward. Fia appeared switched on enough to have answers to questions he needed to know.

      As if sensing he’d gotten more serious, her tail began beating rapidly again and her ears pricked up. Her red eyes locked onto his but she said nothing.

      “What sort of intel do you have on Kaziern’s lion enforcers? And the Golden Path? I scouted the sites and can form my own entry plans, but if I need to test their defenses to work out response times then they’ll cotton on to our plans,” he said.

      Her ears twitched several times. “Good news, I know it. Right now, Luscarne’s enforcers are mustering, so the earliest they’ll hit is tonight. You should probably assume they’ll have a response time of over an hour for the offices and less than that for the transport depot.”

      “Where’s their enforcer HQ? I assume they’re centralized.”

      “Kaziern’s head office is near us, actually.” She pointed south. “Like all wannabe conglomerates, they love the waterfront view. So the high-flying lions kick back in sweet offices, but need to deal with traffic to respond to problems. Luscarne might keep a skeleton crew, but it’s hard to say how seriously she’ll take you before you hit her hard once.”

      In other words, his first target would be his easiest.

      “And the Golden Path?”

      “You’re dealing with bureaucracy there rather than a response time. Kaziern will need to alert Houou, and then they form a team in the Golden Path.” Fia crossed her arms over her chest. “You know much about them?”

      He nodded. “The Golden Path is how the foxes recruit independents. Like Immanuel and other racially driven conglomerates, they’re too haughty to hire ‘lesser’ races directly, so they use middlemen. In this case, they set up a whole other company instead of just hiring independents outright. I’m guessing that will slow them down.”

      “Should. But when they respond, it’ll be utter overkill. The police won’t fucking touch them. Houou owns the construction industry in the city and run the other half of Aulfair’s finance world. Those smug fucking foxes are cemented into the political system.” Fia grimaced.

      “Lionetti would have been as well.”

      “Oh, I don’t have a problem with the approach. I just hate how lopsided things are. There’s no fair fight against a conglomerate. The only reason the foxes don’t bitchslap us directly is that the conglomerates always hold back.”

      With a huff, Fia rose and wandered back into the kitchen, her tail swaying behind her. Nicki appeared tense. The harpy crouched on a chair, knees against her chin, while her eyes shot between the two others in the room.

      “Something wrong?” Vince asked Nicki.

      Fia turned slightly in response to his question, then turned back when she realized who he was talking to.

      “Um… I think I asked this recently, but you two aren’t…” Nicki bit her lip.

      Fia leaned against a wall between the kitchen and the dining room while choking out a laugh. Her ears flapped up and down wildly. Vince simply shook his head.

      “No. I met Fia yesterday,” he said.

      “I mean, you still could be—”

      “Do you think we’re fucking because I let him see me in my underwear?” Fia asked between gasps. “Who is this birdbrain, anyway? She’s cute, but seems way too dopey for your type.”

      “Hey!”

      “My ride. I live ages away, and I do need to get around Albion,” Vince said.

      He cut Nicki off with a glare when she opened her mouth to say something. Presumably she planned to give out her name.

      “You don’t drive?” Fia asked.

      “The cost of a car in this shithole is way too high. No way.”

      “Anyway,” she said, looking at Nicki, “we’re not fucking. I’m not as horny as all the other wolves and it’s my job to keep him in line until this shit is dealt with. So you don’t need to worry about competition.”

      A squawk escaped Nicki and her wings flapped out behind her. Fia grinned as she fired up the stove and began preparing something in a weird little steel pot thing.

      “Want a coffee? I figure we head out after this to make sure everything is good, but I don’t think you’ll need to fight again.” Her ears twitched. “Unless you want to go nuts and try to poke the lion while they’re circling their den.”

      “Coffee?” Vince craned his neck to see into the kitchen. Fia appeared to be grinding coffee beans. “Uh, sure. Won’t say no to caffeine.”

      “I’ll pass,” Nicki said.

      While Fia hadn’t asked her, she still shrugged in response. “Your loss.”

      “And no, I don’t think it’s a good idea to hit Kaziern if they’re going on the defense. You haven’t explained to me what they’re doing yet,” Vince continued.

      “Panicking. Luscarne has a bunch of big, brutish lions under her, but they rarely do much. You’ve scared off their regular enforcers and they’re worried we might hit hard. Honestly, we would if we could.” Fia glared at the wall as she dropped the steel contraption on the stovetop. “But there are two problems: hangovers, and the blackshirts.”

      “I’m guessing a bunch of police swarmed the area after my little confrontation?”

      “You betcha. It’s why we have time to drink coffee. The moment the lions called in the blackshirts, they lost the initiative. If they go on the offensive too soon, they’ll be the ones getting slammed for causing a public nuisance. So we consolidate and prepare for Luscarne to hit back. Or you can look for an opening.” Fia looked at him. “If you want to risk it.”

      Vince wasn’t sure he was. Not with the revelation that the Golden Path would move the moment he hit either remaining location.

      “I’ll need to think about my plan of attack. Today was dumb luck. I’m nowhere near ready for an onslaught against two heavily defended corporate outposts,” he admitted. “And I doubt you’re ready to seize them and defend them against a Golden Path counterattack.”

      “Damn right we’re not. Guess you’re not crazy.” Fia kept her eyes on her pot, but her ears flicked up and down again.

      Vince got the feeling her ears emoted. He couldn’t recall them doing that yesterday. Perhaps the location made her more open and vulnerable.

      A bubbling sound escaped the stove and steam hissed out from the small pot. After a short while, Fia turned off the heat. She then poured coffee out of the pot into two small cups.

      Espresso, if he wasn’t mistaken. Not that he knew that much.

      “What even is that thing?” he asked as she handed him a cup.

      “A moka pot. I take it you don’t drink strong coffee?” Fia asked while sitting back down,

      “Not espresso, no.”

      “This isn’t… Don’t worry.” She shook her head. Her tail wagged along the couch cushions. “I’ll take it if you don’t like it.”

      “Fat chance I’ll give up my caffeine.” He took a sip. Damn, it was way more potent than the shit that came out of his drip machine.

      Fia laughed at the expression he made, which only forced him to keep drinking. Eventually, he got used to it.

      “So, how are you running on magic?” she asked.

      “I’ve got pick-me-ups if I need them,” he said. “But I used very little in that fight.”

      She shot him a look of disbelief, which he shrugged off.

      They drank in relative silence for a minute. Nicki rocked back and forth.

      “In that case, why don’t you keep me company for a few hours while I make sure we actually hold onto the gains you got for us,” Fia said. “If Luscarne actually does hit back tonight, I’d rather you be around to toast her.”

      “Sure. I just need one thing from you.”

      Her tail curled up close to her as she nodded at him.

      “I need you to reimburse me for the fancy tool I bought yesterday.” He patted the cane on his belt.

      Fia’s mouth fell open and she clasped a hand over it. “Alessia didn’t… Oh, shit. Um.”

      “You can’t, can you?”

      “No. I can pull that sort of cash from base, but it needs to be accounted for. I’ll get strung up if I just yank that many Gs from a safe.” Fia began tapping away at her phone. “Alessia should respond. We’ll swing round to check on the capos, then hit up the base.”

      “And from there?”

      Fia blinked at him, then grinned. “I dunno. The bar isn’t open until 6, but you did just seize a whole underworld shopping mall. Surely it has a few bars?”

      Vince groaned and ran a hand down his face. “Didn’t the hangover teach you a lesson?”

      “Hey, didn’t I tell you not to underestimate how important alcohol is to wolffolk?”
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      The governor’s charity ball stretched out across both levels of the hall. Well over a hundred of Aulfair’s well-heeled elite dithered and dallied between the overflowing tables of extravagant food and magically animated décor. Police enforcers kept watch on the exits, while a couple hundred corporate enforcers of varying affiliations saw to the health of their charges.

      Outside, a wall of vehicles and uniformed officers kept journalists and passersby clear. Enchantments in the windows prevented anyone from seeing inside, ensuring privacy.

      Alessia ignored much of the extravagance, and especially the show of force outside. To her, this was normal. She’d grown up accompanied by multiple bodyguards at all times and events like this had required her to become accustomed to the threat of force.

      To the average person, enforcers barely mattered. An occasional nuisance kept in check by the long and brutal arm of the law.

      But to the CEO and head of the Lionetti Family, and with her extensive connections to the underworld, an assassination remained a reality at any moment. Both of her parents died that way and the turmoil of her father’s passing carried on to this day.

      “I need to talk to Mayor Kochhar next,” Alessia told her bodyguards as she peeled away from some company executives.

      Four wolfgirl bodyguards nodded in sync, led by Lucia. Today they all dressed immaculately in form-fitting suits, complete with blazers that flared out just below their waists. Their tails had been tied to the backs of their vests, underneath the blazers.

      Etiquette demanded that demihumans either controlled their furry appendages or kept them hidden. Alessia had been trained for years to keep her tail and ears in check. Her enforcers had not.

      Almost every other demihuman in the hall did something similar to keep their tail or wings from causing trouble. Corsets with wing braces for the eagles that couldn’t risk accidentally stretching out their wings and knocking over the governor. The catfolk of a massive restaurant chain wrapped their tails around their legs.

      Alessia allowed her tail to poke out the back of her strapless blue gown, but kept it dead still. Her ears didn’t even twitch as she soaked in the many conversations around her.

      “The mayor’s busy with Kaziern,” her chief bodyguard, Lucia, said to her, frustration marring her face.

      “Where’s Pola? If she’s busy, we might be able to interrupt without causing a scene,” Alessia said.

      All four enforcers looked over at a nearby table of food. Finding Pola proved easy, as one merely needed to look for the bubble of empty floor space around the wolfgirl filling her plate with fish and meat.

      Alessia had forced her sister into a gorgeous dress for the event. A pretty dress with ruffles and plenty of room at the top to accentuate her sister’s impressive figure and short height. She’d even tacked on a silver flower to hide her missing ear.

      Yet nobody came close. Partly because of Pola’s reputation, but also because she shot nasty looks at anyone who dared. Her tail lashed the ground wildly if she detected anyone getting close.

      “Let’s talk to the mayor,” Alessia said, running a hand down her face. “Signal me if Pola moves.”

      They slowly made their way across the hall. All manner of races, including humans, mingled as they discussed business. More than a few unfamiliar faces hovered around the center, with a constant bubble of the upper crust nearby. All of them were humans, but all manner of jewelry, chains, and other baubles hung from their designer suits.

      “Are those the sorcerers for this conference, boss?” Lucia asked.

      “Some of them. I believe Governor Marcellus invited those who had already arrived to the ball,” Alessia explained.

      “Why aren’t we talking to them?”

      She kept her face straight, hiding her frustration. As if Alessia wouldn’t be talking to a bunch of powerful sorcerers from all over the world if she could. Even if this conference theoretically was about North American magical trade, sorcerers from Europe, Japan, and beyond intruded into their affairs due to the value of the market. Japan in particular showed intense interest, given they wished to increase their magical exports against the wishes of the US government.

      But it had been years since the Lionettis commanded the influence to involve themselves in such politics.

      “We’ll attract unwanted attention if we try to influence any of them directly,” Alessia said, half-lying to save face. “Houou especially doesn’t appreciate our involvement in their trade.”

      That, at least, was true. Aulfair was a western port on the US coast, and that meant it essentially dominated sea trade for magical catalysts and items from Asia. Houou felt that made them the de facto owners of that trade, although the other conglomerates didn’t always agree.

      They left the sea of sorcerers and their sycophants and ascended the stairs to the second level. Statues twice the size of a man and imbued with the elements shifted and danced to the classical music that drifted across the hall. Lightning danced in arcs above the staircase along with the wind, as their respective statues put on a show.

      Alessia passed through an active archway formed from fire and ice. She brushed off a few stray ice crystals, although a nearby staff member kept an eye out for any embers that might catch fire.

      Spotting their target was easy. Several massive lionfolk fanned out in front of a slim Indian man, who looked as if he might become their lunch. Most of the lions wore suits and were clearly enforcers, but two stood out.

      A man engrossed in conversation with the Indian, and whose beard and hair seemed to merge into a single dark brown mane that cascaded down his back and front. Tobias Gawlik, Kaziern’s local operations chief.

      The female lion that stood just an inch shorter than him wore an elegant light blue gown. She’d be less notable save for the six-foot long sword strapped to her back, which served as her magical focus. Her name was Maya Luscarne, and she served as Kaziern’s chief enforcer in Aulfair.

      Alessia ignored both of them as she approached the group. Her enforcers tensed when the lionfolk enforcers blocked their path.

      She merely smiled at them. “I’m sorry, but I believe you’re in the way. Or have you mistaken this place for somewhere else?”

      One of the lions bristled and bared his teeth. Before he could say something foolish, Luscarne’s head whipped around. Both Gawlik and the Indian man shot them curious looks.

      “Pull back,” Luscarne barked in Polish, which Alessia understood thanks to a translation spell in one of her earrings. “You’ll embarrass us.”

      The Indian man’s lips quirked upward as the lionfolk enforcers returned to their earlier positions. No doubt he had his own magic tool with a translation spell. His own bodyguards—a pair of ostentatiously dressed women wearing blindfolds and with wands at their hips—never moved.

      “Lady Lionetti, it’s always a pleasure to see you,” the man said with a sweeping bow. “Is this business or just a social call?”

      “I would always have business with you, Mayor Kochhar, simply because of our respective positions,” Alessia said as she wandered over.

      Her eyes never strayed to the lion staring down at her. Gawlik didn’t bother to hide his unhappiness that she’d interrupted his discussion with the mayor.

      “Everyone says that, but I’m merely a servant of the city.” The mayor shrugged exaggeratedly. “A social call, then?”

      Alessia hid her annoyance at the mayor’s usual performance. “I merely wished to confirm that nothing has changed in regard to business at the port. Your office and the council have gone back and forth on whether the NASTA conference will interfere with trade for the next few weeks.”

      “It won’t,” Gawlik interrupted.

      “Now, now, Tobias,” the mayor said, raising his hands while smiling emptily. “It’s a valid question and one I can give a firm answer to. Governor Marcellus has expressed her absolute intention to ensure the unfettered operation of Aulfair’s import and export operations, so whatever trade you have going through our world-class port will occur as always.”

      “Excellent.” Alessia smiled back at the mayor, and the two of them met each other’s gazes.

      Neither smile met their eyes. No love was lost between Alessia and Mayor Kochhar.

      “Are you done, then, puppy?” Gawlik asked.

      “And if I’m not?” she asked, finally gracing Gawlik with a glance. “This is a party, Tobias. I believe it involves mingling, social activity, and general niceties. You should try it for once.”

      His face turned to stone, while Luscarne glared daggers at Alessia. More than a few other guests lingered nearby, openly eavesdropping and amused. Some even allowed their tails to wag in a blatant show of poor decorum.

      “Some of us have genuine business to conduct. Matters that require in-depth consultation with the city authorities, instead of playing up the importance of a family whose name comes up more in cemeteries and history textbooks than the news,” Gawlik said.

      Despite his words, Alessia refused to even allow her ears to so much as twitch. Her enforcers bristled behind her, however, and the lions openly smirked at them. One of the lions even turned away and pulled out his phone, as if putting on a show of how unimportant the Lionettis were.

      “My family comes up in history textbooks because we have history,” Alessia said. “And perhaps the difference is that where you need to ask permission, I do not. Whether it be from city authorities or… well, we all know who funds your little venture here.” She smiled at him.

      Gawlik’s fists clenched. His mouth opened to spit a retort.

      Then Luscarne snarled in Polish at one of her enforcers, “What the hell do you mean we—” She cut herself off upon realizing everyone was staring at her.

      The enforcer in question was the lionfolk who had been checking his phone. His face had paled, and the other lionfolk enforcers were already checking their own phones. Their smug, arrogant postures vanished but they remained tense.

      When Lucia tapped Alessia’s arm, she knew something had happened back home.

      “Maya?” Gawlik asked his chief enforcer.

      “Mayor Kochhar, please excuse us,” Luscarne said as she dragged Gawlik away without explaining anything.

      As if realizing Alessia was behind it, Gawlik roared at her, “You can’t pull these stunts forever, puppy! This is our land now! Your stupid history and family mean nothing.”

      Alessia rolled her eyes and ignored him. But before she could turn away, the mayor’s bodyguards closed around her.

      “Something wrong?” she asked him.

      “Will this be an issue for the conference?” the mayor asked, his voice low.

      A buzzing sound indicated that someone had cast a ward around them without her noticing. She looked around to see that most of the eavesdroppers had vanished.

      “I have no business with the conference, mayor. All its venues are far from my family’s… operations,” she said. “And I’m sure you have the utmost faith in the police to keep the peace for our guests, no?”

      “I do. But I would prefer if Aulfair’s elite didn’t frustrate our efforts to do so.” He looked at her emotionlessly for several long seconds. “See to it that nothing troubles the conference, or I will.”

      The mayor turned on his heel and stalked off, flanked by his bodyguards.

      Alessia sighed, then checked her phone.

      Far too many messages inundated it. The capos wanted to make sure she knew what had happened, and she’d tied up Pola for the day so there was no clear chain of command.

      “Do you know what’s happened?” she asked Lucia.

      “V nuked a bunch of Kaziern enforcers. Scared the shit out of them.” The wolfgirl grinned and her ears flapped up and down happily. “Why didn’t you tell us you hired some crazy demon dude who once took on half the police force?”

      “V?” Alessia asked, confused.

      “It’s what all the downtown enforcers call him. A few of the girls know him. One of them intimately.” Lucia’s eyes lidded. “Wish I were so lucky. He turned me down last night.”

      Alessia kept her expression smooth. She should have assumed that an independent enforcer would have enjoyed the company of one of her many, many subordinates. Although it annoyed her for a reason she refused to interrogate.

      “Well, the answer is that I thought you already knew. Pola attacked him precisely because of his reputation,” she said.

      “No, I slugged him because he was a pet of the demons,” Pola said, appearing the moment Alessia spoke her name as if summoned. “I thought that story about his fight on main street was utter bullshit, spread by the blackshirts to justify their idiocy.”

      Admittedly, Alessia thought the same. She’d dared to hope that an enforcer capable of matching Pola and with a reputation might be able to handle Kaziern, but had been unwilling to put serious investment into it.

      Looking at the mass of messages pouring in, she wondered if she’d underinvested. Luscarne’s reaction suggested she was taking this seriously, and here Alessia was, wandering around in pretty dresses with Pola.

      “So, what’s happening?” Pola asked, tail wagging behind her.

      “You didn’t get these?” Alessia showed her sister her phone.

      “Uh…” Pola screwed up her eyes, then scowled. “How come everyone’s ignoring me?”

      Probably because they wanted to keep Pola at the party, rather than risk her charging back half-cocked, Alessia realized. She’d possibly screwed that plan up.

      In fact, one look at Fia’s messages proved that correct. The first message read, Don’t tell Pola what happened.

      Fuck. Alessia nearly allowed her tail to droop, but caught herself just in time.

      “Because all the capos are hungover and spewing their guts up after last night?” Lucia suggested to Pola. “There were supposed to be two here.”

      “Not my fault they can’t back it up,” Pola muttered, but perked right up. “So he’s already in the thick of it? The independent? Uh… Vince, right?”

      She even remembered his name. Between the rapid wagging of Pola’s tail, her excited voice, and now clearly remembering him after two heavy nights of drinking, Alessia genuinely wondered if she should have pushed Vincent harder to marry her sister.

      Doing so would have solved quite a few problems at once. Including that one that troubled her own emotions.

      “He’s seized the old Charlingwood Arcade and everything nearby,” Alessia said.

      “Seized… What?” Pola tilted her head to one side. “It’s noon. You can’t pick a fight now. Nobody’s around.”

      “Well, he did. All of Kaziern’s enforcers pulled out, so Fia sent in our enforcers. I think it’s the right call, but it means we’ll have to fend off Luscarne’s counterattack.” Alessia bit her lip. “He’s fiercer than I expected and moving far faster.”

      “What are you talking about, this is fucking awesome! He’s everything I thought he might be when I got a good sniff of him.” Pola practically vibrated with excitement and her tail couldn’t be seen due to how fast it moved. “We’re better than those stupid lions in every way. Why am I here when I can be over there?”

      “Pola, are you—” Alessia tried to say.

      But her sister had already run off, drawing more than a few laughs and stares from others across the hall.

      Alessia ran a hand down her face. Her bodyguards turned suspiciously statue-like, presumably struggling not to burst out in laughter.

      “Make sure she takes a car over there,” she ordered one of her bodyguards. “And that she does not engage Kaziern’s enforcers directly unless they make the first move. That would defeat the entire point of hiring Vincent.”

      “Got it. And I think he prefers being called V or Vince,” the enforcer said, before dashing off after Pola.

      The party returned to normal soon enough. Although Alessia noticed the complete absence of Kaziern and their attendees.

      She took a few minutes to respond to Fia, who had a few requests that needed attending to. Notifying her about Kaziern’s imminent response took priority over schmoozing.

      At least until the schmoozing came to her.

      “Ah, Alessia, you’re still here. Given the excitement I noticed earlier, I expected you to have left already,” a deep but feminine voice said.

      Alessia pocketed her phone as she looked up at the familiar figure.

      A red-skinned woman stood over her, bereft of bodyguards. Her “dress” consisted of magma that shifted across her skin, barely covering her nipples and nether regions, while leaving her ample thighs and breasts open to all. Embers drifted off her while lava appeared to follow in her wake, only to dissipate harmlessly and leave no marks on the wood flooring.

      An elemental. Specifically, a fire elemental. Their race comprised extremely few in number and were veritable deities, with ages that rarely had less than four digits in them.

      “Governor Marcellus, as always, it is a pleasure—” Alessia began to say.

      “You can dispense with the formalities,” the governor said. “I’ve known you since you were this big.” She gestured with her hands to indicate a figure roughly the size of a baby. “And I strongly recall giving you dating advice once.”

      “Terrible advice,” Alessia muttered, then blanched. “I mean…”

      The governor laughed, and the booms of it rumbled Alessia’s bones. “Well, I don’t really date, you see. If I want something, I take it. Men included.”

      “I don’t think you should be saying that publicly, Gov—”

      “Call me June, Alessia.” The governor raised an eyebrow. “Now, what exactly was it about my dating advice that was so awful?”

      Alessia resisted the urge to say, “Everything.”

      Instead she allowed herself a thin smile and attempted to deflect the question, “It was a difficult time, and I needed more delicate advice.”

      “I can be delicate,” June suggested.

      Sensing more advice forthcoming, Alessia raised her hands in a panic. “That’s not…” She sighed and curled some hair around a finger absently. “Look, June, it’s complicated.”

      “Love is complicated.”

      “This wasn’t love,” Alessia said bitterly. “I was a foolish girl chasing some hoodlum who saw me as his way to escape his lot in life. When I woke up, I realized he knew nothing about anything that mattered to me and didn’t want to know about it.”

      June nodded solemnly. The flames that comprised her hair dulled, as if reacting to her emotions. “That is the price of power. But you’re wrong. That was love. You fell under its spell for a time, but it shattered because the spell must be returned for it to last.”

      “You’re always so oddly romantic.” Alessia frowned. “I can’t afford to be like that. Even diminished as we are, the Lionettis are still wealthy and influential. I can’t offer up the family to someone who doesn’t deserve it. Yet everyone who approaches me possesses eyes that glitter with greed.”

      “You always speak so melodramatically.” June laughed and her hair regained its full color. “You worry too much. Find a man that makes your heart flutter, ensure that he genuinely cares about you, and it’ll work out.”

      If all she needed was for a man to make her heart flutter, she wouldn’t have been offering her sister’s hand in marriage yesterday. Alessia dismissed the thought. It was far too soon to make rash decisions. She’d already chased one hoodlum with disastrous results.

      “I won’t risk my family’s legacy without absolute certainty,” she said coldly.

      “Nothing in life is certain, Alessia. Risks are what make life fun. Like the risk of unprotected sex.” June let out a deep laugh that echoed across the entire hall and drew looks.

      Alessia sighed. “You should have more decorum, June.”

      “Where’s the fun in that? I’ll leave the dispassionate nonsense to my kin that spend all their time in the police force, playing superheroes.” June smiled. Her long flaming hair roared in response to her amusement while the embers she used for eyes narrowed. “Speaking of which, you’re living dangerously. Starting a fracas with the lions during this conference. Even I can’t protect you this time if you draw too much heat.”

      “And what about those other fire-loving friends of yours?” Alessia asked. “If the phoenix tries to burn us down in retribution, will we be made to suffer or them?”

      June rolled her eyes. “You need to lose that habit of talking in riddles, dear. It’s cute, but enforcer activities aren’t illegal, even if Hochhar is a stick in the mud. If Houou goes too far, they’ll wear the shit. But it’s far easier for you to cross the line than them. Election campaigns don’t fund themselves, and buildings make such excellent vehicles to hide money, no?”

      “Clearly the Lionettis should get back into construction, just like Houou,” Alessia said drily.

      “There’s a reason the two most famous conglomerates specialize in finance and construction, Alessia.” June tapped the side of her nose. “Don’t be a stranger. But also don’t lose everything.”

      Easier said than done, Alessia thought as she watched the governor sashay away to bother other people.

      The party lost her interest almost entirely. Yet, as the head of the Lionetti Family, Alessia found herself tied up here.

      Unlike Kaziern, she wouldn’t allow herself to show weakness by fleeing.

      After all, she was winning. She merely needed Vince to keep it up.

      And hope that Pola didn’t ruin things. Too much could go wrong with so many pieces moving at once. Her ears twitched once out of worry, before she turned her attention fully back to the party.

      She’d worry about the gang war tonight. For now, her role as the family head demanded that she socialize with the city’s elite.
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      Fia’s ride of choice turned out to be an old Benz with its fair share of nicks and scrapes. The driver-side door bore a scorch mark and melted lock assembly.

      Vince eyed the car warily as they stood in the underground parking garage, which leaked like a sieve even on a sunny day. “Does that door even open?”

      Fia held up her key and clicked a button. The lights flashed and the door swung open by itself.

      “I’m guessing this cost a lot when it was new,” he said.

      “Probably. The family sells their old fleet cars at a discount reasonably often, and I grabbed this off an old enforcer who traded up,” she said.

      “Burned-out door and all?”

      Fia winced and her ears flattened. “Uh, that was me. I forgot my keys in the capo bar one night and… Well, let’s not talk about that.”

      Vince was rapidly realizing that Fia’s vices ran deep, even if she put on a good front. Perhaps her love of alcohol should have been a clue.

      “Do I need to come?” Nicki asked, pulling her wings close. “I hate cars.”

      Before Fia could make some other smartass comment to the avian, Vince cut in.

      “We have a couple of stops to make, and it seems that I’ll be busy for a bit. It’s up to you if you want to join us for drinks, though,” he said.

      Nicki’s hip wings flapped a couple of times as she looked between Fia and Vince. “Um…”

      “We’re not going to fuck if you leave us alone, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Fia said.

      “Oh, fuck off,” Nicki snapped, then ran a hand down her face. “Whatever. I don’t really have any other plans. It might be fun to drink with people who aren’t off their faces. I’ll catch you at the mall.”

      She turned to leave, but Vince caught her by the sleeve. Nicki froze up.

      “Hold up. I’ll pay you for the day,” he said.

      “I mean, you can—”

      “No, I’ll do it now,” he said.

      While she continued to try to stammer out some excuse and Fia started up the car, Vince counted out what he hoped was a decent rate for the day. Then he added a little extra for the mess involving the fight.

      Nicki bit her lip when he handed her the notes. “I didn’t fly you around this much…”

      “You still need to get me back home and I’ll probably be out late,” he said.

      “Right…” She wavered, then nodded. “I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      Leaving her to flap off, Vince put his faith in God and allowed Fia to take the wheel. A hunch told him that she would prove to be a very dangerous driver.

      And then she drove like an old lady. He stared out the windscreen as she puttered about the nearly empty streets of Albion, hitting every red light because of how damn slow she drove. A lit cigarette hung from her fingers and old rock thundered from the speakers.

      “You don’t like the music?” she asked as they drove.

      “I’m not a big music guy in general. It’s just beeps and boops to me,” he said.

      “This is rock. There are no beeps and boops.”

      “Hence my point.”

      She glanced at him, her ears flattening momentarily. If her tail had any freedom of movement, it would probably droop.

      They swung around and checked on a couple of groups of Lionetti enforcers. All of them consisted of wolfgirls, with none of the regular thugs or security in sight. Vince began to recognize more of them. Especially the capos. Some greeted him as “V” and he tried to at least learn a few names, even if he ignored the blatant flirting and groping.

      Wolffolk did not believe in personal space, apparently. Or these ones didn’t.

      Little of interest appeared to be happening, however. Just a bunch of tired wolves lounging around places of varying interest and shadiness, often playing cards. None of them played Vice, instead sticking to poker.

      “Turf seems safe.” Fia scrolled through her phone, presumably checking messages. “Alessia got back to me about your refund and told me the amount. You went nuts, huh?”

      “She agreed.”

      “She did.” Fia’s sidelong look appeared inscrutable. “Pola might make another appearance tonight. She’s not a fan of the events that Alessia drags her to. Being a princess is not her idea of fun.”

      Vince stared up at the Lionetti tower in the distance. “Is she really a princess?”

      “It’s called the Lionetti Family for a reason. Pola is the black sheep and Alessia the shining star, but it’s not like inheritance and family can be ignored. They’re the sole survivors of the main family, and the branch families know it. So Pola needs to be in the limelight, even if she responds to it like a hissing cat.”

      The conversation steered into mafia politics, and Vince wanted nothing to do with that. So he tried to steer the topic away from what sounded like an uncomfortable past.

      “Sounds like she’s doing a great job avoiding what she doesn’t like,” he said.

      Fia laughed as she put her phone away. “Sure, but Alessia hates that. Hence her attempt to marry Pola off to you. Anything to make our beloved sottocapo less of a terror and reduce the headache she causes our boss. Anyway, let’s grab your money and then drink. I’d like to park my ass and get updates on what Luscarne is up to.”

      The trip to Lionetti Tower proved uneventful. Vince sat in the car with the AC on while Fia trooped inside. Presumably she didn’t feel like babysitting him in their base with a skeleton crew. Or possibly worried about what that skeleton crew might try to get up to with him if he left her sight.

      He flicked Nicki a message, letting her know they’d be at the mall soon. A thumbs up shot back in reply.

      Nina, meanwhile, had been busy badgering him with nonsense. She’d finished up at the gym not long ago, judging from the message of her covered in sweat and flexing in front of a mirror.

      Still got it, was the accompanying message. Evidently Nina enjoyed the workout and reminder of her physical prowess, as if she needed it.

      The rest of her messages contained her usual natter. Whether he had seen any of the movies currently in theaters or planned to, would he be home for dinner, bitching about how small the subway cars were, and complaining about the passive aggressive way her boss responded when she fobbed off overtime.

      Are they going to do anything? he asked her.

      Nah. What can they do? They already slashed our bonuses and denied pay raises this year due to the “harsh economic conditions” that gave them record profits. And I got promoted last year, so it’d be a struggle to get another one without job hopping, she replied.

      Then why not job hop?

      Fuck applying for jobs. Plus, last time I job hopped I ended up here.

      Nina had a point. Her office job pay wasn’t exactly abysmal, but in a city as expensive as Aulfair, it certainly didn’t meet the bright-eyed expectations she probably had for it when she started studying. Vince needled her about it, but he couldn’t understand how she boxed herself up all day in a cubicle for so little.

      Then again, many people probably thought he was nuts to risk his life for less money. And then sometimes be short on rent because of fines or not getting paid at all.

      His phone buzzed as Nina messaged him again, this time with a picture.

      Of underwear.

      Some lacy black lingerie and a pair of sheer black stockings, to be specific. Not on Nina, although Vince felt he might soon receive that picture depending on how he responded to this one.

      Do you think this would suit me? she asked. I reckon I can hide the lace on the stockings beneath my skirt at work.

      Vince tapped the side of his phone for a while as he thought about how to reply. Nina sometimes sent him odd pictures or messages, usually while drunk. Such as when she came home from her work’s Christmas party last year absolutely plastered after asking him aggressive questions about his sex life the entire night.

      Evidently, his delay bothered Nina. Come on, you’ve seen me in my underwear enough to have an opinion. Or are you upset because I’m going to wear this to work? She followed the message with several devil emojis.

      Why do you want to wear them at work? he asked, deciding to be neutral.

      Because why buy nice things if you don’t find the time to wear them. Unless you want to—the message abruptly cut off.

      It then vanished, to be replaced by an ellipsis indicating that Nina was typing a new message.

      I like wearing nice things. Is that a problem? she asked.

      Vince might try not to make things weird with Nina, but he wasn’t blind.

      What he was less certain of was whether to poke her about the potential meaning of a message she’d instantly deleted and probably accidentally sent.

      The car door opened and he looked up to see Fia slide into the driver’s seat.

      Not a problem. Busy again. Home late. Talk later, he quickly tapped out and sent, then pocketed his phone.

      “Talking up your girlfriend?” Fia asked, her ears pricked and eyes glued to his pocket.

      “Roommate.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Really? Whatever. I’ve got your money.”

      The money clip from the other day reappeared, but a touch thinner. Fia didn’t bother to count out the notes and instead flicked it into Vince’s lap. He ran his thumb through it.

      Part of him wanted to check the amount, but it would take ages. He remained wary of being stiffed, though.

      “Go on, count it,” Fia said. “I’d think less of you if you didn’t.”

      She fired up the engine and slowly exited the car park. As they trundled toward the shopping mall in the early afternoon traffic, Vince flicked through his money.

      It added up to the amount on the receipt, which left him far in excess of what he should have been paid. The more he got to know Fia, Alessia, and the other Lionetti wolves, the less he liked thinking about this little trick Ally had pulled for him.

      On the other hand, Alessia hadn’t exactly given him a great deal or much leeway in getting paid. The risk fell on his head and he had a long way to go.

      Sure, this might add up to months of pay from Immanuel, but a single bad fine would wipe him out.

      “Something wrong with the cash?” Fia asked, her tone almost studiously neutral.

      “Why don’t you tell me? I’m not stupid. You’re been pretty emotive all day and suddenly grumpy when you got back in the car.”

      Her ears flattened against her head but she refused to take her eyes off the road. Such an old lady of a driver.

      Vince wondered if she drove like this when making a getaway, or if she actually put pedal to the metal.

      “Was that actually your roommate?” she asked.

      “… what the hell kind of question was that?”

      “I took you as single. Alessia actually asked me to verify it using what little time I had before you had lunch with her.” Fia allowed herself a tiny smile. “Can’t let you marry Pola if you’re shacked up with some other bird.”

      A cold chill settled into Vince’s body, both at the fact Fia casually invaded his privacy but also at the likelihood she knew about Nina. “And?”

      “Couldn’t find jack about you ever dating. A few of the wolves knew you as ‘V’ and it sounds like you had a fun night with one a couple of years back, but—”

      “Hold up, what?” Vince’s eyes shot wide open. “Cetta’s with you? I thought she was independent?”

      “She was at the time. We’ve been through a rough patch, but she came back after the last attempt to deal with Kaziern went south.” Fia grinned toothily. “Wow. I wasn’t sure if she was fucking with me, but it was true?”

      He ran a hand down his face. “I’m not telling you a damn thing about my sex life.”

      “Good thing you don’t need to. Concetta told me in excruciating detail, right down to how big your cock is.”

      “Oh, fuck off!”

      Fia let out peals of laughter as Vince slapped the dash, before he slumped back in his seat.

      Never trust a wolf. He should have known better.

      “The good news is that she gave me a few leads, and they all basically told me you don’t date.”

      “How is that good news?” he groaned.

      “I mean, it was for the boss. ‘cept your roommate just sent you a picture of lingerie. What’s up with that?”

      The car rumbled quietly as they turned onto the street near the mall, bringing the old arcade signs into sight. A pair of wolfgirls stood on the corner, puffs of brightly colored smoke emanating from them as they vaped. Fia clicked her tongue at the sight of them.

      “Not a fan of vapes?” he asked.

      “Don’t change the subject,” she snapped.

      “One, she’s my roommate. As annoyed as I am by your snooping, you weren’t wrong. Although I’m surprised nobody told you about her,” Vince said.

      “I knew you had a roommate, but everybody waved her off. Said she wasn’t important.” Fia frowned as she turned into the car park. “I’m guessing your pals had your back.”

      Evidently. They might be happy to talk shit about his sex life, but Vince at least wouldn’t need to kick in the teeth of his “friends” for spilling their guts about his personal circumstances for a few bucks. Especially as others might know more about the Lionetti situation than him.

      Ronin appeared to know all about it, after all. It was Vince that remained in the dark about the politics between the conglomerates, mostly because he stayed busy with everything else.

      “Well, she’s not. Important, that is,” he said. “I’ve known her for years. We’re close,” he said.

      “And she wants to be closer, I’ll bet.”

      “That’s not your business,” he said.

      Fia remained silent. Slowly, she pulled up behind one of the black SUVs the other wolves had arrived in. After putting her car in park, setting the e-brake, and checking everything, she turned off the engine.

      Then she sighed and looked at Vince. “It is, because I’m not fucking stupid. But I’ll take your word for it. And keep that cash in your fucking pocket. I’m not bailing you out because some cat snatches your wallet.”

      “You think I carry this much cash without anti-pickpocketing measures?” he drawled.

      The doors unlocked with a series of thunks and Fia stepped out. He followed, feeling a chill leave him.

      Nina remained a secret, it seemed. But of all the wolves he found himself dealing with in the Lionetti Family, Fia proved the most dangerous.

      Pola might be scrappy, but her dopiness made her easy to handle. Alessia had power and political savviness, but he had something she wanted. The other enforcers all seemed to march to the tunes of their superiors, or just played around.

      But Fia? Well, Vince knew why Alessia gave this wolf control over this job.

      The capos were supposedly all equal in rank, if not status. Each had different duties, but none of them controlled each other. Pola bossed them all around, but that’s what made her the sottocapo.

      Yet Fia did that in Pola’s absence and had also been tasked with keeping an eye on Vince. Fia occupied an invisible rank between capo and sottocapo. Even if he liked her, she could easily turn on him for the sake of the family.

      “The hell are you waiting for?” she asked, slamming a hand against the hood of the car. “Let’s go get a drink, dumbass.”

      Their adventures around town had killed a couple of hours. He flicked Nicki a message, and she told him the name of a bar.

      Turned out, they didn’t need the name.

      This early in the afternoon, the east wing of the mall remained pretty dead. More customers showed up to grab their supplies, especially as it was Saturday. The dispensaries and drugstores had a steady trail of customers. A couple of folks even ducked into the gambling parlors and brothels, and a scantily clad birdgirl wandered the length of the wing soliciting potential customers and fluttering her wings at them.

      “Is egg laying your thing?” Fia asked when Vince stared at the prostitute for a little too long.

      “What? Why does everyone keep asking me that?” he blurted out.

      Fia blinked, then tilted her head. “Everyone?”

      “Uh, Nicki, to be precise.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I know all about the mass-produced birdgirl eggs and how... odd that is, but is it really a thing in the brothels?”

      “It’s huge. There are tons of places dedicated to just birdfolk. Hell, the whole artificial birdgirl thing? Tons of women love the idea of turning into one for a night, laying some eggs, and then just going back to normal.” Fia shrugged at his look. “Don’t look at me like that. People can and will enjoy anything if it can be sexualized. Brothels exist to service that, and we take a cut to ensure it’s all safe and consensual.”

      “Consensual, huh?”

      “Yes.” Her tone hardened.

      Vince figured to drop that topic. “So, Nicki keeps bringing up the eggs because?”

      “It’s true, but you’re probably overreacting to it. You’re oddly innocent to some of this stuff.” Fia reached up and tried to grab his cheek.

      He danced away from her as she giggled.

      Despite the quiet vibe of the mall, one of the bars had opened. Only one, though. Hence why they didn’t need its name.

      Also, it was literally next to the entrance. Nicki had waved at them when they wandered in. They’d avoided it while Fia checked on the enforcers who were supposed to be keeping the peace.

      One of those enforcers leaned against the wall between the border of the bar and the mall itself, flicking through her phone as she mowed through what appeared to be an entire pack of pocky. Packs, plural, given the discarded one by her feet.

      “Isn’t that stuff just pure sugar?” Vince asked as Fia led him farther down the mall.

      “What, pocky? Eh, probably. Not like it matters with how much magic we burn through. I tried gaining mass for a sixpack once and it was a fucking struggle.” She tried to squeeze her tummy fat and utterly failed. “Even the liquor barely makes a dent, and that stuff’s awful. How do you handle food?”

      “I live on energy drinks.”

      She shot him an odd look. “And you just talked about pure sugar. Those things are basically heart attacks in a can. Humans like you die from drinking more than two in a day, you know.”

      “That’s bullshit,” he said.

      “No, it’s not. The crap they put in them to restore magic is way too potent for humans. They cause organ failure.”

      Vince stopped dead and stared at her. She stared back. Slowly, he pulled out one of the massive energy drinks he’d been toting around all day.

      “How long have you been drinking those things for?” Fia asked, eyes wide.

      “Dunno. Since I was a teen. A succubus in Immanuel hooked me up with a case for cheap when I was, uh…” He turned red at the memory of exactly how he’d gotten his hands on that particular case, and Fia smirked at him as she cottoned on to what had happened. “Old enough,” he muttered. “But they’ve been great. Keeps away the thirst.”

      “Huh. You’re something else. There’s a huge warning on that can, you know.” She tapped a rainbow warning label half the size of the can.

      Vince turned it around and read it. It said, “WARNING: NOT FOR PROLONGED CONSUMPTION. DRINK NO MORE THAN ONE PER DAY, UP TO THREE TIMES PER WEEK. SEE YOUR DOCTOR IF…”

      He stopped reading. The label read like something on a pill bottle.

      “Well, I’m fine,” he said lamely.

      Fia snorted. “Yeah, whatever. Bet your liver is, like, bright blue by now.”

      They found the enforcer she wanted in the drugstore from earlier. She turned out to be Vanna, the flirty capo from last night, and she was looking at the transformation elixirs. Her head turned between lion and eagle ones, while the clerk gave his lengthy sales spiel.

      “Changing sides, are we?” Fia asked, a touch coldly.

      Vanna’s tail swished, but she barely reacted. The clerk’s eyes scanned the trio, before locking onto Vince. The two men nodded at each other.

      The fact Vince worked with the Lionettis apparently came as no surprise to the clerk. Guess he’d already twigged when they first met.

      “If I looked like a lion, I could gather intel,” Vanna said. “But I would love to have some wings. Imagine all the birdguy cock I’d get with this.” She thrust the eagle elixir into Fia’s face.

      Fia, naturally, pushed the elixir away. “I’ll spare my imagination the taint of letting you into it.”

      “And I guess your taint will be spared all the cock I’ll be getting, so your loss.” Vanna looked up at Vince. “What would you prefer tonight? Lioness or eagle? Or maybe you like the all natural wolf look?” She ran a hand along one of her wolf ears.

      His mouth moved faster than his brain, “I can get a lioness whenever I want, there’s a harpy waiting for me at the bar, and Fia’s here, so none.”

      Vanna blinked several times, while Fia’s ears and tail shot bolt upright. Several seconds passed, broken only by a sudden coughing fit from the clerk.

      “Um,” Vince said awkwardly.

      “If you talked like that to Pola the other night, I can hazard a guess why she tried to smash your face in,” Fia drawled. “Luscarne will flip her shit if you talk like that to her. So try to remember that line.”

      Oh, good. Fia figured he was talking about the Kaziern lions, not Nina.

      Because his flippant bullshit nearly got him in a ton of crap.

      Vanna rolled her eyes and wandered over to the counter with both elixirs. “You’re so boring, Fia. He throws a pickup line at you and you just let it fly right past.” She waved her phone at the clerk, who had only just recovered. “Both, thanks. Plus the candy from earlier.”

      A pile of familiar duplicating candy lay on the counter. The clerk began scanning it in.

      “I’m not here to fuck, Vanna. I’m here to make sure you’re doing your job,” Fia growled. “Are you?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m heading out after this to catch up with my girls. You can fuck off now.” Vanna waved them off without even looking. “Let me do my job. You pretend that you’re sottocapo.”

      Fia glared at Vanna, before turning on her heel and storming out.

      Before he left, Vince shot the clerk a quick nod as thanks.

      Catching Fia proved difficult. She reached the bar by the time he jogged up to her.

      The bar itself was massive, which suggested an immense patronage each night. A horseshoe-shaped counter dominated the center, with taps, glassware, and countless spirits and wine bottles framed behind it. Only a single bartender manned the bar, and he was an elderly catfolk splitting his time between service and fiddling with a laptop.

      Old-fashioned leather booths filled out the rest of the place, lit up by industrial-style lighting hanging from the ceiling from chains. A very chic place, despite the blacked-out windows. The drinks cost double those at the Prefect’s Lounge.

      Several enforcers lounged in a booth, including the hungover capo from earlier. A hefty stack of pint glasses stood on one side of their table, and the wolves slugged back some sort of dark ale.

      Nicki leaned over the bar, her talons hooked around the bottom of a stool. She nursed a fancy cocktail with a salt garnish.

      “Room for two more?” Vince asked her.
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      “I’m surprised you bothered to ask,” Nicki said. She waved at the surrounding stools. “Nobody else is here. Who’s going to say no?”

      “I dunno. What do you say, chief?” Vince asked, raising his voice as he tried to catch the attention of the catfolk bartender.

      The old man looked over with a raised eyebrow. “Need a drink, sonny?”

      Nicki smirked at Vince.

      “Sure, I’ll get—” he began to say.

      “The pale ale, plus whatever they’re drinking,” Fia interrupted, jabbing a thumb at the wolves. “The weak pale, to be specific.”

      “I’m old, not stupid. I don’t serve the overstrength beers to humans unless they ask for them,” the old cat said as he deftly snatched up two pint glasses and began pouring beers. “Any snacks? We’re loaded up for tonight, but if you girls are going to be here all day, I can grab more.”

      “You should assume it’ll be a busy night, but we mostly drink,” she said. “Might order some food later.”

      “I’ll take some nuts. The, uh, normal sort with salt,” Vince said.

      “We got some with that fancy elemental salt. Makes nuts taste like nothing you’ve ever had,” the bartender said. “Not the trippy sort, though, if that’s your worry.”

      “Will it break my bank?”

      “How cheap’s your bank?”

      Fia elbowed him. “I’ll buy him his fucking elemental nuts.”

      “When you put it like that…” Vince drawled.

      Her ears flapped wildly and her tail hit him in his back. The cat snickered as he dropped the beers on the bartop, then poured a packet of salted nuts into a small bowl. Every nut glittered like some sort of prismatic shard.

      Fia flashed her phone over a white brick on the counter to pay. Afterward, the cat returned to his laptop.

      “I give you a pile of dosh and you won’t buy some fucking nuts,” she muttered.

      “Dosh?” Nicki asked, eyeing them curiously.

      “The money I need to handle this job,” Vince clarified. “Including paying you for the next few weeks.”

      “Oh. Then yeah, don’t waste it on some nuts, even if she’s going to lick them dry for you.”

      “Oh, fuck you.” Fia threw one of the nuts at Nicki, who snatched it out the air with her mouth.

      The bird froze abruptly and her pupils dilated. So much for not being trippy. Her hip wings flapped once, while she took a deep breath.

      “Holy shit. I feel like I just experienced true flight,” Nicki whispered. “As if I just soared up into the stratosphere, above the clouds, and got to glide like no birdfolk ever had before.”

      “Huh. Wonder what the fire ones are like?” Fia rubbed a nut with reddish salt between her fingers. “I take it your affinity is air, birdbrain?”

      “My name’s Nicki, not birdbrain.”

      So much for keeping her name a secret. Then again, she’d probably given it out to all the other enforcers here by now.

      “Noted,” Fia said.

      The three of them settled in. They’d barely had time to enjoy their drinks before the wolfgirl outside the bar squawked in panic. Everyone looked over and Vince felt the surge of magic from a half-dozen demihumans start preparing spells. The cat bartender gripped an amulet around his neck, but let go a moment later.

      Pola barged in, looking like the spitting image of the princess that Fia had described her as. Adorable black ruffles swayed with her every movement, drawing attention to her immense cleavage and the flesh between her white stockings and dress. Vince noticed that she wore flats rather than heels, though.

      “Nice flower,” he told her.

      She ripped it off, revealing the scar of her missing ear.

      “Not what I wanted you to do,” he said.

      “You’ve been busy,” she said. “Where the hell are the lions and why are you lounging around here?”

      “Did you drink too much at the party, Pola?” Fia asked with a thunderous scowl. “Vince already drove off Kaziern’s enforcers. That’s why we’re here. This is our turf now.”

      “We don’t own the turf until they give up on it. Luscarne already stormed off to take it back. So where the hell is she?” Pola looked around, as if expecting a small army of lions to appear from thin air.

      “Assembling her troops? Pola, there are blackshirts all over the district. None of us can do a damn thing. The only reason the cops aren’t in here is because they don’t like us.” Fia paused, then looked over at the other capo. “Did any of the blackshirts come in here?”

      “For like five seconds, then they fucked off,” the capo called back.

      “Bastards. It’s a setup,” Pola muttered. “Like last time.”

      Vince remained silent. But the talk of police had his mind churning with an idea.

      “If we wait for them to attack, they’ll pull the same stunt,” Pola insisted. “We need to—”

      “Do nothing,” Fia insisted. “The boss’s orders are clear. Sottocapo or not, Lionetti or not, you can’t contradict her, Pola. Vince fights, not us. We just hold the turf he takes.”

      Pola puffed up and looked at him. “Then why don’t you—”

      “Hell no,” he said flatly. “The police know me damn well. They might not know that I was behind this trouble, but the moment I walk out and pick an open fight with the lions, every precinct in Albion will come down on me like a ton of bricks. I’ll be fined into oblivion, and that’s after they beat the shit out of me.”

      Nicki spat out her drink, causing the bartender to step over with a cloth to wipe it up. Both wolves blinked at him.

      “Uh, that didn’t happen the other night,” Pola said. “You were even with a blackshirt.”

      “Ronin covers for me,” he said. “Which is my plan. So stop talking shit and listen.”

      “You don’t—”

      “I just said to stop talking shit.”

      Pola’s eyes glowed green and her tail lashed the ground hard enough to sound like the crack of a whip. He half-expected her to try to take his head off, so he began preparing to cast a barrier. Next to him, Fia tensed.

      If a pin dropped, everyone would hear it. The bartender watched them warily.

      “Well?” Pola said, voice deathly quiet. “I’m listening.”

      “Ronin’s not from this precinct, but there’s no reason he can’t come here with some buddies. If they’re keeping the peace here, because the regular patrol isn’t, they’ll be able to prevent any corrupt cops from siding with Kaziern,” Vince said.

      “You really think that will work? That any blackshirt would side with us over their own kind?” Pola asked.

      “Ronin’s a friend. I trust him, even if I don’t always trust the other cops.”

      Vince didn’t trust Ronin’s friends the same way he trusted Ronin, even if he liked them, but he trusted Ronin to pick the right sort as friends. They’d be the sort who sure as hell wouldn’t stand by and let corrupt shit go down in front of their eyes.

      At least, corrupt by the standards of Aulfair. The duty of a police enforcer here differed a lot from that of law enforcement elsewhere.

      Fia cleared her throat. “His friend checked out when I cleared Vince for the boss, Pola. A real straight and narrow type. Can’t believe the two of them are friends.”

      “We went to school together. He cleaned up, I didn’t. I can still kick his ass, though.” Vince smirked.

      “I’m sure he appreciates that as a cop,” Fia said drily.

      “Well, I can’t actually kick his ass. Only morons actually hit cops.”

      “Good to hear some sanity from you,” the bartender interrupted. “I was growing concerned.”

      “I’m an independent enforcer, chief. Can’t stay registered if I cause serious beef.” Vince smiled disarmingly.

      “Just don’t burn the place down and we’re good. So you know, the police usually prefer the club farther inside, so if you’re bringing friends, I’m open to new business,” the cat said.

      “Done.”

      Vince wondered what attracted the police to the other club. Gambling, probably. This place seemed clean, even of drugs. The sort of place for those who wanted to dip their toes into the underworld but not go completely nuts, compared to the seedier establishments.

      Shifting from foot to foot, Pola appeared lost. She continued to look around, but all tension left her body. Her tail swished back and forth lazily.

      “Are you sticking around?” Fia asked. “We have things handled here, and I know Alessia wanted you—”

      Pola hissed. “I am not going back to that stupid party. In fact…” She looked down at her clothes and gripped them.

      As if sensing danger, Fia shot over to Pola and the two tussled for several seconds. Barks escaped them as one woman tried to stop the other from tearing her dress apart.

      “There’s… an entire… mall here…” Fia struggled to say while wrestling Pola. “Fuck! We can buy you something new.”

      Pola froze. “Oh.”

      The next problem became getting Pola to leave. Fia tried to get her to go with the enforcers, but she insisted on remaining with Fia and Vince.

      “You’re making plans, right? I’m the underboss. I should be here,” Pola insisted.

      “We’ll still be here when you get back. Just go buy new clothes and come back,” Fia said.

      “But—”

      “Why don’t we just go with her?” Vince suggested. “I need to message Ronin anyway, and I can’t drink too much.”

      He knocked back the rest of his beer, then stood. Pola nodded approvingly. Likely because of how much he’d downed in one go.

      Sighing, Fia joined him.

      Nicki waved them off. “I’ll stay here. I’m really not one for clothes shopping.”

      Vince shot her an odd look, but she’d already pulled out her phone.

      By the time he turned back to Pola, she had already reached the exit. He rushed after her.

      Clothes shopping proved to mostly be a matter of being vaguely close to Pola, who wandered through the racks of the handful of designer clothes stores in the rest of the mall. He got the distinct impression she wore far more expensive stuff than this, given the way she’d finger the fabric or check the tag before moving on instantly.

      With no need to answer questions like “how does this look?” like Nina threw at him on similar trips, he exchanged messages with Ronin. His friend had a few targeted questions, and a warning that things might get out of hand once Vince picked an actual fight with the lions.

      Yet, as he’d expected, Ronin came through.

      Be there in thirty. I’m off-duty this weekend, so I can rustle up some buddies, Ronin said. You might need to provide a tab, though.

      They won’t see that as problematic? Vince asked, amused.

      So long as you pay for it, not the mafia.

      Ah. So much for Vince’s plan to get Fia to float it. Although given Vince was being paid by said mafia, this felt like willful ignorance on the part of Ronin and pals. Then again, everything in this city was funded by the same conglomerates the police enforcers kept in check. The line had to be drawn somewhere.

      “All these clothes suck,” Pola declared in the third store, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Would you prefer the dress?” Fia asked drily.

      “I mean, I can…” Pola frowned. “I have to choose between heading back home and buying this stuff, don’t I?”

      “Or wearing the dress.”

      “I’m not wearing this stupid dress one minute longer.”

      Fia tensed, aware she might need to prevent her superior from stripping again.

      Unaware of Fia’s wariness, Pola grabbed a seemingly random selection of clothing articles from across the store. Then she flounced up to Vince and held them up.

      “Vince, what do you prefer? This, or this?” she asked, holding up two sets of clothes he could barely make out while pressed together.

      Experience with Nina taught him that if he chose too quickly, he’d be hounded about his choice. So he paused just long enough to seem thoughtful.

      Which proved the wrong decision. Pola’s expression grew annoyed and her tail beat ever faster.

      “Well?” she asked impatiently.

      “Do you want me to choose at random?” he asked.

      “I don’t care. Pick one,” she said.

      “Fine.” He pointed at the right set. “That one.”

      Pola threw that set of clothes back on a pile of shirts, then marched over to the register with the set that Vince hadn’t selected. He stared in confusion. Fia patted him on the back.

      “If it makes you feel better, she does that to us as well,” she said.

      “Be really annoying?”

      “My best guess is that she assumes that whatever clothes you didn’t pick are the most rebellious or counterculture.” Fia shrugged when he stared at her. “Don’t try to unravel Pola’s train of thought. The only person who can buy her clothes is Alessia, and that’s because Pola is too meek around her sister to say no. Hence how you get to see her bounce around in ruffles and wear a flower.”

      Pola and meek sounded like matter and antimatter meeting.

      They left after the mafia underboss purchased her clothes and changed. Naturally, everything she’d bought was monochrome. A thick black fabric jacket, frilly white top that seemed a touch too short and showed her belly button, and black shorts. She’d kept the stockings for some reason.

      In short, pretty horrendous fashion, even by Vince’s standards. Pola barely pulled it off by virtue of being incredibly attractive and possessing distracting levels of cleavage.

      They returned to the bar. By that time, a few more enforcers had arrived. No sign of Ronin.

      Pola chose to badger her enforcers while Fia made some calls. That left Vince to sidle up to Nicki and check his messages.

      Nina had sent him a few messages, mostly plaintive whining that he’d be home late.

      You said I’d get to massage you, she complained.

      I also said I’d be working. If you’re up when I get home tonight, then it’s still on, he replied.

      I’ll stay up extra late then.

      And you haven’t done any work?

      I’m being a good girl. Are you being a good boy? She spammed him with various emojis.

      Yeah, he decided to ignore that.

      “You say you’re not fucking her, but that’s a super weird conversation,” Nicki said, leaning over his shoulder.

      “It’s rude to read other people’s messages,” he said.

      “I’m a birdgirl. It’s hard not to. I can read a phone screen from across a room.” She pointed at her eyes with two fingers, then ahead. “Anyway, should I head off? Sounds like things are getting real.”

      “You can if you want to. I can arrange another way home,” he said.

      Nicki winced, and her wings fluttered. “Sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      Vince bit his tongue, then sighed. “Look, today’s your first taste of what enforcer work means. We should have had the conversation about you working for me after you saw what the fighting was like. So, I’ll ask you again, are you in or not?”

      She remained silent. After a few seconds, she raised her hand and called the bartender over. He prepared her another margarita.

      While the bartender prepared the drink, Nicki glanced around, as if worried she might be overheard. In truth, the various enforcers would overhear everything they talked about.

      “Um, I really do need to apologize,” she mumbled. “About a bunch of things. I’ve kinda been chasing the money here.”

      “I figured,” Vince said.

      “Really?” Her expression remained unchanged. “Because you haven’t acted like it.”

      “I’m an independent enforcer. I’m familiar with people making decisions with dollar signs in their eyes. Hell, I do. You’re spending all your time around me because you think I’ll give you more cash. It’s worked so far, but that’s because I need a personal taxi who is always around. You’ve mistaken that for making money by schmoozing with me,” he kept his tone steady, but knew his words would hurt no matter how he said them.

      Right on time, the bartender slid the margarita in front of Nicki without a word. He then left.

      She gulped, then took a sip of her drink. “Huh. I had wondered why you didn’t bat an eye. Thought you might have liked my company.”

      “Well, I do. That doesn’t mean I don’t see through your intentions.”

      “Even though I’m a bitch?”

      He smirked. “I thought you said you weren’t a bitch?”

      “Well…” She sighed. “I can’t really deny that given what I’m about to say.” She scratched the back of your neck. “Look, I really do need to apologize. I do want the job, but I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I… saw you as a quick buck. Someone with a whole lot of cash who messed around with demihumans. In… a certain way.”

      Vince stared at her.

      Slowly, he began to piece together several of her comments, and her weird prodding about specific things.

      “Why?” he asked, nonplussed.

      “I mean, look at you.” She threw her hands toward him, and her hip wings flapped several times. “I pick you up from a super dangerous place. You went to get food at a place where the wolffolk staff clearly wanted to fuck, then to a club full of demihumans on the waterfront. Then I find out your roommate is this hot lion—”

      Vince didn’t miss the fact that several enforcers turned to face him, their ears pricking up and eyebrows rising. Damn, that slip from Nicki would come up later.

      “—and here you are, surrounded by wolfgirls. And you’re into all this seedy shit. It, uh, seemed normal to assume.” Nicki’s face reddened. “My friends thought the same thing. They, uh…”

      Oh. Oh, shit.

      “The friends of yours who are into the sort of stuff sold here? Including the one who works at a brothel here?” he asked.

      When she nodded, he finally realized what had happened.

      “Those comments about egg laying weren’t jokes. You were testing to see if I’d take you up on it,” he asked.

      She gulped and stared into her drink.

      “Huh. I guess Fia was right that I’m innocent about a lot of this stuff.” He scratched the back of his neck. “If you’re apologizing, I guess you’ve realized I never was?”

      “Yeah,” she whispered. “Now that all these mafia wolves are around, and you blew up those enforcer guys, and, and…” She took a deep breath. “I’ve realized I got everything super wrong. So I wanted to say that I’m sorry and just… start things over. Introduce myself as Nicki again, and see if we can work as partners on this job without things being weird like that.” Her face had gone ghostly white.

      When he didn’t immediately respond, she took a gulp of her drink and waved her hands in the air.

      “And if that’s not how it goes, I’d still really like to keep you as a friend. I, uh, really do like being around you.” She winced. “Shit, that didn’t sound right. I mean…”

      “Breathe,” he said drily.

      “I am breathing.” She ran a hand down her face, but she at least wasn’t hyperventilating. “Fucking hell. All I want to say is that I want to be friends. You’re not something I bump into much. Maybe we can be, um, something…” She trailed off with a red face. “Anyway, I still want to help you with this job, and I don’t want it to be about me shaking my tail feathers at you in hopes of a big payout.”

      By now, Pola and Fia had long since returned from their earlier business. They hovered near the entrance. The only reason the wolves hadn’t interrupted was that their hearing allowed them to know something big was going down.

      Ironically, it also meant that if Vince turned Nicki down, he risked being absolutely grilled by the Lionetti enforcers. Who knew what they thought of the birdgirl?

      But that didn’t matter, because all he cared about was his own thoughts and opinions.

      He rubbed her shoulder and she looked up at him with wide eyes.

      “You’re worrying too much,” he said. “If I didn’t forgive people for doing dumb things, I’d be the biggest hypocrite ever. Especially as I’ll need others to forgive me in the future for being just as stupid. So, hi Nicki, let’s work together. Enjoy your drink. If you want to head home for the night—”

      “No!” she squawked, her wings flaring out. “I… I want to stay.” She smiled weakly at him. “Just, um, I might keep to myself for a bit. And thanks.”

      Her eyes flickered over to Pola and Fia near the entrance. Nicki then stood and tried to leave.

      Which Fia wouldn’t accept one bit.

      “Where are you going?” Fia asked. “I want to hear all about this egg laying business.”

      “What!?” Nicki nearly screamed. “You heard that?”

      “Every word. I can’t believe you asked Vince to go so far. How daring. Didn’t think the two of you were so close.”

      “We’re not close,” Nicki whined, as Fia wrapped an arm around her. “Not yet…”

      Pola ordered drinks and settled in beside Vince, leaving Fia to playfully bully Nicki. The birdgirl descended into red-faced inaudible mumbling while the wolfgirl laughed at her.

      Over the next few minutes, Ronin and a half-dozen police enforcers arrived. None wore uniforms, but their badges shined from their jackets, and they carried themselves like cops. The Lionetti enforcers tensed the moments the cops entered, their tails going stiff.

      But Ronin and the others ignored the wolves.

      “Shit, V, when did you get popular?” one of the cops asked Vince as he wandered in, hands in his coat pockets. “I expected you to be hitting the books for a few weeks with Immanuel laying low, not picking up chicks.”

      Pola glared at the guy, but was soundly ignored.

      “Some of us don’t get salaries,” Vince drawled. “Gotta hustle.”

      “Yeah, well, teach me how you hustle like this.” The cop gave him a mock salute, then shuffled over to a booth with the others.

      Ronin waved the others off, but remained nearby. He eyed Fia and Pola warily, who gave him heavy glares.

      “Quite the welcome,” Ronin said drily.

      “We don’t play well with police,” Fia said stonily.

      “Well, at least you’re not calling me a blackshirt,” he replied. “I don’t much appreciate that label.”

      “I’m being polite because you’re Vince’s friend. The Lionettis once—” Fia began to say.

      Ronin cut her off with a hard look. “Look, I don’t care about the mafia stuff. I’m here for two reasons. One, I’m always down to do a favor for a friend and get some drinks on the way. Two, the rumors about the Albion precincts have been nasty. Seeing them with my own eyes might help clean up the force. That’s it.”

      Before the wolves or Ronin could start arguing, Vince cleared his throat. “We’re not here to argue, Ronin. I put down a tab earlier. Should cover you for the night. All that matters is that you do your job if and when Kaziern decides to start something.”

      “My job, huh?” Ronin raised an eyebrow.

      “If a bunch of corporate enforcers roll up and start a fight, who gets in shit for the fight?”

      “The ones who rolled up. I don’t care about all the turf and territory nonsense.” Ronin shook his head. “We’re explicitly trained to ignore it. So, yeah, I’m happy to clap some lions. The only catch is that if you start burning down the car park, you’ll get in shit as well. You ready for that?”

      Vince winced. “Yeah. I’ll find some way to handle that. How severe is this crackdown? I’m not going to be hunted down for creating a nuisance, right?”

      Ronin shook his head. “Nah. Well, not out here. If you cause trouble in certain places, then you’ll get in shit no matter what. But the rules are the same: if we don’t apprehend you on the spot, you’re safe. So run, Vince. Run fast.”

      “Thanks.”

      Ronin winked, slapped him on the shoulder, then joined the other police.

      The wolves watched him go with barely concealed fangs. Nicki’s eyes nearly fell out of her head at their reactions.

      “Damn blackshirts,” Pola muttered.

      Nicki bit her lip. “Um, why do you call them blackshirts?”

      “History,” Fia said. “It’s a name for the police from the old country. The family started using it a lot more recently, as the police became worse.”

      Vince questioned if the police became worse or if the Lionettis simply fell out of favor.

      “Let’s not worry about that. We’ve got a few hours to drink before the lions roll around. Let’s not waste it,” he said.

      Pola’s and Fia’s eyes lit up. “Sounds like a great idea.”

      He suspected he might regret suggesting that. After all, he’d be doing the fighting and being drunk might seriously hinder that.

      Hours later, around 8PM, but fortunately before Vince got more than merely tipsy, the sounds of roaring lions and rumbling exhausts breached the bar.

      Kaziern had finally rolled by.
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      By now, almost every seat in the bar had filled out. Some of the enforcers had rotated with new ones and grown in number, although others appeared to be hanging around just to drink. Despite the growing number of empty whisky bottles and pint glasses on their tables, the wolfgirls remained on their best behavior.

      Even Pola played nice. She hovered beside Vince the entire time, talking across him as she went on about all manner of nonsense with Fia and Nicki. Sometimes he joined in, depending on the topic. Their conversation bounced around erratically, from makeup to how crappy fast food had gotten.

      Vince got the impression that Fia and Pola ate a lot of fast food. More than that, he got the feeling the wolves ate a lot in general. Fia had survived on alcohol and a tub of yogurt until now, but the wolves ordered food from the kitchen. Probably more than the place had ever seen ordered at once, from the panicked noises that ensued.

      The catfolk owner had sent somebody out to grab a cart full of whisky at some point, even. Vince felt no compunctions about his little receipt trick with Ally after watching the sheer amount of cash the enforcers blew on booze and grub.

      Yet, the moment lion roars ripped through the bar, the once-cheerful wolves shot to their feet like soldiers. Magic foci appeared in their hands as they looked around, geared up for a fight.

      Ronin and the cops watched from the corner. They showed a less obvious reaction, but Vince caught them chugging down their beers.

      “Nicki, stay here,” Vince told the birdgirl as he rose.

      “No problem,” she said, still alert. Like the wolves, it seemed her alcohol tolerance drastically outperformed a human’s.

      Vince had paced himself pretty well so far, despite Pola’s efforts to put him under.

      “Let’s go,” he told Fia. “Or are you staying in here?”

      “Hell no. We need to be out there so they know this is our turf,” she said.

      Pola nodded rapidly as she pulled her jacket back on. She claimed she’d felt hot earlier and shrugged it off. Probably the alcohol, although Vince wouldn’t complain about the extra skin that pressed against him whenever she leaned across him to say something to Fia. Which happened a lot.

      “The kitties need to be reminded of their place in the food chain,” Pola said with a smirk.

      “Uh, aren’t both of you apex predators?” Vince asked.

      “Yes, but we’re dogs, and dogs—”

      “Please don’t call us dogs,” Fia said flatly. “We spend a lot of time convincing people not to make cracks like that.”

      “—and canines eat felines,” Pola corrected with a wince.

      Vince nodded, deciding that anything he said on this topic would be a losing battle. Dog jokes were off limits. He already felt the heat from a dozen wolfgirls annoyed that Pola had called them dogs.

      He hadn’t even said anything, yet they glared at him. Surely this was discrimination.

      So he shrugged and strode out of the bar. The enforcers followed.

      The mall bustled at this hour, or at least this wing did. Where the regular wings, full of ordinary stores, had largely closed, every store on the east side glowed with neon signs and obnoxious advertising. Stalls lined the center of the previously empty hall, and many of the larger stores had set up advertisements such as samples.

      Vince doubted there were many cities where you could try a free sample of illegal drugs. Then again, his sources in Immanuel told him that the sample stuff was cut to be substantially weaker. Buyers needed to front up with cash to get the real deal.

      The same went for the veritable menagerie of nearly naked women walking the halls, and that came from basically every demihuman race. Most offered brothel services, a few appeared to be freelancers soliciting individual clients, but quite a few lured people into gambling parlors with all manner of dodgy promises.

      And among it all wandered the Lionetti enforcers. The wolfgirls beat up troublemakers, stopped thieves, shooed away any scammers, and generally kept the peace.

      But they also kept a very close eye on the businesses. Vince hadn’t bothered to ask, but if Fia’s explanation about “protection” had been right, then the wolves would be responsible for making sure the Lionettis got their dues. He’d caught them collecting fees from some of the stall-owners.

      “Are you already charging rent while we’re in the middle of a feud with the, uh, previous owners?” he asked Fia as they marched outside.

      “Rent?” she asked, tilting her head. “Oh, you mean protection money. Not quite. Alessia will need to square up the ledgers for the established businesses, as we don’t want to double-charge anyone who’s already paid Kaziern. That’s bad for business. But lots of hawkers only come in once a week, and the parlors pay us based on the daily take. So if we don’t keep an eye on them, we get nothing.”

      “And you do that with the cops watching?” he asked, bemused at the fact that Ronin and the others gave no damns.

      “If the blackshirts wanted to shut this place down, they would have already. They just don’t protect ‘em. So if somebody gets a shit customer and needs help, but won’t pay us, then that’s their problem.” Fia shrugged. “It’s different to rent. They can choose not to pay, but we’ll sit and watch when somebody wrecks the place or a customer robs them blind.”

      Vince wasn’t sure the business owners felt the same way. If a fire department operated the same way, a cynical guy might expect a lot of fires to mysteriously start until the store paid their dues. He kept his thoughts to himself, though. Given his role in life, ethical concerns just got in the way.

      Aulfair contained a bank run by literal demons, after all. One that had been mired in so many international controversies, money laundering schemes, and banking crises that they tainted every dollar they touched. Things sucked, but he had his own life to worry about before everything else in the world.

      A crowd gathered outside. Inside, most patrons ignored the growing chaos. Turf warfare must be more common in Albion than he’d thought. In his experience, people usually scattered when enforcers gathered to fight in public.

      “How often do you and the lions beat each other up that it’s become normalized?” he asked.

      Fia winced and rubbed the back of her neck.

      Pola merely growled. “Not often enough. They keep coming back for more.”

      “We do, you mean,” Fia corrected. “But this time is different.” She looked over at Vince meaningfully.

      No pressure.

      Most of the enforcers gathered up in the center of the half-donut, where plenty of empty space formed in front of the main entrance to the closed section of the mall. Wolves shooed onlookers away from this area and the parking lot.

      On the streets outside, oversized pickup trucks roared around the mall. Massive lionfolk stood in the truck beds. Jets of flames whirled around arcs of lightning and mini-tornados above the vehicles as the enforcers flexed their spells and strength.

      “There are more than I expected,” Fia muttered. “This is half of Kaziern’s elite. Is Luscarne herself here?”

      Each of the lions wore a bulkier version of Kaziern’s enforcer uniform, making their affiliation crystal clear.

      “Are they fucking idiots?” Vince asked, staring at one of the most blatant “public nuisance” demonstrations he’d seen from enforcers in years. “They’re wearing corporate logos while screaming at the top of their lungs and firing magic in the air. I feel I should get Ronin to fine their asses already.”

      “That’s because they think they still own this place. We should knock some fucking sense into them. Blow their tires, send them spinning out—” Pola began to say with glowing green eyes.

      “Pola, shut the fuck up,” Fia snapped. “Boss’s orders are to stand back, look menacing, and let Vince do his thing.”

      “Uh, really?” he blinked at her. “I’m fighting all of them? Myself?”

      Hadn’t Fia been the one that talked about how they needed to fight together last night?

      “Yeah. Alessia’s orders.” She shuffled awkwardly and refused to meet his eyes. “If they try to intrude on the mall itself or attack us, we’ll defend ourselves, but it’ll make things more difficult if we get involved. Look over there.”

      Fia pointed past the circling pickups, toward another carpark a block away.

      Vince saw a bunch of parked cars. “I don’t have your vision, Fia.”

      “Cops. We caught them pulling up earlier,” she said. “Luscarne wants an excuse for her blackshirt friends to charge in and claim we’re the cause of the problem. Even if we both cop the blame, Houou will just pay Kaziern’s fine, but we’ll get pushed out of the mall. Back to square one.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “I can send Ronin in to—”

      “He won’t have the pull to stop the blackshirts from intervening in an all-out brawl. We need to make sure that any fighting we do is entirely in self-defense,” Fia insisted.

      What a pain in the ass. Vince scratched his head.

      The pickups began to slow, indicating they planned to pull into the car park shortly.

      Which was a shame. Now that he knew the problem, the obvious solution occurred too late.

      “If you’d told me earlier, I’d have just blown them up already,” he said.

      Fia’s eyes nearly burst from her skull. “Are you as dumb as Pola, you’d cause so much trouble that—”

      “The cops will bust me?” He laughed. “They’ll flip their shit the moment one of them recognizes me. The problem is handling so many lions at once.”

      The wolves all nodded at once, leaving Fia to hunch her shoulders. Pola cracked her knuckles.

      “Sounds like we should do things my way then,” Pola said. “Sis has a cute idea, but—”

      “No,” Vince said. “If that’s the job, it’s the job.”

      “Huh? Did those weak-shit beers melt your brain, human?” She sneered at him. “See all those trucks coming right for us? There’s like twenty lions in them. Probably a bunch of other chumps, too. This is Lionetti turf now. So we’re going to defend it.”

      Nearly two-dozen wolfgirls had gathered behind them. Several more stood out the front of the east wing and had likely been those patrolling the interior. Oddly enough, Vince failed to spot Vanna despite her earlier presence.

      The moment Pola let her girls rip, the parking lot would turn into a maelstrom of steel, plastic, and blood. Forget who was to blame, the police would come down on the gang violence like a ton of bricks for good reason.

      Vince had to admit he’d been a little foolish to think Ronin could solve this problem. He’d figured Luscarne might turn up, try to attack the mall, and that this could be easily turned around.

      Instead, it looked like Kaziern didn’t give a damn about getting in shit with the police. They’d kamikaze against the Lionettis, as they knew they had the upper hand.

      The trucks did one final loop within the car park. By now, Ronin and his friends had filtered outside. They muttered to each other.

      Vince saw them gesture toward the same car park that Fia had pointed out. So, even Ronin knew about the other cops.

      His friend shot Vince a thumbs down. He read that as a sign that he couldn’t intervene for whatever reason. Likely some sort of police politics. He’d get the answer off Ronin later.

      “Your turf is the mall, right?” Vince asked.

      “Yeah, and—” Pola tried to say.

      “But if Kaziern starts smashing it up, then things are already a mess. If fifty enforcers start throwing around spells around so many people and stores, it’ll be a disaster,” he said.

      Fia nodded. “We either fight them here, or… I don’t know.”

      “We fight them here,” Pola insisted.

      “Pola, shut up,” Fia and Vince said together.

      The supposed underboss of the mafia glared at both of them, before crossing her arms and pouting.

      “Anyway, two quick things before they finally show themselves,” Vince said. “One, they might be showing off, but won’t commit. The cops might do more than just fine them for a stunt this huge given the conference. Two, I can deal with a few lions. I just, uh, might need a moment to charge up.”

      He drummed his fingers against his cane.

      If he cast a spell and held it, then he wouldn’t be able to talk. Plus, everyone would know he was holding onto a spell. Especially given how much magic he’d be focusing at once. Demihumans had better magical senses than humans, after all.

      The first stage of any enforcer confrontation always started with talking. Or posturing, as Nina termed it.

      He recalled her lesson on it.

      “This is when both sides size each other up, flex their magical biceps, and work out if fighting is worth it,” she had explained. “Sometimes it’s really obvious that a fight is a terrible idea. You can lose more than just your pride and a few enforcers. If the police intervene, you might get in tons of shit or get hit with a crackdown.”

      Vince had been around for posturing in the past, but never led it. Usually one of Immanuel’s senior goons did the flexing. They referred to posturing as an art.

      A lot of it came down to being recognizable. Vince had a rep, but based on the way most enforcers reacted, only the cops took him seriously.

      Finally, after what felt like an hour of the lions waving their dicks around, their pickups came to a stop nearby. The lions formed up outside the trucks like soldiers.

      A rather short lioness, at least by lionfolk standards, strode in front of them as if inspecting their uniforms. She carried a great sword nearly as tall as she was. Her uniform matched those of her subordinates, save for some fancy medals on it.

      “That’s Luscarne?” Vince asked Fia.

      “Yes, playing at general as always,” she said.

      Luscarne pretended Vince and the wolves didn’t exist. Naturally, the Lionettis didn’t appreciate the snub.

      Jeers and insults flew toward the lions from the wolfgirls. They ranged from relatively tame comments such as “coward” to denigrating the dick size of the male lions.

      What surprised Vince were the lack of comments suggesting they’d “claim” their opponents after winning, especially after what he’d become used to from the club and elsewhere in the city.

      Then came a real surprise, as one of the capos yelled out, “You furballs are gonna get your shit kicked in so hard you won’t be able to crawl away! Not even when V fucks us in front of you.”

      He blinked, then looked at Fia. Her smirk suggested he should have expected that.

      Whereas Pola shot the capo a dirty glare, her face red. “She could have kept to herself.”

      “Oh, come on,” Fia said, “it’s nice to have a guy to rub in their faces.”

      “Whatever,” Pola muttered. “They’re dumb fucking cats. They should fear us, not lust after us.”

      Luscarne finally turned to face them, by which point her subordinates visibly bristled and heaved with anger.

      “It’s coming,” Fia said.

      Vince merely shook his head. “Nah. She’s going to walk up and say some pretentious shit to us. If she planned to attack us, then she’d have made some threats herself.”

      Fia blinked. “What? They’re raring to rip our throats out.”

      Yet, just as he’d expected, Luscarne approached by herself and without an order to her enforcers. The wolves took a few collective steps back, as if afraid they might lash out at the enemy enforcer automatically.

      Only Vince remained where he was, with Pola and Fia a mere step behind him.

      Luscarne looked down at him. Or tried to.

      He stood on the curb, while she remained on the asphalt of the parking lot itself. Lionfolk were tall, but she was no Nina. Luscarne had under a foot on him, and he’d reduced that to only a few inches.

      Even so, Luscarne glared at him with all the false superiority she could muster. She swept her brown hair over one shoulder with a gauntleted hand.

      “Really? You’re what these mutts have mustered to threaten us?” she asked with a sneer. “Some random human? And all it took was a few fireballs to scare off my enforcers? I’ll need to tighten recruiting standards.”

      “You say that every time,” Fia snapped. “And every time you loosen them. Your cheap-shit goons attacked a civilian.”

      Luscarne’s expression turned utterly venomous, as if outraged that Fia had dared to even speak to her. “Don’t direct your breath toward me, mutt. And don’t slander Kaziern like that.”

      “Right, this is a waste of time,” Vince said. “You’re off in a fantasy world where Kaziern is far more than it really is.”

      “Kaziern is—”

      “Unimportant.” He pulled his cane from his belt, took a step back, then leaned on it. “Let’s keep this simple. The moment you attack, you’ll be in all manner of shit with the police. No matter what master plan you have.”

      A smug smirk rose to the lioness’s face when he brought up the police and refused to leave. She didn’t even respond with words.

      Vince sighed. “Like I said, fantasy world.”

      “Vince,” Pola said to him, tugging on his sleeve.

      “My, like a child toward him, are you? At least you’ve learned your place, mutt. You wolves are little more than pets,” Luscarne said. “I’m surprised you don’t have collars and leashes by now.”

      Fia tackled Pola before she could try to rip out Luscarne’s throat. The lioness burst out into peals of the most obnoxious laughter imaginable.

      Leaving Vince to wait for them to recover.

      “Fine. I’ll make this quick,” he said. “Leave, before I end this with one spell.”

      All three women blinked, then stared at him as if he was insane.

      “One spell?” Luscarne laughed again. “Do you think that such an insane bluff could possibly work? That a pathetic human like you might threaten us with a spell of such power?”

      “Why don’t you ask your police friends? Maybe they can give you some advice about me?” Vince asked, his expression like stone.

      Fia and Pola looked at him like he’d gone insane.

      Sure, alerting the police to his presence was nuts, but they’d know about him anyway.

      But Luscarne simply sneered at him. “Your bluffs are pathetic, just like you. You’ll regret ever wasting your time rolling in the dirt with these mutts.”

      Those words indicated the end of the posturing. Vince felt the meaning behind them, even before Luscarne raised one hand to gesture toward her subordinates.

      “Protectare!” he snapped, only an instant before Luscarne thrust her sword at his chest.

      Dust exploded around Vince as six feet of jagged earth spikes ruptured from the earth, shattering concrete. Water gushed forth as the spell tore through a main, and artificial rain poured down on the assembled wolfgirls before the pressure dissipated.

      Pola screamed in outrage and immediately charged Luscarne. A white barrier appeared around her, summoned by some sort of magic tool, and she carved out gouges in the asphalt with her wind claw. But that’s all she accomplished, as Luscarne dashed backward with a laugh.

      “Pola, get back here!” Fia screeched.

      A red barrier shrouded Fia, and many more appeared around the other wolves. The lions began chanting spells as the barriers built into their uniforms instantly snapped into existence.

      “Are the cops moving?” Vince asked, still shrouded by dust from Luscarne’s earth spell.

      “Vince, you’re…” Fia stopped herself as she spun to face him with wide eyes. “Yeah. A dozen of them spilled out of their cruisers.”

      “Then Pola will need to be the distraction. I’ll need… maybe thirty seconds?” he said.

      The dust cleared, revealing him to be entirely unharmed and unmoved despite the towers of earth around him. His dense barrier of red light kept him entirely safe.

      Yet he needed to gather every ounce of magic and concentration in his body.

      The hard part of casting his meister spell wasn’t the incantation. No, what he needed was a good thirty seconds of uninterrupted focus to construct the spell.

      Magic formed from the mind of the caster. That’s why incantations were nonsense. They allowed magic-users to conceptualize and realize magic in a way that was personalized to the caster and formed a sort of mnemonic.

      The process used for casting any spell was simple and remained unchanged no matter its power or complexity.

      Vince needed to clearly conceptualize the end result. For a fireball, this was a visual affair, but also included details such as heat and size. Healing spells might focus on an image of a healthy body. But there also existed more cerebral spells that required the caster to maintain a solid mental image of what they wanted to accomplish.

      The process of casting a spell involved turning that mental image into reality. He needed to transform the magic in his body into something usable, channel it into the physical world, and then form his spell.

      All of this needed to take place within a split second for battle-ready spells. Hence the usage of incantations. They acted as a shortcut—a mnemonic—for Vince’s mind to understand how to quickly cast the spell, akin to muscle memory. Hence why he practiced for weeks and months to cast spells and used so few in battle.

      But just as mnemonics became useless for more complex topics, incantations only helped a little for complex spells.

      A fireball or barrier could be easily visualized. Vince simply needed to convert magic into a ball of flames he could throw around. Simple stuff, relatively speaking. He rarely tweaked the strength of the spell, even, and used a “default” barrier strength.

      Harder spells like his fire cage took more effort, but not that much. He needed to decide on the parameters of the cage, for instance. So his conceptualization shifted depending on the size and form of the cage.

      But beyond that, spells grew in complexity exponentially. How does one visualize teleportation? Or disrupting magic itself?

      Apparently, some mages just came up with nonsensically long incantations. Fuck that, Vince felt. He instead chose to cast the spell by hand, remembering many of the steps in his head.

      Yet that choice left him standing here, pumping magic through his cane while his mind struggled to keep pace with a spell he hadn’t cast for several months.

      “Vince, what the hell are you… casting…” Fia asked, reaching toward him with her fingers.

      Visible rainbow flames flickered off him as he had to discard elements of the spell he cocked up. His eyes stared into nothing.

      In front of him, Pola’s fury tore huge rents in the ground. Luscarne responded with pillars of earth, but Pola blew them apart. A few other lions foolishly got close, but Pola sent them flying across the entire car park with a single blow. Their barriers did nothing to stop her immense strength.

      Ronin and the other police split up, with some approaching the duel with hands raised. They shouted for no other enforcers to get involved or this would require police intervention.

      Vince processed the words and realized his gamble had paid off. Pola’s temper caused no issues because a fight between two random enforcers wasn’t bad enough to bring the police down on them.

      Yet the corrupt cops in the distance still bore down on them. Ronin cut them off.

      Some sort of argument broke out. Vince couldn’t make out the words, but the emphatic gestures and the violent gestures of the police batons suggested the two groups of police were one step away from internal strife.

      “Vince?” Fia asked.

      He ignored her. Instead, he began mouthing the final step of his meister-tier spell.

      The incantation. Naturally, it had to be silent. Couldn’t let anyone catch it.

      More than a few wolves and lions noticed his weird stance. The Kaziern lions threw some spells at him, but they bounced off his barrier.

      “Chief! The human, he’s up to something!” one lion shouted.

      Luscarne glanced at Vince, then focused on Pola again.

      But in the distance, a few of the corrupt cops paid attention. One of them froze.

      Then a scream nearly froze Vince’s blood, “It’s the fucking dragon! Backup! Call in backup! Get fucking everybody down here!” One of the cops pointed at Vince with a ghostly white face, looking as if he’d seen death itself.

      Ronin turned to face Vince, then slapped a hand over his face.

      Nearby, the other cops openly grinned. They knew what was coming, even if they probably should be intervening.

      The demihumans simply stared at him in confusion.

      “Dragon?” Fia repeated, her face the picture of confusion.

      Ignoring her, Vince slammed his cane into the pavement.

      The entire parking lot burst into flame, as fire rippled from his cane and cut off everyone’s vision.
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      White-hot flames washed across hundreds of cars and dozens of enforcers. Screams of panic escaped the demihuman enforcers nearby, and spells fired off in a desperate attempt to repel the fire.

      Vince stood deep within the inferno. He ignored it, focused entirely on concentrating the flames.

      Because despite the panic, they meant nothing.

      The cars remained unscathed. Even their rubber tires showed no signs of melting or scorching. The bitter chill of the night continued to seep into everyone’s bones. These flames were all bark and no bite.

      “Vince!” Fia called out.

      Her hand tightened around his arm, sliding through his barrier due to how gently she touched him at first.

      “Give me a second,” he grunted.

      “What? You’re doing this?”

      While he couldn’t see her expression, he heard her eyes popping from the tone in her voice.

      Seconds passed in utter chaos as he pulled the flames back. When the insanity cleared up, lions and wolves lay on the ground. Many appeared to be trying to cast multiple barriers or soak themselves in water.

      Pola and Luscarne squared off, their respective barriers intact, and the two of them possessing enough battle smarts to ignore a spell that didn’t harm them.

      And most of the police had taken cover, but avoided panicking. One of Ronin’s friends remained standing in the open, running a hand through his hair. He let out a whistle at the sight of the thing curling around Vince and Fia.

      While Fia’s jaw dropped.

      A thirty-foot-long Chinese dragon formed entirely of flames hovered around Vince. Thick, lava-like drool poured from its mouth, which contained plasma-like blue teeth each the size of a person’s arm. The appearance of scales came from the shimmering effect of the fire, which shifted from white to red across each “scale.” Random flares rippled from the dragon’s body, and these were far from the harmless effect seen earlier.

      Each flare left scorch marks on the concrete. Fia saw one and gulped. She had been reaching out for the dragon, which exuded heat like a furnace from only a few feet away, but pulled her hand back.

      “So this is what the blackshirts meant by dragon,” she said dumbly.

      “Yeah. They still remember main street. I’ll only have so long before an army of cops pours down here to put this out,” he said.

      In the distance, the police screamed and ran around like morons. Ronin and pals stood there, unsure what to do.

      Protocol dictated they should intercept Vince. On the other hand, all the cops recalled the damage he’d done months ago.

      Sure, Vince wouldn’t hurt the police, but nobody wanted to risk being the officer that got turned to ash by the meister-tier spell that torched city blocks.

      “One spell,” he called out to Luscarne, who had finally paid attention to him. “Last chance.”

      The lioness took several seconds to regain her composure. Pola made no effort, instead pointing and gesturing at the dragon while saying something in Italian.

      “I don’t play along with the tricks of humans,” Luscarne finally said. “Soldiers!”

      She really did think of herself as a general.

      Most of her enforcers assembled, while the wolves backed off. Dense crackling radiated from the dragon as its fire churned away. Some of the Lionetti enforcers tugged at their jackets as they felt the raw heat causing sweat to pour from their bodies.

      Vince’s barrier kept him safe. His fire barrier made him effectively impervious to high heat, even if he still felt the cold. Nina gave him shit about his inability to deal with freezing temperatures using his barrier.

      Nearly twenty lion enforcers formed up and began preparing spells. Powerful ones, Vince would guess from their looks of concentration. Not the shitty initiate-tier fire jets and lightning from earlier, but genuine battle spells intended to kill and maim.

      Flame lasers, lightning from the sky, earth prisons, wind scythes, and all manner of lethal attack spells that Vince had dealt with in the past. Individually, his barrier could repel them. Facing this many, they’d blow him apart instantly. Especially given every enforcer carried a magical focus, and Luscarne’s looked nasty.

      Fia moved in front of him, preparing her own spell. Her tail and ears stood on end, and he saw her body shaking.

      “Fia, don’t waste the effort,” he said.

      “What? Are you—”

      But he’d interrupted her long enough for the lions to prepare their spells. Fia screamed, then turned and tried to fire off a spell anyway.

      Vince remained dead still.

      His dragon surged, coiling around the two of them. Spells blasted into its flaming hide. They vanished, as if absorbed by the immense magic within it.

      When magical energy built up around Vince, ready to strike with the power of summoned lightning or a prison of earth, flames roared forth from the dragon to consume the entire area. The magic it emitted would suppress that of the lions’ offensive spells.

      This time, Fia’s scream was one of terror. She hit the deck.

      Like before, the fire washed over her harmlessly. Vince focused on her intently, ensuring the flames didn’t harm her.

      An incompetent fire magic user could burn half the city without even trying. Part of mastering the magic required one to limit the damage their spells did to the surroundings.

      Such as summoning a gargantuan fire dragon that spewed intense magical flames, but didn’t melt the very ground it stood on and whose flames only harmed or damaged whatever Vince wished them to.

      Although he fucked up sometimes. Keeping a complete mental model of everything around him was basically impossible, and the fire scorched stuff. He was no master.

      The flames cleared. Fia raised her head and patted her tail and ears, then looked at Vince in shock.

      He shrugged at her. “It’s my spell. I do what I want with it.”

      Not a single attack from the Kaziern forces reached them. Some of the lions continued to yell and hurl spell after spell at the dragon.

      “What trickery is this?” Luscarne shouted. “You’re supposed to use your best spells, not simple cantrips.”

      Vince locked eyes with her.

      “My turn,” Vince said.

      As if sensing their imminent demise, the lions froze as one. Several turned and tried to run.

      But the time to grow a brain had long since passed. Vince’s hand had been forced, and he was going to put as many of Kaziern’s enforcers out of commission tonight as possible.

      His dragon roared and a swirling jet of flames consumed Luscarne. A moment later, the dragon shot across the car park.

      Wherever the dragon went or even looked, pandemonium resulted.

      It lashed its tail and sent enforcers flying in a flurry of flames. A pair of lions tried to tackle it, and were blasted through their own pickup trucks. Pillars of flames exploded from beneath the remaining vehicles, causing more explosions as their gas tanks ruptured. Flaming debris rained down.

      By the time the debris hit the ground, it was only smoking. Vince dissipated the flames in midair using the power of his dragon.

      Without their vehicles, the lions realized they needed to retreat on foot.

      But how? The dragon shot across the car park like lightning. One lion raced away, only to be cut off and knocked aside like a doll.

      Fia stood beside Vince and took in the chaos. Nearby, Pola practically danced with excitement as she saw her enemies blown away in flurries of flame.

      “This is a meister-tier spell, isn’t it?” Fia asked, voice low enough that Vince barely heard her over the fury of his own spell.

      “Yes. You didn’t think I could hold up so many police with just wizard-tier shit, right?” he asked.

      She bit her lip. “I figured you had some other trick, but… this is something else. What the hell are you even doing? I can feel your magic vibrating in the air around me. Like you’re constantly casting fire manipulation spells and fireballs.”

      As if to answer her question, Vince pulled out one of his energy drinks and began guzzling it down. She stared at him as if he was crazy.

      “The answer is that I am,” he replied, his eyes on her while his mind kept track of the dragon. “I’m still casting the dragon. It’s a conduit for my magic and senses. So I control fire around it. That’s why it also acted as a barrier earlier.”

      And it had been why the police never attacked him during the main street incident. He’d effectively turned the entire area into his own magical domain. Short of overpowering his spellcraft and destroying the dragon outright, any enforcer would find themselves vastly outclassed. Vince could cast spells instantly, repeatedly, and with immense power across huge distances, while remaining effectively untouchable.

      Meister-tier spells were the aspiration of magic-users everywhere for good reason.

      “What the hell are you doing standing around?” an angry voice shouted from nearby. “Fucking get him!”

      Vince looked over to see that the corrupt police enforcers had made their way over. They stood by Ronin’s friends, who pushed back against them.

      “Are you nuts? There’s protocol for dealing with this guy,” the friendly cop said.

      “Protocol, my ass. He’s burning down the fucking city. We need to rush in, put these dumbshit dogs down, and end all this.”

      The friendly cop became a lot less friendly looking and shoved the other officer backward. Muttering resulted, and batons were gripped tightly.

      Ronin turned up right on schedule, his silver knuckles gleaming.

      Just in case, Vince pulled his dragon back. Most of the lions had been repelled. Luscarne screamed obscenities from nearby, her hair burned away and nasty marks covering her face.

      “Make no mistake, the fire enforcer goes down,” Ronin said, standing between Vince and the cops. “But all I see here is a fight between an independent enforcer and a company that’s gotten out of line. I’m not sure what you’re talking about when you say ‘dogs,’ officer.”

      “This isn’t your turf, kid,” the corrupt officer growled.

      “No, it’s not. And I’m sure you’ll love explaining to the higher-ups why that’s so important after you blatantly assault an innocent corporation and get us torched in the courts.” Ronin poked the other officer in the chest. “Now stand the fuck down and wait for backup.”

      “I don’t take orders from people in diapers.” The other officer pushed past Ronin.

      Only a few of the others followed.

      Pillars of fire burst from the ground in front of them, followed by a wall of fire.

      That left only Officer Macho himself, who wiped down his forehead and pressed forward.

      Only to find himself inside a cage formed of solid flames.

      “You’re assaulting an officer!” he screamed. “You see this! Everyone knows.”

      “I’m sure they do,” Vince drawled. “Now prove that I restrained your dumbass.”

      He had cast the fire cage to keep the moron at bay, but wondered how many of these police enforcers knew their spellcraft well enough to even trace his magic.

      The problem was that he had little enough time to fuck around like this.

      Vince spotted bright lights in the sky nearby. Instinctively, he screened with fire. Lightning bombs combined with tornados exploded in midair. More began to rain down as the few remaining lions took potshots at him from the edges of the car park.

      A spotlight nearly blinded him and he covered his eyes.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. High above him, he saw the source of the spotlight. Police birdfolk circled with blaring lights on their hips and casting light spells on him from magic lamps.

      “Vince, you need to leave,” Fia said, snapping into action.

      “Kaziern’s still here,” he said.

      “Barely. With so few remaining, the worst they can do is break their heads open on the pavement and claim we tripped them.” She grabbed his arm and shook him. “You can’t hear them, I know, but I can. There’s a fucking army of police choppers and squad cars coming. A goddamn army. Like nothing I’ve heard the blackshirts deploy.”

      “Yeah, they do that,” he said drily.

      “Take this seriously!” She tried to punch him but hit his barrier. “Pola, say something?”

      “Can you blow up the blackshirt cars as well? Make them fly into the air just as high?” Pola asked with bright eyes, her fists clenched beneath her chin as she bounced up and down like a little girl. Her tail wagged behind her.

      “… forget I asked you.”

      Pola froze, then coughed and tried to look serious. “This is Lionetti turf. You did what Sis ordered and tore apart those stupid cats. Now it’s our turn to mop up.”

      “So you can be serious,” Vince said.

      “Hey! I am the underboss.”

      “Vince, I mean it. You need to go, before it’s too late.” Fia tugged at his arm.

      He shook his head. “I can’t just retreat on foot and it’s not easy for me to hide. They’ll be clogging up all the public transport and blockading the streets. If they’re coming in this hard, I’ve already pissed them off.”

      No doubt because of Kaziern’s police connections. Vince had underestimated how rapidly the cops would deploy. He had hoped to make a getaway before the birds got here. Running away had become impossible.

      “Then fly out,” she said. “You can hide at the tower. They won’t touch you there.”

      He bit his lip, but refused to argue the point any further.

      If his employer gave him an out, he’d take it.

      He nodded. Immediately, Fia waved at something above him.

      No, someone.

      Before he even said anything, Nicki swooped down. Her claws tried to clamp into him but scrabbled against his barrier.

      “Hey, what gives?” she asked, flapping about wildly on top of him as she tried to hover in reach.

      “Shit. I’ll deactivate the barrier. Your claws are just too big for it to let them through,” he said, then focused briefly to turn the barrier off.

      It was a risk, as he could be hurt. But he couldn’t just hold on to her legs for a trip, especially as he needed to keep one hand on his cane at all times.

      Nicki’s claws snapped onto his chest. “Grab my legs. This will be a rush. I’m not used to flying at full speed with a passenger.”

      “Full speed?” he asked.

      “Just shut up and grab my legs.”

      He grabbed one of her legs, keeping a tight grip on his cane.

      “I said both! Vince, this is serious. I—”

      “Go!” Fia snapped. “Just fucking fly, birdbrain.”

      Nicki screeched, then rocketed into the air in a flurry of feathers.

      Vince understood what “full speed” meant as his brain attempted to vacate his body by means of his ass. Fortunately, the human body proved sturdy enough to survive Nicki’s attempt to achieve escape velocity.

      His dragon soared after them, leaving a flaming trail in the air as it went.

      But the police birdfolk also followed suit. Their spotlights weren’t the only thing chasing them.

      “Holy shit, they’re fucking firing at us,” Nicki squawked as a series of icicles jetted through the air near her.

      “Give me a second,” Vince grunted out.

      The dragon roared, and a wall of fire hundreds of feet in diameter in both directions cut off pursuit. Vince recast it a few times as Nicki flew, and soon the spells vanished. The spotlights bothered innocent citizens of Aulfair, who gawked at the flaming display in the air.

      “You still have that thing going?” she asked, marveling at the dragon spell.

      “Focus on flying,” he said. “Get us to the Lionetti tower before bigger police fliers get here. I don’t want to deal with an eagle capable of landing tornados on us.”

      Or worse, an elemental who wanted to protect an investment in Kaziern. If the lions had connections to the cops, it had to involve an elemental.

      Nobody else had enough pull in the department to corrupt so many precincts.

      They reached the tower in record time. Vince might have struggled to feel his feet given the wind chill, but his dragon’s heat reached him without the barrier. Nicki bitched about it a few times, though.

      Several wolfgirl enforcers stood guard out front. They carried magic foci and glared at passersby.

      When Vince landed with Nicki, they walked forward to greet him at first.

      Then cowered when his dragon slammed down behind him, drooling lava and firing off jets of flame.

      “Holy shit! Is that what took out the lions?” one of the wolves asked, eyes wide.

      “I need to get inside,” Vince said, not wasting time.

      “Go,” the capo said, jabbing her thumb at the doors. “The bar’s open. Nobody’s there, naturally, but drinks are on the house for you and your flier. If you can nuke the lions, you’re family.”

      He’d done it as a job, but wouldn’t say no to free drinks.

      But his body began to ache and that awful feeling crawled inside his head. He looked around warily, just in case he’d been followed or the cops had thought ahead to camp out the Lionetti tower.

      “Seems clear,” he said. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.”

      He waved his cane in the air and the dragon vanished. An immense pressure that reverberated in his very bones left him.

      The wolves relaxed. Instantly, they began preening and their tails wagged. Nicki clicked her tongue in annoyance at them.

      Ignoring them, he strode toward the doors. Right before he reached them, the capo called out.

      “Wait!” she said.

      When he turned back, he barely caught a small wolf figurine the size of his thumb.

      “That will let you use the elevator,” she called out.

      He nodded, then went inside.

      Not a soul in sight. Especially not the goons that troubled him last time. Vince rushed over to the elevator. One opened immediately when he pressed the button and they got inside.

      Nicki looked at him while biting her lip.

      Once the doors closed, he leaned against the wall and groaned.

      “Fuck. I knew you were dying,” she muttered.

      “Not dying. Just tired,” he said.

      His fingers clawed around in his jacket for the magic restoration infusions he’d bought at the mall earlier today. The energy drink had barely done a thing.

      He pulled out both vials, then chugged them down one after the other. Nicki watched with wide eyes.

      “I don’t think you’re supposed to drink both,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, I’m fucking beat and need both,” he said. “They’re not the best infusions, either.”

      Although he felt better already. The magic inside them settled his muscle aches and got rid of the awful thirst lingering in his mind that threatened death.

      The elevator came to a stop. An enforcer stood outside, clearly waiting for them.

      “Yo. I’ll show you to the bar,” she said with a wave. “The sottocapo messaged me to say she’ll be here soon. I think Fia chased her away.”

      “Probably because she beat up a lion. I’m guessing it’s safer to have her gone than risk arrest,” Vince said.

      “If that was the case, they’d all be fucked. Sounded like a huge fight from what I heard.”

      Nicki snorted. “No, it was just Vince burning down the whole fucking parking lot. Are a bunch of cops going to be waiting for you when you get home?”

      “Not according to Ronin,” he mumbled.

      Damn. He’d need to message Nina just in case. She’d deny everything out of rote, but might get pissed if he didn’t warn her.

      “What, just you?” The enforcer looked him up and down and her tail wagged slower. “Huh. Kind of wish I could use the capo bar. They have this great room there just for fucking.”

      Nicki scowled. “Yeah, well, I think Vince could do with relaxing, not fucking.”

      “Fucking is relaxing,” the wolf said, making finger guns at both of them. “Oh, fine. I’ll leave you alone. Here’s the bar. Get smashed. Consider smashing.”

      Nicki’s wings flapped at the last comment as the wolfgirl strode away, and she rubbed her face. Vince just walked in.

      The same comfy bar from last night awaited them, manned by the same two bartenders.

      “Care for a drink?” he asked Nicki. “We should probably settle in and wait for Pola. And Fia, eventually. I’ll need to debrief.”
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      “This place feels too rich for my blood,” Nicki muttered as Vince sauntered toward the bar.

      When he ignored her, she hunched her shoulders and joined him. Both wolfgirl bartenders stopped their cleaning and administrative duties and tended to them, their tails wagging behind them.

      “Lady Lionetti told us that everything is on the house tonight,” one of the bartenders said.

      “Everything?” he asked, surprised. “Aren’t drinks usually free here?”

      “Only a selection of wine, beer, and spirits are provided free to the capos and their guests. Everything else is discounted,” she said. “Ordinarily. Both Lady Lionetti and the sottocapo may provide free drinks at their discretion.”

      Vince frowned. “Alessia lets Pola give out free drinks?”

      The bartenders giggled. “Well, to an extent. We have to ask Lady Lionetti’s permission if Pola is going to ring up a large bill. I’m surprised she let last night happen, given we pushed out today. Half the capos were passed out drunk by dawn.”

      “… you mean the ones out there tonight?” Nicki asked with a questioning expression. “Are the mafia a bunch of high-functioning alcoholics?”

      “Don’t you have high tolerance as well?” Vince asked. “I figured it was a demihuman thing.”

      “I can drink a lot, but hangovers last for days.” She rubbed the side of her head. “If I’m ever dumb enough to drink enough that I vomit, I’ll be feeling it all week.”

      Realizing they were going to be chattering for a while, one of the bartenders returned to her duties, which appeared to be preparing the glassware. Lots of it. Vince knew they’d had a big night because of how empty the shelves were compared to the previous night.

      While the spirits had been restocked, the same couldn’t be said about much else. He doubted the staff got in before opening time.

      “How are you doing so far?” Vince asked.

      “I flew you here, didn’t I?” Nicki poked him in the arm.

      “I doubt that stops birdfolk. Your wings are built into your body.”

      She snorted. “The fines for drunk flying are nasty. They used to be a joke, but the rise of Wings has forced a harsh crackdown. Plus, too many dumbshit teens keep flying into stuff. Do it too much and you can actually get hit with a tracking bracelet that magically grounds you unless you pass a breathalyzer.”

      The bartender let out a low whistle as she leaned over the bar. “I remember seeing a few of those when I used to work the waterfront. We used to call them birdlocks. Some of the demons would disable them for a few hours.”

      “For a price,” Vince drawled.

      She smirked. “Well, yeah. What demon works for free?”

      “Huh. You worked the waterfront?” Nicki looked the bartender up and down. “Aren’t you with these mafioso? Shouldn’t you be, like, a made woman or something?”

      “Nah. Only the enforcers are actual mafia these days, what with the whole corporate thing. Although I did work at one of the family bars on the waterfront.” The bartender shook her head. “They still have a bunch of limits on becoming a genuine employee, enforcer or otherwise. If you’re a wolf like me, you need to trace your line back to Italy. Enforcers need to pass some test set by the capos—they used to have to kill people but not anymore.”

      “Yeah, I can see why they ditched that part,” Vince said drily. “Doesn’t fly with being a legit corporation.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, I fail at most of it. Name’s Liz, by the way—short for Elizabeth. And that should make it clear I’m not Italian enough for the family.” Liz smiled despite her words. “But once you put in enough time and effort, they let wolves like me get a sort of… special status. Hence why I’m here now. Job for life.”

      Nicki drummed her fingers on the bar and leaned back. “That seems pretty limiting. Do they not let non-wolves in at all? I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a birdfolk with the mafia.”

      Liz bit her lip. “Um, I know we accept humans. Like, there’s a ton in the companies that the family owns. Probably other demihumans, too. I don’t know the rules well enough. I think humans can marry wolves, because, uh…” She looked at Vince pointedly. “Well, it works out better.”

      Nicki and Liz looked at him. He raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m sorry, that’s vague as hell,” he said.

      “Oh, come on. You should know all the old stories,” Nicki said with a grin. “The mermaid that takes on the form of a human, or the fox that intercepts wise travelers, or the wolf that wants to understand people. Mom used to read me picture books full of stuff like that.”

      “Those are fairy tales.”

      “That’s what humans say they are,” Liz said. Without being asked, she began to pour some cocktails, presumably because nobody was ordering drinks but she expected them to drink. “But they’re part of what we are.”

      “… overly interested in another species?” Vince ventured.

      Both women clicked their tongues at him.

      “It’s because of magic,” Liz said. “Human sorcerers are usually way stronger than demihuman ones. Hence why the legends of amazing sorcerers are about guys like Merlin, and not someone with wings or a tail.”

      Nicki had been about to say something else, then stopped and looked at the wolfgirl. “Wait, that’s the reason?”

      “That’s what I was taught in school—one of those demihuman-exclusive ones. The best way for a demihuman to ensure their offspring had an edge was to find a powerful mate, and the most powerful mates tended to be immortals. Failing that, human sorcerers. The kind that could end armies with a single spell, or create kings, Merlin-style.” Liz blinked. “What did you think the reason was?”

      “Um, it feels awesome to be stronger than the guy?” Nicki said, tilting her head to one side. “I mean, harpies are all women, so we’re all about carrying our mates around. There’s something to that, right? The thrill of having his life in your claws, then having him, uh…” She went cherry red when she realized Vince sat right next to her, staring in amusement. “Forget it.”

      “You will definitely get along with Nina,” he said.

      Nicki placed her head in her hands and mumbled something incoherent.

      Liz rolled her eyes and shook up a cocktail shaker. The noise drowned out the bar for a good thirty seconds.

      That left Vince alone with his thoughts. He quickly checked his phone.

      Nothing from Ronin yet. He must be busy.

      Nina annoyed him with more messages. The usual natter died off not long ago, to be replaced with an ominous, Come home. Weird.

      “I can’t believe you’re not fucking her,” Nicki said, leaning over his shoulder.

      He ignored the harpy for a moment and let Nina know that he’d rumbled with the cops and to tell any that came by the apartment to piss off. Not that he expected them to visit. But she’d appreciate some heads up.

      Liz began to pour a trio of cocktails over thick pieces of ice. They had an almost creamy appearance to them.

      “I already told you that reading my messages is rude,” he reminded Nicki.

      “Yeah, but now I’m interested for a different reason,” she said. “I really want to know why you ignore all the women openly interested in fucking you. Like, we walked in here past those wolves who totally wanted you. Those enforcers eyefuck you. They’re horny as shit.”

      He shrugged. “The Lionetti enforcers have a rep for being like that. Also, I spend a lot of time around demihuman areas. Horny wolfgirls flirt with me a lot. I have things to do.”

      What went unsaid were the stories of packs of horny wolfgirls doing a lot more than just having sex with the men they lured away. If Vince knew he could get easy, no-strings-attached sex from any wolfgirl who wagged her tail at him, why say no? But that rep dogged the wolffolk of the city.

      Ironically, working for the Lionettis likely made it far safer for him to indulge. They needed him to fulfill his job, so couldn’t tie him up and ride him until he literally dried up.

      “And you just turn all the wolves down?” Nicki asked.

      Liz smirked but said nothing. Yeah, the story of his fun with Cetta had gotten around. He couldn’t exactly deny that he sometimes fooled around.

      Instead he shrugged. “I mean, not all of them.”

      “You’ve been denying everyone so far,” Nicki said, jabbing a finger against his chest as her wings flared out. “I don’t want to call you frigid, but…”

      “Frigid? Me? With the spells you saw me cast?” He gave an exaggerated scoff. “I’m a fire mage, Nicki. If I want wolfgirls all over me, I can just cast heat.”

      She stared at him blankly. Both wolfgirl bartenders groaned.

      “I don’t get it,” Nicki said.

      “Heat. As in, what demihumans go into,” Vince said, gesturing to the three women in the bar.

      “What? We’re not animals.” Nicki made a face. “I’ve never heard of that.”

      “Birdfolk don’t go into heat,” Liz said. “Probably because birds don’t. Us wolves get all hot and bothered once a month, although they make pills for it now.”

      “Oh, so it’s like your period.”

      Liz frowned. “That’s kind of the opposite, although they have a combined pill if that’s your thing. I think all the enforcers take that one.”

      Vince just stared into the distance. He didn’t really need to know about this, although he did keep an eye on Nina’s heat-management pills. She’d run out once and made the apartment really uncomfortable for a few weeks.

      As if sensing his discomfort about the conversation, Liz slid the cocktails in front of them. They smelled fantastic, but had the whiff of scotch to them.

      “Whisky sours,” she said. “They’re a favorite of the capos. I’ll save one for Fia.”

      “But not Pola?” he asked.

      “Eh. The sottocapo gets pissy about drinking cocktails unless she’s drunk.”

      He usually avoided cocktails, and this one reminded him why. It tasted nice enough and had enough of a kick to it for his liking, but he preferred to be reminded that he was drinking when he was, well, drinking. A dozen of these could vanish down his gullet in the blink of an eye without any issues.

      Which did, in fact, happen.

      Liz grinned. “A fan, huh? Well, I can make a new one for Fia.”

      He scowled, but accepted the second cocktail.

      Nicki flapped her hip wings and sipped her cocktail. “Why not just be natural about it? Heat, that is. I mean, I have to worry about laying eggs any time I fuck a guy.”

      “Any time?” Fia asked from the entrance. “And where’s Pola? She should have been ahead of me.”

      Liz clicked her tongue and quickly whipped together a tumbler of whisky. The same stuff she’d poured for Pola last night, actually. He got a good look at it.

      Yeah, definitely 18-year-old scotch whisky. Way too pricey for his liking and looked the part. It even sounded Scottish and was “Laphr…” something. He’d mangle the name if he tried to pronounce it.

      Poured this close to him, he smelled the stuff the moment it hit the glass.

      “Powerful stuff.” Vince blinked a few times as the heavy, almost earthen smell hit his nose.

      Fia continued to frown as she strode over, head pivoting like a hawk and ears flapping up and down as she looked for Pola. “She’s not in the VIP room, right?”

      “If she was, do you think he’d be here?” Liz asked, pointing at Vince.

      “Good point.” Fia looked at the whisky and took a deep whiff, then blinked. “We’re celebrating?”

      “Lady Lionetti said to. Should I put it away?” Liz’s hand hovered over the glass.

      “Nah. It’s all good news. It’s been ages since we’ve genuinely been able to.”

      Liz nodded, then slid the tumbler over. Notably, she didn’t add ice or even water. Fia took a deep gulp of the whisky and hummed appreciatively.

      “To answer your question, we haven’t seen Pola,” Vince said. “I take it that’s a bad sign.”

      “And to answer your other question, yes,” Nicki said. “Unless I take precautions.”

      “There’s a pill for it, I take it?”

      The harpy made a face. “Kinda.”

      “Pola?” Vince asked, desperate to move the topic away from eggs.

      Fia and Nicki smirked at him. This almost felt planned.

      Harpies, the both of them, even if only one of them was a real harpy.

      Fia checked her phone, then shrugged. “Nobody has called me in a wild panic. She’s probably up in Alessia’s office. After all, she did flee that party. The boss might want to talk to her, and somebody needs to debrief her about this mess.”

      “You’re calling this a mess?” Vince said defensively, covering his mouth with his glass. “I reckon things went great. Kaziern’s repelled, I blew apart their enforcers, the police didn’t fine me, and you get to keep your new turf. A perfect first day.”

      “Sure, except that there’s like fifty thousand police officers hovering around a lot of illegal stores and they’re fucking mad at us,” Fia drawled. “We won, but it’s definitely a mess.”

      “What are the cops going to do? Bust everyone?”

      Well, they could. Vince scowled at the fact his comment almost sounded like some sort of ironic quote, said right before the police did, in fact, arrest everyone.

      “I thought they might, just to spite us. Customers started getting antsy, but I think somebody high up came down hard before the blackshirts did something crazy. All they did was grouse on us.” She crossed her arms. “What you did miss in all the excitement were all the news crews.”

      Uh, what? He opened his mouth to say something, but Fia turned away from him.

      She waved at Liz, who nodded and flicked on a wall-mounted TV.

      Porn appeared, featuring a somewhat familiar wolfgirl and some random dude. Liz changed the channel quickly while Fia coughed.

      “Quite the bar,” Nicki said flatly.

      “I don’t remember that part of last night,” she mumbled.

      “It was rowdy,” Liz said with a smirk. “I think that was Vanna’s idea.”

      “Of fucking course it was,” Fia growled as she ran a hand down her face. “Figures she’d show us her amateur porn.”

      Oh, so that had been Vanna. Vince crossed her off his internal list. He didn’t mind spicy, but wasn’t sure he wanted that spicy. Sharing her own amateur porn videos was a bit much for him. The capos were a colorful bunch.

      A news channel appeared on the TV. The usual colorful news reels and other obnoxious nonsense that covered half the damn screen appeared.

      But the footage being shown was indisputably that of Vince’s dragon dancing across the car park, sending pickup trucks flying while police enforcers raged on the sidelines and lions ran for their lives.

      The words, “Police embarrassed days before NASTA conference” practically glowed at the top of the screen.

      “Shit,” he said, stomach falling through a pit.

      “Wow. You made the news,” Nicki said, eyes wide.

      “That’s bad,” he said.

      “You gotten any calls?” Fia asked.

      He shook his head. It took him a few moments to find his voice. “That means I’m either in so much shit the cops don’t want to talk to me, or that I get off thanks to protocol.”

      Protocol being that they needed to arrest him on the scene, or at least during the getaway.

      At least he knew why Ronin hadn’t messaged him. He sincerely hoped he hadn’t gotten his friend in a ton of shit over this.

      Although, realistically, what would have changed if Ronin hadn’t been there?

      “I wouldn’t worry about your friend,” Fia said, settling into a stool next to him and reading the thoughts written all over his face. “He kept the cops from turning this into a larger brawl. I don’t think anyone knew about the newsbirds watching. They must have gotten wind of what you pulled earlier in the day and camped out, anticipating Kaziern’s counterattack. Some good ol’ fashioned journalism. Don’t see that much anymore. Plus there are tons of videos from phones.”

      “You’re gonna have to educate me on the politics here,” Vince admitted. “All I know is that the cops hate it when this stuff hits the news.”

      And Vince had his own reason to hate this being on TV. For one thing, now everyone knew about his trick.

      Last time, the police had cordoned everything off real fast. People knew about the damage, but there’d barely been videos from cellphones.

      Now everyone knew about “V’s fire-breathing dragon.” He wouldn’t be underestimated in the future. Hell, he might need to be extra careful on Immanuel jobs, in case some assholes tried to sucker punch him.

      “It’s embarrassing for the cops, but nobody important got hurt,” Fia said. She took a gulp of whisky, then exhaled. “The news is all about how this looks bad for the mayor and the governor because of the conference etcetera, etcetera. But it’s business as usual. Entertainment.”

      “So?”

      “The cops are pissed because we made them look bad. No civilians are harmed, no real property damage, no kids running screaming for their lives, and there isn’t a no-fly zone. One of the newsbirds came down to do interviews, and people talked about what a great show it had been before the cops showed up. Nobody is scared,” she explained. “This isn’t main street redux.”

      Vince nodded. The terror he’d caused with his stunt had been the reason the police disliked him.

      Nicki asked, “What the hell is this about main street?”

      Fia continued, “However, if the cops had attacked us or the mall, it would have been a fucking disaster. Every conglomerate would have flipped their shit. The rules are that you don’t hit the blue and you just wear a fine, right? Well, if they’re going to randomly beat the shit out of you or shut down your turf vindictively, why not blow them to pieces anyway?”

      “That’d be all out war. Insanity,” he countered.

      “Exactly. But do you think the blackshirts can win without calling in the National Guard? Or the Army? There are fucking terrifying monsters in the conglomerates. The family used to have our own. Enforcers that made you shiver when they entered the room. Nobody wants them to cut loose on the streets.”

      Vince recalled the feeling he got from that one elemental back when he went all out on main street.

      Then he nodded. “I can imagine. Back on main street, an elemental could have stopped me. I never understood why he didn’t, but the feeling I got from him… It still haunts me sometimes.”

      Fia clicked her tongue. “Didn’t that one just stand around? I remember the footage.”

      “Hello? Main street? The fuck?” Nicki asked again.

      They ignored her.

      Vince simply shrugged. “He did, but I could feel his power. He simply waited for me to run out of steam. I got the feeling that if I ever seriously attacked a cop, I’d have been taken out instantly. Or maybe there was something else. This was part of the Immanuel crackdown, after all.”

      “Well. That’s not normal. He must have been ready for something, or you really freaked him out.” She ran a hand through her hair. “After seeing and feeling that spell of yours… Yeah, I can get it. Their response terrified me. Blackshirts fucking everywhere. I figured you might have some underhanded trick to deal with Kaziern, not some insane meister-tier spell that lets you cast ten thousand fireballs at once.”

      “Meister!” Nicki squealed. “Wait, that’s what that was?”

      Everyone stared at her, even the bartenders.

      “Um, did everyone else know?” she asked, hunching her shoulders.

      “I saw the video on my phone,” Liz said. “Hell, I wondered if it might be virtuoso-tier. I’ve never even heard of anything like it.”

      Vince snorted. “Like hell I could cast a virtuoso-tier spell. Those are like building destroyers and shit.”

      “You’re telling me you can’t destroy a building with a fire-breathing dragon?” Fia asked drily.

      “Sure, but it’d take me awhile. Plus, the dragon doesn’t…” He stopped mid-sentence. “Well, it’s not as powerful as it seems. It’s good, but not that good.”

      “Uh huh. You already told me it acts as a conduit for your magic.” She leaned in and rubbed his back with one hand. “Go on. Tell me all about your wonderful, amazing, fantastic, gorgeous—”

      “Yeah, you give me all the compliments you like, but I’m not spilling my guts,” he drawled.

      Fia crossed her arms. “Damn. How the fuck did you even learn a spell like this?”

      “Is it that big a deal?” Nicki asked. “There are tons of people who can cast them, right? That’s why there are six tiers of magic, right? It’s the high tiers that are rare.”

      Once again, they all looked at her, and she scowled at them.

      “Hey! This time I know my shit.” She straightened up and tried to look down her nose at them. “Some of my customers have been sorcerers, and they sometimes have mentioned meister-tier spells. I know you need to perform one as part of your PhD at a mage college, right?”

      “Yeah, but they’re career mages,” Vince said. “Most PhD spells are performative or purely functional. Stuff like climate spells, manufacturing stuff, or even just turning shit into fancy metals. They dedicate years of their lives to research and practice, and churn out a spell that they probably never use after they demo it.”

      “Wow. Harsh.” Fia laughed. “You don’t think much of education, do you?”

      He scowled. “I’ve done fine without it.”

      Nicki rolled her eyes at his tirade. “Yeah, yeah. Bitterness aside, what makes your spell hot shit, Vincent?”

      “Oi,” he muttered.

      “Because it’s a dedicated combat spell,” Pola said from the door.

      Tonight appeared to be the night for the wolves to keep interrupting their conversations.

      The other bartender shot over so fast she practically teleported, although Liz was already pouring a glass of whisky over ice for Pola.

      Not that the new arrival appeared to care. She kept her eyes fixed on Vince as she sauntered toward him, hips sashaying in a way he was certain they hadn’t in the past few nights, and her tail wagged in time with her movement.

      The other three wolfgirls froze and stared at Pola, as if in disbelief.

      “Is a combat spell harder or do you just really like that stuff?” Nicki asked, oblivious to what shocked the others.

      “Both,” Pola purred as she stopped a foot short of Vince and looked down at him.

      Which was impressive, given she was a wolf. Vince expected that sort of tone from Nina, not Pola.

      “Uh…” Fia shook herself free from the stupor she’d fallen into. “It’s not hard to just cast a spell, but it’s another to learn to cast it reliably under combat conditions. We practice a lot before we use spells because mistakes hurt. If you fuck up a fireball, you burn yourself. You fuck up a meister-tier spell, you’re ash. Your conceptualization needs to be perfect. So the academics take ten minutes to cast them in silent halls. If you go to one of those shows where you can see virtuoso-tier spells, the performers usually isolate themselves from the crowd and take forever.”

      “Ooh, I saw a video of one of those. He created a forest in Antarctica, right?” Nicki said, bouncing in her chair while her wings flapped excitedly. “And there were these glowing birds made of light, and paper monkeys, and—”

      “My point,” Fia said with a look that shut Nicki up, “is that you can’t stand in a hall for ten minutes to cast your spell. Vince took thirty seconds to cast his, and that was a fucking lifetime.”

      “I practiced a lot to get it down to just thirty seconds,” he said.

      “I bet,” she said. “But I could hit you with like a dozen flame lasers, or run up and rip your balls off.”

      “My barrier—”

      “Is poorly tuned.” Fia gave him a cutting look. “I shouldn’t be able to put my hand through it. Sure, it’s tough as shit, but I get the feeling you’re not used to melee if that’s your weakness.”

      Damn. Although he felt pretty certain that an opponent wouldn’t normally think to gently try to penetrate his barrier in a fight.

      “He doesn’t need a powerful barrier with a spell like that,” Pola said, voice husky. “In fact, I’m surprised you didn’t end our fight the other night with it. One cast of it and I’d have been all yours. Forever.”

      Once again, the other wolves stared at their supposed boss.

      Vince stared back at Pola. She reached out and ran a hand along his cheek.

      Yeah, there was no mistaking this.

      Pola wanted him. Bad.
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      “Um, hi?” Vince said to Pola, who was currently stroking his cheek.

      “Yes, Pola, hello,” Fia drawled. “Do you need the VIP room? I think it’s empty right now.”

      Pola’s head turned ever so slowly to look at the other wolf with a look in her eyes that could kill. The other wolf merely raised an eyebrow in response.

      Vince took the opportunity to brush Pola’s hand away.

      Her head snapped back to face him and she gripped his arm tight. Too tightly. He held in a gasp of pain as her fingers dug into his flesh hard enough to bruise.

      “That hurts,” he said.

      “Oh.” Pola lightened her grip. “I can be nice.”

      She reached up with her other hand. This time, Fia intercepted it.

      Again, Pola glared furiously at her subordinate. The muscles tensed in both of their arms and Fia’s hand shook as she held Pola’s arm.

      “Rather than ‘being nice’, try talking, sottocapo,” Fia said. “You’re new to this, but men usually like it if you ask them complicated questions like ‘do you like me?’ or ‘do you want to fuck?’”

      Pola’s muscles tensed further. Behind Vince, Nicki tried to muffle her laughter with the sleeve of her jacket but the flapping of her wings gave her away. None of the wolves paid her any mind. Especially as the bartenders seemed more concerned that Pola might snap.

      “I don’t need your advice,” Pola muttered.

      “Really? Because your first time showing interest in a guy for as long as I can remember and you start pawing him up without a word. You don’t have to be like Vanna—”

      Pola shuddered. “I’m definitely not Vanna.”

      “—but the flirting is important,” Fia pressed. “Especially when you’ve mostly tried to beat up the guy you’re now trying to drag off and mate with.”

      Vince nodded.

      “I haven’t been that bad,” Pola whined.

      He froze. “What? You tried to put your claws through my skull last night! And beat me to death the other night! You’ve been going on and on about how weak I am, and now you’re acting like you’re in heat.” He frowned. “You’re not in heat, right?”

      “No,” she said, pouting at him.

      “Vince, I wouldn’t be risking my life for you if Pola was in heat. You’d be on your own,” Fia drawled.

      “Hey!”

      Vince simply nodded slowly, then polished off his drink while he remained defended from Pola’s “charms” by Fia. Noticing that he’d finished his cocktail, Liz quietly began preparing another.

      Damn, he was going to be smoked by the time he got home at this rate. He might make the next one his last.

      “Nothing’s changed,” Pola insisted. She ripped her arms free of both Fia and Vince and took a step back, her tail whirring against the floorboards and ear flat.

      “Everything’s changed,” he said. “Fia’s right about talking, though, if not the words.”

      “I dunno, Vince. If I ask you—” Fia began to say with a broad grin.

      “Do not,” he ground out, fully aware of the words that were about to escape her mouth.

      Pola’s ear and tail shot up as her jealousy flared up and she teleported back inside Vince’s personal space. One of her hands stroked his chest, which he had to admit was a pleasant sensation. She could control her strength when she wanted to.

      “Wow. A tamed Pola,” Fia said.

      Pola gave Fia a dour look.

      “So, uh, about that talking?” Vince asked.

      “I said nothing’s changed.” Pola looked up at him and her ear twitched cutely. “I needed to test your strength to confirm if you were everything the rumors suggested you were what Sis needed. You’re more than that. I said winner takes all the other night, and here we are.”

      One of her hands traveled lower on his torso while another lightly gripped his jaw. She stood on her tiptoes and leaned forward, tilting her head upward so she could barely reach him. Vince felt her tickle his crotch as her heated breath washed over his lips.

      “You’re the winner, so take it all,” Pola whispered.

      Rational thought dictated that Vince should probably say no, given Pola’s erratic behavior and violent tendencies.

      But the brain currently being stroked in his pants by her had a very different opinion. To hell with Pola’s past behavior, she was into him now, and he just needed to focus on her beautiful face, lovely voice, and the soft breasts pressing against his chest.

      Rattling sounds shattered the spell and Vince took a step backward. Pola cursed and yanked him forward by his jacket. He grabbed her shoulders and held her still.

      “Liz, the fuck are you doing?” Pola snapped.

      Liz stared forward as she shook a cocktail shaker, presumably containing Vince’s next drink.

      “My job, sottocapo,” Liz answered. “Did you want a drink? There’s one here for you.” She nodded at the tumbler full of ice and whiskey.

      Pola looked at the whisky and bit her lip.

      Fia picked it up and offered it to her boss with a small shake. “Courage?”

      “Hey, whose side are you on?” Vince asked.

      “You haven’t said no yet.” Fia laughed at him.

      Well, that was because he wasn’t thinking of saying no. Pola’s behavior worried him, but he was young and dumb enough to spend time thinking about the fun things he might do with her in bed.

      The reality of doing those things slowly began to hit him. Including the judgment of her sister, who was his boss.

      Oh, right, that marriage proposal.

      While he considered the probability of being forced into a shotgun wedding by the mafia after a night of passion with Pola—and probably earning a broken pelvis—Pola nodded several times.

      “I don’t want to smell of whisky just yet,” she said.

      “You’ve been drinking all night—” Fia tried to say.

      Then Pola grabbed the back of Vince’s head and mashed her lips against his.

      As one does when kissed by a beautiful woman, Vince kissed back. Briefly.

      Then he regained his senses and pushed her away. Or tried to. Pola’s grip barely tightened on his waist and head as she continued to kiss away and all he accomplished was to push against her stomach and chest.

      The kiss was nice enough, he supposed after accepting it. Pola’s lack of experience showed. If he cared to, he’d take control but he didn’t want to give her the wrong idea.

      After she pulled away, she immediately turned and downed her glass of whisky. Her tail batted against his legs repeatedly.

      “More!” Pola called out cheerfully. “We really are celebrating tonight.”

      “You are not calling the capos back,” Fia growled.

      Pola’s ear flattened. “I know. Sis already told me that we’re busy. I’d be out there if I was allowed to be, but she reckons I’d be a target if I was.”

      Vince stood there, blinking at the sudden lack of attention he received. Behind him, a certain harpy cackled quietly.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked Nicki with a grumpy expression.

      “You’re so much easier than I thought,” she said with a smirk. “Here I’ve been, playing it cool, thinking you’re Mr. Stoic, brushing off all these attractive wolves that totally want to bang, and she just grabs you and you’re all down for it. Amazing.”

      “It’s because it’s me,” Pola declared, placing one hand against her chest as she puffed it out and reminded everyone of how massive it was.

      Fia gave her boss a dour look. “Maybe.”

      Nicki rolled her eyes and stood up. She brushed herself off. “I dunno. Let’s test that.”

      “Nicki…” Vince said slowly.

      She stepped up to him, and her body language changed entirely. Her expression softened, her eyes widened, her lips became poutier, and she pulled her wings in close to appear smaller. Even the way she stood changed as she lost her slouch.

      “I can be nice, too,” Nicki crooned in a voice utterly unlike her normal one. This one was all sugar and honey.

      “Um…” He wowed her with his vocabulary.

      Pola’s tail and ear stood on end and the bartender made sure to keep her glass away from her. Fia held her boss back while grinning.

      Nicki leaned in, ignoring his efforts. One of her hands ran down his chest while another traced a single finger along his Adam’s apple until it rested under his chin.

      “I could have done this all along, and had you to myself,” Nicki purred. Then she leaned her head beside his and whispered one final sentence, “Imagine all the egg laying we could have done.”

      Vince shoved her away, “Oh, for fuck’s sake!”

      She burst out cackling as she danced back on the floorboards and righted herself. “I can’t believe how fucking easy you actually are, Vince! If those wolves had laid their hands on you then you would have been meat.”

      He tugged on his jacket and turned toward the bar. His new cocktail awaited him, along with a pair of smirking bartenders who steadfastly refused to look at him.

      “I’m allowed to appreciate attention,” he said. “That doesn’t mean I go through with the stupid decisions. Case in point, I’m going to say no, Pola.”

      Pola, who had finally wrestled free of Fia but understood the joke by now, froze again. “What?” she gasped out.

      “I’m working for your sister and the Lionetti Family,” he explained. “I like to be professional… as much as I can be. There are so many problems if we do anything.”

      “I’m pretty sure Alessia will happily throw in mating as a bonus objective,” Fia said.

      Vince shot her a dark look, which she ignored.

      “But…” Pola grabbed his jacket and went to pull him in.

      He grabbed her arm and tried to push her away. Naturally, her strength overpowered his.

      Once again, Fia intervened. “Pola, enough. This is why you need to talk to your potential mate, not just try to push them down and ride them. Some of them like a little build up. Some romance. Teasing. Foreplay. That sort of thing. Something to bridge the gap between threatening to kill them and threatening to fuck them.”

      “I’m not threatening anything right now,” Pola protested.

      Every single person in the room stared at the arm currently gripping Vince’s jacket. The wolf in question hissed and jumped away from him, as if his clothes had burned her.

      “I…” Pola bit her lip. “You’re the first man I’ve met that’s ever made me feel this way. Strong. Loyal. Steadfast. Brave. Willing to fight me. Your job didn’t need you to fight tonight, despite Sis’s attempt to make you. Is it me? Am I not strong enough to be your mate?”

      Her single silver wolf ear drooped and her green eyes almost seemed to lose her color.

      Vince instinctively raised his hands. “Woah. I think you need to slow down.”

      “Why? If you’re strong, you should want a strong mate in return. Somebody like me.” She took a step forward, then froze when Fia shot her a nasty look. “It is me, isn’t it?”

      Vince really wanted to give some sort of qualified yes.

      Because, holy shit, Pola’s erratic behavior scared the hell out of him. Her chaotic nature and tendency to resort to violence made him wary of her, no matter how hard she made his cock by rubbing against him.

      A basic level of intelligence told him that any sort of affirmation of her negative outlook would hurt her immensely.

      He realized how little he really knew about Pola. How little anyone might know about her, save some of the capos like Fia who seemed to care. While Fia had been surprised that Pola showed an interest in Vince so suddenly, she understood Pola’s lack of experience.

      What was it that Nina had told him about Pola?

      That she’d been a teenager when her father had died, and the Lionetti Family began to fall apart in earnest. That had been when Nina fought her and, most likely, torn Pola’s ear off in a fight. Pola was younger than Vince and, despite being born with a silver spoon in her mouth, didn’t exactly lead an easy life.

      If she did, she wouldn’t be missing an ear or worrying about somebody like Vince rejecting her.

      “It’s what Fia said, Pola,” he said, trying to be diplomatic. “I don’t like to move fast. I’m doing a job for the Lionettis, we’ve only just met, and I like to know more about my… mates”—saying that word felt wrong to him—“than just how strong they are. Why don’t we—”

      The door to the bar opened and this time he caught it. Pola stared at him for several seconds in confusion, before turning to face the entrance as he looked past her.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Alessia asked, resplendent in a strapless blue gown and a fur-lined coat. Lucia and another enforcer stood behind her in suits.

      Pola’s body froze up, and she snatched up her glass. After downing half of it, she rushed over to her sister’s side.

      “Sis! You never come down here,” Pola chattered. “Are you staying? Drinking with us? I thought you were busy with the mayor and police chief all night? Come on, have a seat, have a seat.”

      Alessia ignored Pola’s doting and simply nodded at everyone. “I’ll take that as a no. Vince, I’d like to discuss tonight’s events in my office.”

      Without another word, the mafia boss turned and left the bar. She then stood outside.

      Vince sat there for a few seconds before he realized she meant now. He gulped down his cocktail.

      “I’ll be back,” he told Nicki.

      “I imagine so. I’m your ride home,” she replied. “Take your time. I like free booze.”

      Pola watched the two of them leave with a confused expression. Her tail and ear fell slowly. Then the door closed.

      Another two suited enforcers waited for them by the elevators. All six of them squeezed in, although the enforcers made sure to stand between Alessia and Vince.

      Once upstairs, they swiftly entered her office. Not a word had been spoken on the way here. The enforcers remained outside, save Lucia, who puttered about in the kitchen.

      Alessia tossed her coat aside and settled into one of the lounge suites inside her office, eschewing the executive desk they’d spoken at yesterday. Vince took a seat on a recliner opposite her.

      The unspoken message of the enforcers reached him. Look, but don’t touch the Lady Lionetti.

      Neither he nor Alessia said anything. Lucia returned with two drinks. A simple whisky in a crystal tumbler, with ice and water in separate glasses, and a creamy drink that Vince guessed was a coffee of some sort.

      Then Lucia left, albeit with a wink at Vince.

      “You shouldn’t drink coffee so late,” he told Alessia.

      She rolled her eyes. “My mother told father that all the time. But he used to drink double espressos while working late, then hop into bed and conk out. Sometimes he’d even fall asleep at his desk while drinking one. Caffeine isn’t magical.”

      “Funny. I thought demihumans were more sensitive to caffeine?”

      “We are, but we acclimate. And, like with alcohol, the more powerful our magic becomes, the less it affects us. I drink for the flavor and the reminder of what once was.” Alessia raised the drink to her lips, likely smelling it. Her ears flattened and Vince knew he wasn’t imagining the softening of her eyes.

      He let her live in the moment. His whisky awaited.

      It proved a little much for him. Nowhere near as potent as whatever Fia had been drinking, which had tortured his nose just by being near it, but the fire that ran down his throat made him question if he was up for this stuff.

      When he reached for the ice, Alessia clicked her tongue.

      “You should start with a little water,” she said. “I take it you don’t drink good scotch much?”

      “Given how deeply Fia looked into my background, you should know I don’t drink or eat good anything much,” he said.

      Alessia’s expression remained unchanged. “Then add some water and see if you prefer it. Ice makes it easier to drink, but it does so by dulling the flavor. There’s little difference between expensive and cheap whisky if it’s ice cold.”

      “Hmm.” Vince lifted the little carafe full of water over the whisky.

      “Just a little,” she stressed.

      He added “just a little.”

      After another gulp, he admitted that the burn had eased a little and he tasted more than just wood and fire in his mouth.

      “You know, with the way you talk about luxuries being a rounding error, plus Pola’s profligacy, I expected you to be the sort that would enjoy expensive things just because they’re expensive,” Vince said as he tried to enjoy the drink. “I can imagine lots of people claiming expensive stuff tastes better simply because it’s expensive.”

      “If I hire an expert in one field, then make him do data entry, will he be any good at it?” Alessia abruptly asked. “If fast food serves expensive cuts of meat that it’s torched into tasteless oblivion, over seasoned, and smothered in sauce, will they taste better than the cheap cuts?”

      Vince frowned. “I suck at cooking, but I’m pretty sure fast food intentionally uses cheap, fatty cuts of meat.”

      “There are expensive, fatty cuts of meat. But you understand my point?”

      He nodded. “You’re not stupid.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And Pola?”

      Alessia scowled. “That’s complicated. I don’t know how to impress the enforcers or keep them in line. My position was once chosen from the strongest, most capable Lionettis, instead of by primogeniture. By all rights, that’s Pola. But she doesn’t understand the business and times have changed.”

      “You’re a company,” he said. “Hence you inherited the family estate and business.”

      “Yes, but not quite.” Alessia downed her drink, then swirled the dregs. “I imagine it seems so silly to those outside, including you. But incorporating changed everything. All our formerly illicit activities, our fronts, and our holdings became legitimate overnight. But they also calcified in the hands of specific family members. With the deaths of so much of the core family in the past decade, my sister and I hold power due to tradition and inheritance, not because we’ve earned it. The mafia are tied together by legal documents, not oaths of silence and retribution.”

      She rose and crossed the room. Curtains covered the windows and she opened them with a press of a button. Vince threw an arm over the back of his recliner as he watched her.

      “The enforcers seem to respect you,” he said.

      “Maybe,” she said. “Or maybe they respect the family. Or they respect Pola. Or they respect what I provide them. I don’t know, because I’m up here, and they’re down there. Pola’s down there, and that’s why I don’t like to call her stupid, or to let others call her that.”

      Silence.

      “Even if the capos strongly imply that my beloved sister thinks with her fists a little too much,” Alessia added.

      Vince snorted. “Well, it worked out tonight.”

      “I saw. Both on the news and in the bar. What did I walk in on, by the way? Pola seemed upset.” Alessia rounded on him, and her gaze hardened.

      “I told her that I don’t like to rush into relationships,” he said.

      Alessia blinked. “And why did that come up?”

      “… maybe ask your sister later.”

      “Very well. So, onto tonight.” Alessia sat behind her desk and gestured for him to approach.

      He did so, carrying his glass of whisky with him and grabbing a chair.

      “I’ll be blunt. You’ve done much better than I expected, but this also got messy.” She sighed. “I’m sure I don’t need to repeat the situation with the police.”

      “Actually, I wouldn’t mind knowing what happened after I left,” Vince said. “Fia only had a rough idea.”

      “Simple. Mayor Kochhar is furious that a major enforcer battle made the news and that the police arrested nobody in relation to it, but he can’t do anything about it. Pola was the only Lionetti who participated in the battle, and she responded to an attack by Luscarne. For some mysterious reason, he and the police have no desire to take action against Kaziern.”

      Alessia rolled her eyes and looked around for her drink, which had long since been drained. She wandered into the kitchen to pour herself another.

      As she clattered about in there, Vince pieced together what he’d heard.

      “What about me?” he asked.

      “You’re an independent, but you also responded in defense. I’ll be honest, I expected to arrive here and find a battalion of police enforcers blockading the building,” she replied, voice echoing from the adjacent kitchenette. “While it would be questionable for the police to pursue you, all that stops them is protocol. Push too hard on independents, and we just use corporate enforcers directly.”

      “Wouldn’t that be bad for you?”

      “Yes, but it also increases the risk of a direct conflict between a major conglomerate and the police. You’ve heard of the principle of mutually assured destruction, yes? It works that way for enforcers. The conglomerates have the power to get their way, and everyone knows the US needs Aulfair to keep pumping magic into the country. Only an idiot upsets that balance. Kochhar might become that idiot, but he’s kept in check.”

      Alessia reappeared with a glass of whisky that matched Vince’s. She sat back down, and he nodded for her to continue.

      “That’s about it.” She shrugged. “My guess is that somebody leaned on him. Possibly the governor. Possibly a major conglomerate. I doubt Houou wants the police to turn this into a running scandal, and Kochhar is unpopular as it is. If somebody uncovers direct links between him and a conglomerate, he’s done for.”

      “You just said a conglomerate leaned on him,” Vince said drily.

      “They lean on everyone. There’s a difference between lobbying and direct corruption.” Alessia sipped her whisky. “Everyone does the former. The latter? Well, we also do that, but it stings when it comes to light. Kochhar is up to his neck in Houou’s construction projects, given the speed with which he approves the massive skyscrapers they’re building all around the waterfront. Not to mention their attempts to redevelop southern Albion. And while the mayor might think he’s invulnerable, I doubt Houou is that foolish.”

      “What, you think they’re worried about the backlash from arresting me, of all people?” Vince laughed bitterly. “I made the news because I blew up a car park. They’d briefly mention that I got arrested in my home then move on.”

      “No. They’d mention that the police suspended protocol on behalf of a flustered mayor to assist a beleaguered company with questionable links to Houou. Journalists hold nothing back if they smell blood in the water. Good ones, at least.” Alessia narrowed her eyes. “There’s a reason the foxes are covering up their involvement here. That’s what’s protecting you for now. And it’s why you’re not under arrest and I don’t think the Golden Path will turn up tomorrow.”

      Vince felt himself relax, then took a deep gulp of whisky. The burn soothed his throat this time. “That’s good news.”

      “It is. And I want you to take tomorrow off. No scouting. No looking around. No buying things in the area. Stay out of Albion.” Alessia glared at him.

      He raised his hands defensively. “Hey! Kaziern attacked me while I randomly walked through their mall at midday. It’s not my fault their own stupidity cost them their territory.”

      “And I don’t want you to repeat it. Let some heat die down over the weekend. We’ll be dueling with Kaziern’s remnants tomorrow. I want a chance to confirm our plans with Pola and Fia, this time without them getting drunk as skunks. So relax. Fia will organize to meet you on Monday, and the two of you can work out your next move.”

      Sighing, Vince drained his whisky and stood. “Is that it?”

      “Annoyed?”

      “A little. I get it, but I knocked out a bunch of Kaziern’s enforcers and hoped to press my luck. This seemed like a 3-week job I could have done in a few days. I’m worried that the longer I take, the heavier the police presence will get.”

      “Well, don’t worry about that because the police presence is the heaviest it will get right now.”

      He couldn’t deny that fact.

      Right as he reached for the door to leave, Alessia called out behind him.

      “Oh, and if you want to take Pola out on a date tomorrow, feel free,” she said. “The marriage offer is always open. You’ve done well enough to prove I was right to offer you a place in the family.”

      Part of Vince wanted to ignore the comment. But he also felt a mixture of drunk and annoyed.

      Also, the attention he’d gotten from Pola and Nicki might have lifted his ego a little.

      So he turned and said, “If I keep up the good work, can you make the marriage offer a two-for-one deal?”

      By all rights, Alessia should have said some very unkind or cold words. Instead, she stared at him, face red, and expression befuddled.

      He left, unsure how to follow that up in the silence. The enforcers outside appeared not to have heard his comment and led him back to the elevator.

      Back in the bar, Pola sat in the middle of Nicki and Fia. A very full glass of whisky sat in front of the Lionetti underboss. Vince froze upon entering, as the three women were talking quietly.

      Liz shook her head at him. None of them had noticed him enter save the bartenders, so he backtracked.

      After flicking his phone out, he messaged Nicki. She wandered outside a few minutes later.

      “You’re right here?” she asked, then looked inside the bar. A grin crossed her face. “Scared of Pola?”

      “I’m scared of what you were telling her,” he said.

      “Oh, just some love advice. Ways to win you over.” She clicked her tongue. “I’m not sure if I should be happy or annoyed you’re avoiding her. I wanted to see if you ended up in that VIP room as fast as I reckoned or if you’d hold out like Fia bet.”

      “You bet on whether Pola could bed me tonight?”

      “Hell no. What kind of moron makes bets against a woman like Fia?”

      Vince nodded. He understood that feeling. Fia seemed like the sort of woman who gambled a lot, among her other vices.

      “So, home?” Nicki asked.

      “Yeah. No detours. I think I have an angry lion to deal with. It’s late as fuck and she wanted me home early.”

      “Man, you two just need to fuck.”

      “Are you trying to run my sex life?”

      “I’m a friend providing advice.”

      When they reached the lifts, Nicki didn’t enter. She looked around, then gestured him back outside.

      Neither of them said anything for a while.

      “Um… Am I a friend?” she asked, staring at the ground and tugging at her jacket. “I know we had that conversation earlier today, but I still feel shit about everything. Because I really do mean that I want to be friends. You’re way more interesting than the flakes I tend to hang with. If there’s anything I can do—”

      “Nicki, it’s fine,” he assured her. “Just be yourself. If I only wanted you to fly me around, you’d know that by now.”

      She nodded, then smiled at him with bright red cheeks. “Right. I guess you’re one of those ‘actions speak louder than words’ guys. Proved that with how you dealt with Pola.”

      “Are you talking about how I rejected her or…”

      “Whatever helps you sleep at night.” Nicki skipped past him into the elevator. “Well, come on.”

      The night air felt amazing on the way home, in no small part due to all the alcohol in his system. Soon enough he’d be using fire spells to keep himself warm at this time of night, though.

      Nicki dropped him off on his balcony.

      “No work tomorrow,” he told her. “But I might still message you. Haven’t worked out what I’m doing.”

      “No problem. I got way too much excitement today anyway.” With those words, she flew off.

      He entered the apartment. All the lights were on and the heating turned up high.

      Nina sat on the sofa with her arms crossed and a pout on her lips. The TV played the news feed from some 24/7 channel, with a small window showing his antics in the car park and the mayor saying some nonsense about the conference.

      “You’re home,” Nina growled. “Finally.”
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      Fresh from rejecting Pola’s heady advances and Nicki’s “flirting,” Vince faced down an angry lion. A half-dozen cans of Nina’s awful beer lay scattered across the coffee table, and she took a loud slurp of another.

      Maybe he should have taken Pola up on her offer and dealt with Nina in the morning.

      “How much have you drunk?” he asked, eyeing the bins in the kitchen.

      They weren’t overflowing. Nina had asked him to grab a case of beer on his way home, so these cans must be from one she bought herself, but that left him in the dark as to how much she might have drunk.

      “I’m not drunk,” she snapped and slammed her can down on the table.

      A cacophony of clinking and clattering resulted as the empty cans fell over and rolled around on the glass tabletop, bumping into each other and falling off. Nina swore and snatched them up before anything leaked onto the carpet.

      “I’m convinced,” Vince said.

      “Oh, fuck off,” she mumbled. “Help me clean this up. Have you eaten?”

      Tension defused, for the time being anyway. Perhaps he should say that he’d stopped the timer on this bomb instead, and it might start up again at any moment.

      He locked the balcony door behind him. “Yeah, grabbed something before shit went down.”

      “How’s your magic doing? I bought a four-pack of energy drinks if you need one,” she said.

      “I’m also good on that. Used a couple of infusions.”

      If anything, his answer brought her temper roaring back as she glared at him. He ignored her and grabbed a garbage bag from the kitchen to hold the cans in. She’d hidden a couple more cans and an empty to-go container on the floor, too, so there was a bit to clean up.

      “I can take care of myself, Nina,” he reminded her. “Remind me again whose laundry I do? And who I reminded to head to the gym today?”

      “That’s different.” She grabbed his shoulder when he tried to ignore her. “Vince, you just got out of debt from fucking with the cops. What the fuck were you thinking tonight?”

      “That I had a job to do?”

      “There were dozens of other enforcers there. Let them do the gang warfare shit. As independents, we need to work precision stuff. You can’t be standing out in the open for a big fight that everyone knows is coming.”

      He grunted but remained focused on the garbage. Nina remained quiet as he tied up the bag and grabbed the rest of the garbage.

      “Be right back,” he said.

      Nina watched him in silence as he left.

      Throwing the trash in the chute on his floor bought him a few minutes reprieve. Not that it helped.

      No fancy words would make the lion back down. At least, none that came to mind. He paused outside the door, hand on the knob.

      Nina ripped it open and he stumbled forward, only to bump head-first into her stomach.

      “How’d you even handle an entire pride of lions while being this clumsy?” she said while steadying him with her hands. He heard her sniff loudly and growl a little.

      “With magic.” He straightened up and stepped inside. “Nina, really, what has you so pissed? I get home late all the time. This is far from the first time I’ve done a risky job since the main street incident.”

      “It’s the first time you’ve made the news since then.” She flounced back on the couch. “You should have called me.” Her tone lost its edge, instead sounding as pouty as her lips looked.

      Vince rubbed the back of his neck and retreated from this conversation for a moment. Nina’s eyes tracked his every movement and her tail lashed in time to his steps as he wandered over to check the fridge.

      After opening it, he deposited the remaining energy drink he’d carried all day and looked over the insides. “Did you get anything other than beer?”

      “I just said I bought you some energy drinks,” Nina reminded him.

      “Yeah, but I wanted to drink something that wasn’t loaded with magic.”

      “Beer?”

      “And that wouldn’t make me vomit.”

      “Beer.” Her tone became more insistent.

      He closed the fridge and pulled out his phone. “Maybe I can get Nicki to pick me up something?”

      “The fridge is full of beer, Vince. Fucking drink it,” Nina growled.

      With an exaggerated sigh, he cracked open a can and leaned against the kitchen counter. She watched him from the couch. The distance between them felt larger than it was physically.

      “I’m not going to bite,” she said sullenly.

      A rhythmic drumming sound filled the apartment as she beat the cushion next to her, attempting to lure him to her side.

      Vince gave in after ten seconds of the noise and Nina’s deepening pout. Her sagging lion ears only worsened matters.

      The instant he dropped onto the couch next to her, she flopped against him. Her immense mass of hair fell across his back, neck, and chest, and some even pooled in his lap. She wiggled against him, trying to press her head into the crook of his neck despite the awkward position.

      “Nina, you’ll break your neck if you keep doing that,” he said, pushing her backward. “You’re twice my size.”

      “I’m not that big,” she whined.

      “In some places you are.”

      “Oh, fuck off. I know you’re talking about my tits, but it sounded like you’re calling me fat.” She poked him in the side hard enough to force the air from his lungs.

      Once she finally found a comfortable position, which still left her half-draped over him and significantly clingier than she’d ever been while sober, they fell into silence. Vince wasn’t sure if it counted as comfortable or uncomfortable. He certainly felt comfortable, but that was due to physical contact with Nina. A man’s body knew what he wanted.

      The conversation so far suggested he should be feeling very uncomfortable, however.

      And when she resumed it, he knew he’d been right.

      “You don’t have to do this job, you know,” she mumbled. “You’ve already paid your rent up. Even with just the money that Quintus gave you, you could—”

      “I’m not going back on a deal I made,” he said flatly. “Especially not with the Lionettis. They’re… well, calling them good people is a stretch, but they’re better than Immanuel.”

      “So you do like them.”

      He shrugged. “They make me feel welcome, and not just because they’re a bunch of horny women that keep hitting on me.”

      A soft growl escaped Nina. “Then why were you the one fighting, while they watched and laughed?”

      “Because I chose to.” Vince left out the orders from Alessia.

      “Really?”

      “Well…”

      “Vince.”

      He sighed and slugged down a good amount of his beer. Awful stuff. Nina began curling his hair while he stalled, her fingers brushing against the sides of his head.

      Yeah, he knew why Nicki gave him shit about not sleeping with Nina. There were limits to being in denial. Up until now, neither he nor Nina had ever gone past “good friends that were comfortably close.” No reason to fuck things up when he had a good friendship, even if he certainly appreciated Nina in more ways.

      Now he questioned his unwillingness to make a move. Even so, something held him back.

      Nina was lashing out due to jealousy. Would she regret this in the morning? Would reacting to her and indulging in his own desires fuck everything up?

      Unable to come to a decision, he finally answered her.

      “The enforcers were up for a fight,” he said. “Led by Pola. If they did fight, the police would use it as an excuse to kick the Lionettis out. Some political bullshit involving the mayor?”

      “Oh. Him.” Distaste dripped from Nina’s words. “The ex-Silicon Valley guy. Urgh. Can’t believe he got elected. Asshole was slimier than the demon he beat in the race.”

      “Maybe that’s why he won? Who votes for a demon as mayor?”

      “The demon mayor was better than this new asshole. Better the devil you know.”

      Vince groaned at the pun. “Anyway, that corruption was why I did all the fighting. I had a job to do, and that involved taking territory. Can’t do that if an army of corrupt cops fined my ass and kept watch to stop me from doing anything.”

      “And now they’re going to stop you from doing anything anyway. The moment you step back onto that turf for a gang war, every cop in Albion will be there to beat your ass.”

      Probably.

      Which is why he needed to steer clear of the gang war.

      Continuing this argument with Nina would go nowhere, however. He sipped his shitty beer and pulled out his phone. While he opened up the gallery, she leaned against him and took a big sniff of his hair.

      “Um…” he said.

      “You smell like wolf, alcohol, cigarettes, and that bird. What’s her name?” Nina asked.

      “Nicki. Why cigs? I wasn’t around any and didn’t touch the stuff today.” Vince’s eyes lingered on the pack across the coffee table.

      He felt no interest in them. Today had been a fantastic day.

      “Dunno. It’s a light smell. Guessing someone around you smells of them. The stuff lingers. Gets on walls, in hair, and shit. It’s why it’s a shit habit that you really need to kick.”

      “I barely smoke at all.”

      “You could try vaping. That’s popular as shit in my office, especially all those fancy magic carts with all the colors, smoke rings, and weird effects,” she suggested. “Not to mention all the ones laced with drugs.”

      “I’m not sure I want all that weird magic shit in my lungs. Infusions suck at healing injuries imbued with magic. A hospital stay would cost me more than a police fine and my insurance is terrible,” he said.

      “Then don’t smoke?” Nina usually didn’t care about his smoking that much, so her vehemence took him by surprise.

      He shrugged. “Anyway, what does it matter what I smell like?”

      She remained silent for a good long while, draped against him. Her fingers began curling his hair again and he relished the feeling of her fingertips brushing against the side of his head and ears.

      Finally, he pulled up the photos he took today of the other Kaziern sites. “Take a look at these. I have two other targets.”

      “Do I have to?” she grumbled.

      “I want to check my thoughts against a veteran’s. When I hit these, I won’t have time to stop and plan each attack. It’ll be one, then the other,” he explained. “So I need to get it right.”

      Nina scowled and he sensed another lecture coming on. Instead, she snatched his phone from his hands and began flicking through the pics. She zoomed in and out, checking out certain aspects. At one stage, she used the location data in the images to check where they were on the map.

      “I was going to explain where and what they were,” Vince said.

      “I can guess,” she said. “Drug handling and transport? One of these is obviously a transport depot, and all those prefabs in the yard are a giveaway they have something to hide,” Nina said, eyes locked onto the phone and ears pricked. “The other looks like an old factory. The sort from nearly a century back that they converted into offices, but that nobody needs anymore. Good place for drug processing.”

      Vince blinked. “A factory?”

      “My pops once told me about it. Back in the day, offices were just remodeled factory buildings, before they started building dedicated office complexes. Nobody wants to work in a factory anymore, so now the old offices are either knocked down or have become industrial zones again.” She tapped the photo. “Or criminal. How heavy’s the guard?”

      “The depot is locked down tight. Drug lab less so.”

      “Hmm.” She twirled his phone absently. “Any idea where their enforcers deploy from?”

      “Their HQ is down south, but my bet is they’ll keep a crew nearby after tonight.”

      “Fair. I guarantee the main building of the depot is loaded with wards and defenses. If they’re loading the trucks in the prefabs in the yard, they can lock down the main building with magic. But the drug lab will have lighter security because everyone will be coming and going.”

      “So if I hit the office first—”

      “Terrible idea. I know you’re thinking to distract them, but that’s not the problem.”

      Nina pulled up the map and put pins in both locations. Then she drew a line between the shopping mall and the pins. Vince scratched his head.

      She sighed. “Look. Once you hit the depot, they’ll freak out and send everyone over. I’m guessing this is the real job, right? Disrupt their supply?”

      “Basically. There’s more—”

      “But you hit a completely different part of their turf. They think this is a gang war for territory, when you’re about to go in for the kill. Once they know the truth, all bets are off. My advice? Take both in one night. You hit the drug lab first, the depot locks down and you’ll be stuck outside fighting off an army of enforcers while trying to get into it. That will draw the cops in. Do it the other way around.”

      “What if the cops still show up?”

      “Why would they? It’s a fight inside company property. Not their business.” Nina raised an eyebrow.

      Ordinarily, that would hold true. Vince felt spooked by all this corruption talk and Alessia’s concerns about the mayor.

      He hated the fact he was potentially up against the mayor himself doing a favor for a pal. Maybe Vince needed to ignore the political aspect and treat this like a normal job.

      What he did know was that the Golden Path would intervene once he struck. Nina’s plan was sounder than she knew.

      Somehow, telling her about the Golden Path seemed unwise.

      He reached out and plucked his phone from Nina’s paws. As if he’d flipped a switch, her ears flopped down and she draped herself over him again. Her hair pooled in his lap.

      “Did you get much done today?” he asked.

      “You saw my messages, right?” she responded, a touch annoyed.

      “Obviously. I responded to them.”

      “Just checking.” She clicked her tongue. “I dunno. Exercise felt good, and I did some shopping. But, like, weekends feel a little empty at times. Like I’m just on break between work. It’s easier in the office sometimes, as I can just forget about shit and focus.”

      “Focus on your unpaid overtime and shitty job?” he asked, intentionally prodding her.

      “Maybe. I don’t mind it as much as you think. If things could remain like they’d been…” She bit her lip and pressed herself against him. “It’s worked out over the past few years. Just the two of us here, even if the work is shit, it’s all fine, right?”

      He narrowed his eyes and tried to look at Nina, but her face was above his head. “Fine is relative. I barely make rent. You hate your job, as was pretty evident today. Maybe the weekend feels empty because you’ve spent so much time at work you’ve forgotten what it’s like to relax. I’m pretty sure this isn’t what you wanted when you retired as an enforcer.”

      “You’d be surprised,” she mumbled. “Not everything is about money, you know.”

      “Money sure as hell makes everything easier.”

      She grunted but fell silent. Without any clue of how to continue the conversation, Vince joined her. The fridge hummed in the corner of the apartment.

      “You never told me what you thought of the lingerie,” she said abruptly.

      He stared forward at the blank TV, which Nina had switched off at some point. She giggled in his ear and, given the topic, he felt a shiver run down his spine in response. Her fingers brushed the side of his head and an entirely different sensation resulted compared to normal.

      “Uh, maybe I should get some rest after today,” he said, leaning forward.

      She held him down effortlessly. “You promised that I could give you a massage.”

      “Oh, right.”

      That sounded like the sort of thing that might lead places, especially right now.

      Vince faced two paths, at least in his mind. One where he ignored what he saw as blatant teasing, and one where he leaned into it.

      Deciding to go with the flow, he nodded. To hell with it. Hopefully he wouldn’t regret it.

      They both stood and she finally let him go for the first time in a while. As he stripped off his jacket, she strode over to… his bedroom.

      “Uh, Nina? I’m good here,” he said.

      “It’s easier to do it on your bed,” she said, not looking at him as she walked right into his room.

      Like hell he was budging with her like this.

      “You’ve never massaged me on my bed. The couch is plenty big. Get back here.”

      No response. This lioness…

      With a huff, he followed her.

      She sat on his bed, legs and arms crossed as if waiting for a naughty child. One of her hands patted the bed beside her.

      He half-expected her to ask him to take his pants off. No such lewd progression occurred. His life had yet to turn into some sort of adult video.

      “I’m not a cat,” he said. “Stop patting the bed to lure me over.”

      “You smell enough like dogs that I figured you might behave like one,” she said snippily. “And it’s worked so far. Lay down and let me work my magic. You’ll enjoy it. You always do.”

      “That’s not the problem. Why can’t we use the couch?”

      “Because I want to be in here.”

      He prepared to argue once again, but gave in. Mostly because he knew he couldn’t win.

      Also, he suspected Nina’s focus on his scent wasn’t a mistake. She’d been sniffing him ever since he came back. If she wanted to be in here, was it because of his smell?

      The possibility excited him, although he kept himself in check. This was only a massage.

      Once it was over, he’d shower, sleep, and wake up to a normal day. They’d return to normal, and he’d make things up to Nina in the morning. Probably get roped into spending a day with her. Not a bad way to spend a Sunday.

      Mind made up, Vince flopped down on the edge of his bed. He felt the mattress shift as Nina stood up.

      “Not on the edge. I’ll fall off,” she said.

      “You’ll what? Nina, you stand there and massage me.” He waved at the open space beside his bed.

      Nina walked into said open space. Then she reached down and physically rolled him over on the bed. He yelped as he spun in the blankets, trying to free himself.

      By the time he did, another weight joined him on the bed. Before he could react, that weight pressed down on his back.

      “Stay still,” Nina whispered in his ear.

      “Uhhhh…” Eloquence escaped him as his roommate pinned him to the bed.

      Her body weight pressed down on his, if gently. Long locks of golden hair pooled around his face, darkening his vision and filling his nose with the scent of her hair conditioner. Blueberry today. Nina loved to switch between various fruity scents, sometimes clogging up the shower with a half-dozen bottles.

      Vince felt her breasts press against his back. Their enormous size transformed into a growing pressure as she crushed herself against him.

      This wasn’t quite the sort of massage he expected.

      Especially as escaping wasn’t an option. Her legs captured his from both sides and her hands pressed against the bed above his head. The difference in their strength meant that he’d need to use magic to break free, and Nina would respond in kind if he tried.

      Not that he planned to.

      “Nina?” he asked.

      “Be quiet and let me work,” she whispered, her hot breath cascading over his left ear and cheek.

      The warmth and closeness of her body already had him growing hot and bothered, but the subtle eroticism in her voice caused his cock to begin hardening against the bed. She pulled his shirt up to reveal his bare back and the combination of the cold air and the occasional brush of her warm skin against it caused him to gasp. He felt ready for the next step.

      To no avail. Nina rose after a few seconds and began her massage as normal.

      Or as close to normal as this might count. Her hair brushed over his face constantly, and she practically sat on him while pressing her hands into his back. She used a massage technique which involved pressing against his back and shoulders with some force. Her hands worked her way down his back, all the way to his ass.

      Then she doubled back up and began the next stage, now that she’d loosened his muscles and could start lightly tapping on his back. Her gyrating against his lower body left him in a constant state of sexual tension.

      Not a word escaped her the entire time. Only some grunts and sighs. She sometimes leaned in and took a big sniff of his hair.

      Partway through the second stage, she leaned in, sniffed, and then growled. “It’s so frustrating to still smell them.”

      “Who?” he asked.

      “Don’t play dumb.” She thwapped his back a little harder than usual and bounced against his thighs. “The wolves you decided were more worth your time than me. I had the entire day off and you came home so late I’d normally be asleep.”

      “I told you that I had a job—”

      “A job you didn’t have to do,” she whined, pressing her entire body against his back and talking directly into his ear. Her hair fell around his face, blacking out his vision. “Things would have been fine without them.”

      He remained silent. This problem felt deeper than just the Lionettis.

      As he expected, she continued complaining, “Things could stay the same so easily. And if you really needed a new job, there are so many that won’t get you on the news or in trouble with the police.”

      “I don’t want a job like that,” he grunted out. “I’m not even sure you want a job like that. You only stayed home today because I forced you. Why would you want things to stay the same when they’re so shit?”

      “Because…” Something warm fell against the back of his head. Her face, maybe? “Because I like the way things are. Even when I work long hours, you’re there. I can cook for you, you handle my laundry and messiness, I give you advice and training, you let me vent and bitch about stupid office shit. We’re comfortable with each other. Why let others change that?”

      “Others aren’t changing that?”

      “Then why…” She growled abruptly.

      Her weight shifted off his back. Realizing this might be his only chance to escape, he pulled himself up and tried to move.

      Nina moved faster and flipped him onto his back so he faced her now. She straddled him with her hands pressing lightly on his chest. Her clothes consisted of little more than the figure-hugging black shorts and shirt she’d changed into after the gym. They left little to his imagination regarding her hefty tits, muscled thighs and abs, and gorgeous figure.

      Also, their fabric proved thin enough for her to feel his erection through. Her crotch rubbed against his own as her eyes lidded. She stared down at him, gyrating lightly.

      “Nina…”

      She bent down, causing her hair to cascade across his chest and face. He brushed some off his face instinctively and brushed against her cheek. She pushed against his palm, leaning into his touch like a real cat. Purring rumbled off her.

      “This is how things should be. Just the two of us,” she mumbled.

      Vince gulped. Nina sat atop him, all but pumping sexual energy into the room. Her face lingered only a few inches away from him.

      What kind of man would he be if ignored an invitation like this?

      His hand slinked around from her cheek to the back of her head. Nina tried to follow, then stopped and blinked lazily at him when she realized he was pulling her down. No resistance, so he lifted his own head.

      Their lips met.

      For a moment, the kiss felt like the sort of thing novels describe. Soft, gentle, warm, a little wet, and with a soft gasp of surprise as Nina realized he’d kissed her. A demure and gentle romantic kiss.

      Then her hands slapped against the sides of his head, her body pressed against his, and she rammed her tongue down his throat. Romance drowned in lust as Nina purred and moaned in his mouth and he fought to hold his own against her tongue inside his very own mouth.

      She captured every square inch of his mouth, as if marking his insides with her saliva. Whenever he tried to return the favor, she proved that her unreal strength carried through to her tongue and put him in his place. Her hips rolled back and forth along his body. If he wasn’t wearing a belt, he felt certain his pants would be around his knees with how rough her motions were.

      Finally, Nina pulled away. Lines of saliva connected the two of them and she snapped them with a swift motion of her tongue. Vince gulped at the sight.

      “You tasted of another wolf,” she complained, glowering at him from close enough to bite his nose off. “I had to get rid of it. You’re only supposed to taste of me, Vince.”

      “I don’t recall kissing you before. How am I supposed to taste like you?”

      “I have my ways.”

      A long silence.

      “Nina…”

      “That was a joke. Don’t you dare disinfect the entire bathroom.”

      Part of him still wanted to.

      Nina abruptly sat up and pulled off him. Vince wondered if that was it. A kiss, and no more mistakes.

      Then he saw her pulling her shirt off. A solid black sports bra, large enough for him to use as a pillow, kept her decent.

      “Nina, are you sure?” he asked, biting his lip.

      His mouth questioned her, but his cock had no such qualms. His body ushered his mind to shut the fuck up and get on with the sex. A hot lioness wanted him and the time to strike was now.

      Nina responded by glaring at him while pulling her shorts off. “Vince, you just kissed me. If you back the fuck off now, you are sleeping on the balcony, so fucking help me.”

      “That’s a yes, then.”

      “Do you really need me to say it?” She bared her teeth. “Holy fucking shit, Vince. Yes. I want you. More than just want you. I’ve felt you’ve been my mate for years now, even if we haven’t done the actual mating. So take your damn clothes off.”

      Her response caused a surge of heat to run through his body. His erection practically doubled in size and he knew his face flared red. She giggled at his reaction.

      “Cute,” she said. “That tent in your pants is less cute.”

      “I’ll make good use of it and make you stop calling me cute,” he growled.

      “Uh huh. Given how much of a stickler you are for doing laundry, you seem real keen to fuck with your clothes on. Strip!” She pointed at him, right as she unhooked her bra and let her tits free.

      His hands froze at the sight of them, even as he wanted to take his shirt off.

      Sure, he’d seen them countless times before, but not like this.

      This time, he’d be doing a lot more than enjoying a fleeting glimpse of his roommate’s knockers. He’d be watching Nina’s naked tits bounce around while he made her face contort in pleasure with his length.

      That thought got him to rip his clothes off real fast. She laughed.

      Her hands pawed at his pants as he unbuckled his belt, and she began to strip him now that she crawled over his bed in the nude. He caught glimpses of the neat golden landing strip above the pretty pink lips he’d be entering shortly.

      Or maybe not that shortly. Nina pushed him against the back of his bed before he even got his briefs off, and she ripped his cock out. Her hot breath gushed over his length, ensuring he stood at full mast.

      “You see me naked all the time, but I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you like this,” she breathed, sending tingles up and down his spine with every syllable. “I’ve wondered what it might be like to tend to my mate like this.”

      His hands ran through her dense, golden locks automatically. Her tongue licked at the side of his shaft as her fingers played along his balls.

      “Don’t you want to try a different position?” Vince asked. “I’m good to spoil you as well.”

      She smirked at him. “Oh no, you’re exactly where I want you. In my clutches, with your thick, meaty cock towering in front of face. I need to make sure the head of the pride is ready to perform.”

      “I think I’m ready to perform,” he said, staring down at Nina as she ran her tongue from tip to root of his length.

      A shiver ran down his spine as she tickled the very tip. Her hair rustled and brushed against his bare thighs and calves as she shifted and moved her head to each side of his crotch. That blueberry scent reached his nostrils again, along with something richer and more primal.

      Vaguely, Vince realized that for Nina’s hair to smell of good conditioner, she’d probably stolen his share of the hot water. Unless she took her own conditioner to the gym, of course.

      These thoughts didn’t belong in this scene, however. She seemed to realize his mind had wandered and closed her lips over the head of his cock.

      “Om,” she uttered exaggeratedly. The rumbling sensation elicited a groan from him.

      “Fuck, Nina,” he said, pushing her head against his body.

      She ignored him and pulled off. “Don’t fade away into dreamland when I’m giving you a blowjob, you asshole. I know this might be the stuff of dreams, but I want you awake for the fun later.”

      While she spoke, one hand worked his shaft and another fondled his balls. He again pushed her toward his cock.

      “Fiiine,” she said, grinning right before swallowing his length.

      One of her hands vanished beneath her own body as she began bobbing up and down along his shaft. Her slurps were joined by the wet noises of her own ministrations as she pleasured herself to the rhythm of her movements. Vince enjoyed the feeling of her hair against his hands.

      He even pretended to control her pace. Given she’d completely shrugged him off earlier, the idea he could move her was a fantasy, but one he indulged in as she drowned him in pleasure.

      Her lips reached his balls as he felt her throat close around his head. Looking down, he saw her looking up at him with telltale smugness, his entire cock buried in her mouth. She bucked a few times. He groaned at the sensation and desperately tried to press her against his body.

      The fondling of his balls while so deep in her took him over the edge. She smiled at him with her eyes as he groaned and poured seed down her throat.

      “Aww, you wasted it,” she teased after pulling off with a pop.

      White trails lingered between her mouth and his tip, and she played with them using her fingers. One by one, she scooped up what escaped him and licked herself clean. Then she dove back in and gave him one final bob and a solid lick around his glans to tidy things up.

      “Fuck, Nina,” he groaned. “You made it impossible not to come first. This is why I wanted to sixty-nine.”

      “And it’s why I wanted to enjoy you. I could feel you twitch in my mouth, handle your nuts as they bounced in pleasure, and be rapt with your scent.” Nina’s ears twitch and her tail lashed the bed. “It’s something else to have my nose pressed against your body while you’re pumping me full, you know.”

      “I’ll, uh, take your word for it.”

      “You’ll have to. I know you humans don’t get the same thrill from the scent of your mate.” She sat up and pressed her tits against his head. An easy fit given her superior height.

      Vince made no complaints. Her breasts nearly swallowed his head whole and he allowed his hands to sink into their soft flesh. Then he let a hand trail down, along her muscled belly, past the little patch of golden hair, and to the pink slit between her legs.

      “Not just yet,” Nina whispered in his ear when he tickled her clit. “I want you nice and hard before getting hot and bothered again.”

      “You seem pretty hot and bothered right now.” Vince’s fingers rose, sticky with her juices.

      “I’m very ready. You aren’t. Go drink some…” Nina paused. “Shit, we don’t have juice. Milk?”

      “I haven’t drunk milk by itself since I was a kid.”

      “It’s probably good for getting your energy back. Better than beer, anyway.”

      “Wow. You, saying bad things about beer?” He placed his hand against her forehead.

      She slapped it away while hissing, then froze. A moment later, she shoved him off the bed.

      “You asshole, now my forehead is sticky.” Nina wiped at her face.

      “That’s your problem?” he asked from the floor. “You just had my cock on your face.”

      “Yeah, but that’s your body. I don’t want my scent getting in the way.”

      Vince had no fucking clue what ran through Nina’s mind. He simply took the chance to have some water. By the time he’d finished a glass, she’d wandered out and begun feeling him up again. Her breasts pressed against his shoulders and back while she rubbed her face against his from the side. Purring filled the room, but no other noise.

      “We should have done this a while ago,” she muttered. “I wish we’d fucked on Christmas.”

      “I would have refused. Hell, I got the feeling you were trying and pushed back. There was no way in hell I was letting you do something dumb while drunk,” he said. “I’m still not entirely convinced this isn’t dumb.”

      “Then I’ll just need to convince you with a long, long night.” She turned his head and kissed him.

      “I feel those should be my words,” he complained.

      “Hey, you’re the one getting cold feet after kissing me.”

      Fair. So he kissed her this time. “I guess I’ll need to make sure you don’t think this is dumb when morning comes either.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Nina grinned, then looked down. “Speaking of which, your spirit is back down here. Let’s go back.”

      She dragged him by the hand to the bedroom. Before he even knew what was happening, she lay on her back, legs bent and up in the air.

      Her ass and pussy glistened with her juices as she made herself available to him. As long as her hair was, it stretched out under her ass and beads of her juices fell on it.

      “Come on,” she said. “I’m right here, ready for you to fuck me. Take me. Claim me. Make me yours.”

      Vince wasted no time. He got on the bed and crouched over her, his erect cock hanging over her slit. Her warmth bled into his length as he pressed it against her.

      Nina’s extra height meant little in this position. For all the power she held, she placed herself beneath him.

      “Don’t just measure yourself against me,” she whined. “Rail me. Reshape me. Bury your cock in me. Do I need to keep giving you variations of the same fucking thing?”

      “They’re very hot variations,” he said. “The more you ask me to fuck you, the more I want to.”

      “Really? Because then you should be fucking me.” Her slit rubbed against his length as she bucked on the bed. “Viiiince.”

      He grinned as he rose over her, holding her legs down and positioning his tip against her entrance. Before he could grip himself to enter her, one of her hands took ahold of his shaft.

      Her eyes remained locked onto his cock, utterly enraptured, as he split her lower lips apart. He sank inside her, inch by inch. Her moan drove him deeper, until his balls slapped against her ass and her felt her wetness on his crotch. Warm, wet walls assaulted his entire length, begging him to cum and empty himself in her.

      “F-fuck,” Nina gasped out. “Vince, I need you. I want you. Breed me. Please. You’re my mate.”

      He slammed his cock in and out as fast as possible in response to her request. Her tits jiggled wildly in rhythm to his movements. She moaned and nearly screamed as he kept up his pace.

      Juices splashed between their bodies, making a mess of both them and the sheets. His body slapped against hers over and over as she squirmed, moaned, and begged.

      “Faster, faster,” Nina breathed out. “Your cock is making me feel things I’ve never felt before. I’ll need this every night now.” A gasp escaped her and her body shuddered. “So close. Keep hitting there. Fuck me faster. Please!”

      Her insides tightened as she climaxed. Even as she locked her legs around his back, holding him down with her powerful muscles, he kept bucking against her body. His own peak stood just a few thrusts away.

      “Oh fuck,” Nina moaned. “I can feel you twitching inside me. Come!”

      He did exactly that. His cock flooded her womb with his seed as she held him against her, moaning and purring at the same time.

      When he recovered and pulled out, her lips closed up as if to seal away every last drop. Save for a few beads that fell on her skin. She lapped those up from her fingers.

      “Not a drop wasted,” she said triumphantly. “More milk?”

      He stared at her, then looked at his mostly still erect length. “This is going to be a long night, isn’t it?”

      “I can have somebody drop off some vitality meds if you really need a pick-me-up. But did you really think I’d let you stop after two pumps?” Nina rose and pushed him down. Her purring practically deafened him. “I have my mate. Tonight will be everything I’ve dreamed of.”

      And it would probably be everything Vince dreamed of.
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      Vince awoke to his phone blaring and buzzing. He tried to sit up and grab it off his bedside table but found himself weighed down by his surprisingly heavy blanket.

      The phone kept busting out the annoyingly generic tune he’d set when he bought it, all while he wiggled toward it. His arm barely snatched it up, and he flicked the green “talk” symbol with his thumb without looking at the caller.

      “What?” he grumbled.

      “I can’t tell if that angry greeting is because you’re in jail or tired. You sound tired,” Ronin said.

      Vince blinked himself awake. His blanket moved against him, and he began to regain his senses. Especially because he became rapidly aware that it wasn’t his blanket weighing him down.

      Also, his blanket didn’t have a mass of golden hair that had spilled across his pillow when he moved, and it sure as hell wasn’t this soft.

      And, yeah, he was tired. Nina might not be in heat and hadn’t wanted to go fifty rounds, but he felt her sex drive in his very bones. He might need a healing infusion.

      “I’m fine. How about you? You never got back to me after things went south and I bet things got dicey,” Vince said.

      “There’s too much politics for things to really be fine, but don’t worry. I’m in good with my boss and the shit that got pulled ruffled some feathers,” Ronin said.

      “Elementals have feathers?”

      “I’m sure he could grow some if he wanted to. Anyway, you sure you’re fine? I’m worried that you got chased—”

      Nina abruptly stuck her head up from underneath the blanket, where she’d been happily curled up. One arm wrapped around Vince and yanked him against her. Her purring started up like a car engine.

      “’s that?” she asked sleepily, eyes closed. “Sunday. Sleep in.”

      After a few seconds of purring and trying to use Vince as a teddy bear, Nina appeared to doze off again. Given the size difference between her and him, he found it difficult to escape her.

      He had, at least, kept his grip on his phone.

      Chuckling came over the line.

      “What?” Vince growled.

      “Yeah, you’re fine. No wonder you’re tired,” Ronin said. “When did you two stop pretending you were roommates?”

      “Oh, piss off,” Vince snapped back, unwilling to admit that last night had been the first time between him and Nina. “Did you have an actual reason to call?”

      “Prickly. And yeah, it’s easier to talk about the police fallout in person. Meet me at the usual bar this afternoon? I’m catching up with my folks for dinner, but it should be quiet enough around four.”

      “Done. That should give me time to…” Vince looked at the time on his phone and winced. “Alright, not as much time as I hoped. I’ll still use it to prep.”

      “Don’t prep too hard. Let things cool down or you’ll make everyone think you’re up to something.”

      “I’m always up to something. Later.”

      After his wakeup call from Ronin, Vince needed to extricate himself from Nina. Easier said than done.

      Her legs pinned his lower half while she wrapped her arms around his chest, to say nothing of the weight of her own upper body on his. If he moved too much, she tightened her grip and stopped him dead.

      Slowly but surely, he wriggled free.

      Only for her to wake up, bleary-eyed and blinking cutely in confusion.

      “Oh. Right,” she mumbled, then saw him sitting on the edge of the bed. “Morning.”

      “It’s nearly noon,” Vince said.

      “So still morning.”

      A comforting sensation ran down his back and he realized she’d begun to stroke it with her fingers. When he looked back, he saw her laying beneath the blanket, utterly unwilling to get up and face reality.

      “Not getting up?” he asked her.

      “It’s the weekend.” She pouted. “You’re doing the job?”

      “Can’t. Need to lay low for a little while due to all the cops.” Had they discussed this last night? He had to admit that parts of his memory were a little foggy, overwritten by the sweaty sex. “Ronin wants to meet me later in the afternoon, though.”

      “Oh. So we can stay in bed for longer.” She lifted the blanket, revealing her naked body beneath it.

      Vince would be lying if he said he felt no compulsion to agree and join her. His body certainly reacted to the sight. Good thing he was facing away from Nina so she couldn’t see his little buddy instantly stand at attention. Something told him that she’d enjoy that.

      “I think we spent plenty of time in bed,” he said.

      “We can spend more time in bed.” Nina continued to stroke his back with her spare hand as she began to purr. “Lots more. I’ve waited longer for this than I care to admit.”

      He turned away and sighed. “Right. Maybe we should talk about that.”

      “What’s there to talk about?” The pitch of her voice raised. “We certainly loved each other’s company last night. So—”

      “Nina, we’ve been friends for years. Years of being close but carefully avoiding going this far. One night of sex doesn’t have to change that,” Vince said carefully, aware that he wasn’t speaking his true thoughts.

      Because he wanted nothing more than to keep his trap shut, get underneath that blanket with Nina, and let her get on top of him again.

      He respected her too much to risk fucking everything up because he was horny. He’d prefer to keep his long-time mentor and friend over a fuckbuddy he might lose over something stupid.

      The hand stroking his back suddenly applied a sharp pressure and he hissed, but it quickly dissipated.

      “Don’t be stupid,” Nina snapped. “We didn’t get drunk and horny and decide to fuck because we lost our minds. This isn’t some mistake at a party that we need to move on from like adults or some crap. I wanted you, and you wanted me.” She paused. “You do want me, right? More than just a quick fuck?”

      “What? Yes!”

      “Good. Then don’t bring dumb shit like that up.”

      He let out a breathless laugh and flopped backward. Nina gasped and shuffled around on the bed as he fell on her. After she righted herself, her body curled around his upper half and her tail tickled his chest while she stared him in the eyes.

      “I still think we should talk about it,” he said.

      “You think too hard about this sort of stuff,” she said. “We fucked. We’ll keep fucking, I guess. We still live together, only now we don’t ignore the flirting.”

      “That was flirting?” Vince asked.

      “Me showing you my tits? Are you stupid?” She scoffed. “I know you loved it, just like you loved finding excuses to be close to me like combing my hair.”

      He wasn’t sure if that counted as flirting, but let her think as much.

      “Are we dating?” he asked while stroking his chin.

      “I think we skipped the dating, given we live with each other and you’re already my househusband,” Nina said.

      “Thanks.”

      “No problem. Now you just need to find the courage to give me a ring and you’ll be an official househusband.” She grinned toothily at him. “Assuming you don’t have to rush and do it because you knock me up.”

      He stared at her for several long seconds, horror building his stomach. “Nina, aren’t you on the pill?”

      “For my heat, yeah, but why would I be on contraceptives if I’m not fucking?” She flicked him in the forehead. “Dummy. I didn’t plan this, and you’re the only guy I’ve been interested in for years.”

      Well, shit. “And now?”

      “I dunno. I’m thinking about it.”

      “Nina…”

      “You could always start taking it. They make male contraceptive pills,” she said defensively.

      The way she rubbed her tummy—or, really, a certain other hidden body part—made him suspect she might have another reason to resist taking the pill.

      So he sighed dramatically and ran a hand down his face. “Damn. I guess no more sex until I find one. The male ones are slow, right? They take a few days to take effect. Guess you’ll need to—”

      She smothered his face with a pillow, cutting off the laughter that bubbled up inside him. “You asshole! Fine, I’ll grab one. But I’m also buying you a special odor-neutralizing bodywash, and you need to shower with it before we fuck each night. Especially while you’re working this Lionetti job.”

      “Uh, sure, but why?”

      “Because it’s awkward as hell when we’re fucking and I get a whiff of one of those wolves. I like your smell, not other women’s.”

      Vince guessed he’d be using that bodywash for the rest of his life. “Um, do you not like the others?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Let’s not talk about that right now. I’m not stupid. I tasted a wolf on your lips and that bird, Nicki, is obviously into you.”

      He gulped. This had gone somewhere he hadn’t expected. “And?”

      She shrugged aggressively. Which was impressive. He wasn’t used to seeing someone put such emotion into a shrug.

      “I’m lionfolk, even if I wasn’t raised in any of the big clans,” she said. “The instincts run deep. Like with a lot of demihumans, men take multiple partners and form a pride around them. I’m your wife, though.”

      “That’s your line in the sand?” he asked, completely blindsided by this turn in the conversation.

      “Polygamy’s still illegal in the US.” She smirked. “So I’m claiming you for myself as the head of the pride, and all the others sit a level below me.”

      “Sure. Whatever you say.” Vince nodded, deciding this topic could be dealt with later.

      Because he hadn’t exactly been thinking about running off and grabbing a bunch of women. Let alone marriage, save for the offer that Alessia had made.

      Oh, shit. That offer. He could only imagine how Nina might react if she found out about it, given Pola’s interest in him.

      Not a problem he cared to deal with right now.

      He stood up and Nina whined.

      “I should clean up, and we need to eat,” he said. “And hydrate.”

      “Fiiiine.” She padded after him.

      When she followed him into the bathroom, he looked at her. She merely raised an eyebrow and smirked.

      “What? It’s morning. That means this is my share of the hot water. I’m generous enough to let you share it this morning, though. I’ve always wanted to see what shower sex is like,” she said with an impish smile.

      Slippery and a little awkward, it turned out. Vince put a temporary ban on it afterward, as he rubbed his aching side.

      “Sorry. I didn’t think you’d fall over when I leaned on you,” Nina said as she poked around the kitchen. “I forget how weak you are.”

      “It’s not about weakness,” he growled. “You’re massive, the shower is slippery, and you put all your weight on me.”

      “Okay. So next time, you put your weight on me and—”

      “No. Not until I’m less busy and can afford being off work when I break something.”

      She clicked her tongue. “We can buy healing infusions for that.”

      “I am not relying on healing infusions because I broke my leg during sex.”

      While Nina cooked a pair of hearty omelets, Vince messaged Nicki and checked his phone. Once again, quite a few missed messages.

      Troubling ones. An unknown number had tried to call him multiple times, but his phone was set to silence unknown callers due to all the spam he got. They’d messaged him and told him to call them back, but refused to identify themselves.

      That could mean a lot of things, from somebody mixing up his number with their dealer, to threats because of his news appearance last night, to a job offer. His brush with fame made the latter more likely than usual, so calling back might not be a terrible idea.

      Quintus had messaged him. The sight of a new message from the demon sent a chill through Vince’s entire body.

      Quite the performance last night. I’ll be in touch later today to discuss, Quintus’s message read.

      As always, the man played his cards close to his chest. That “discussion” might be to give Vince better work because of how powerful he turned out to be, or a dozen Immanuel toughs reminding Vince of who he should be working for rather than the Lionettis.

      “I might be home late today,” he said.

      “Why?” Nina looked over with a darkening expression.

      “Quintus wants to meet me but didn’t give me a time.”

      Her expression only darkened. “And you don’t want to be here when he shows because?”

      “He’ll bring heavier support if I make him show his face near you. He’s not dumb.”

      “And neither am I. You’re going to the Lounge to meet Ronin, right? Stay there until Quintus shows himself.”

      “Nina—”

      “I mean it. No tough guy bullshit. If Immanuel is pissed because you’re moonlighting for the mafia, they’ll fuck you up, and I want to be there to fuck them up.” Nina’s glare stopped Vince’s protests in his throat. “Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “If you call me that again, I’ll bite your cock off.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “True. I’ll just give you a really rough ride and shatter your bones.”

      That he believed. No more “ma’ams.”

      Nicki arrived in short order, at which point both Vince and Nina were demolishing their omelets. The bird knocked on the balcony door. He opened the curtains and let her in, then returned to the couch.

      “Could have unlocked it before,” Nicki complained while stepping inside.

      Then she stopped dead and tilted her head. She looked between the two of them.

      “What?” Vince asked.

      Nicki stared at the two of them, then rolled her eyes. “Okay, now you can’t pretend you’re not fucking. She has her arm around you and is giving me the stink eye.”

      “I’m not,” Nina said.

      “Oh, now you’re not, because Vince is looking but I know it when I see it. Worried he’s going to fill me up with eggs?” Nicki gave a truly shit-eating grin. “I’d have thought a big, burly lioness like you wouldn’t be at all worried.”

      “Oh, I’m not,” Nina drawled. “Go ahead, Vince, load her up.”

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose and ignored the two of them.

      When he refused to react to her favorite method to rile him up, Nicki flapped her hip wings and huffed. “I’ve overused the egg thing, haven’t I?”

      “Absolutely. Also, I’m eating an omelet made of eggs.”

      She stared at him. “Um. You know people—”

      “We’re not going there.” He dared her to keep talking with his eyes.

      She merely grinned. After a few seconds, she grew bored and looked around, hands behind her head as she balanced on one talon.

      “You didn’t mention your plans,” Nicki said.

      “Actually, I did yesterday,” he replied between mouthfuls.

      She frowned and scratched her head, wings flexing absentmindedly. Next to Vince, Nina’s purring started up as she finished her breakfast and began rubbing against him. Nicki pointedly ignored the lion.

      “Uh, sure.” Nicki shrugged. “Anyway, I did a quick flyover of Albion. Cops are out in force. Hell, there are birdfolk patrols in the sky at this hour. A newsbird recognized me and chased me for a bit.”

      “Figures,” he said. “Hence why I’ll lay low for a bit.”

      “Did you see many corporate enforcers around?” Nina asked. “Lions or wolves?”

      Nicki shook her head. “Not really. I mean, a few wolves around the mall, but not much else. I avoided the other places we went yesterday.”

      “Good,” Nina said flatly.

      “Thanks, boss, I appreciate your confidence. Now, if you’ll hand over some cash, I’ll happily accept your opinions of my work,” Nicki said.

      Nina’s eyes flashed. Before she could start anything, Vince ran a hand through her hair and she mewled.

      “Play nice. The two of you are way too prickly for no reason,” he said.

      “Yeah, no reason,” Nicki muttered while looking to one side.

      Nina gave her an odd look, then shoved Vince. “Once you wash up, go get ready for whatever you’re doing. I want to give birdbrain here a talking to.”

      “Oh boy, two people calling me that,” Nicki drawled.

      For some reason, Nina narrowed her eyes. “I’d love to hear all about the other person.”

      Vince sensed danger and made himself scarce. He planned to deal with Nina tonight. Hopefully by then she’d be a little less territorial, or he’d need to have a serious talk about boundaries.

      While he got dressed, he allowed himself to lose his composure for a bit. The fact he even needed to have a “talk about boundaries” with Nina was a huge step, to say nothing about what had happened on the bed next to him. He still smelled last night.

      Frowning, he rubbed the sheets between his fingers. “This place stinks of sex and these need a wash.”

      He stripped down the bed and bundled everything up. They lacked a linen closet in the apartment, so he’d need to grab the spares from the closet in the spare bedroom.

      When he stepped out with his used linen in a bundle, Nina and Nicki looked at him. They both blinked at him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Wow. He’s even washing the sheets and making the bed after sex,” Nicki said.

      “He’s great, right?” Nina grinned. “I think mine need changing as well.”

      “Do your own,” he called back as he vanished into the laundry.

      “Oh, come on. You can do mine now that we’re sharing a bed.” A long pause resulted. “Do we even need separate bedrooms anymore?”

      “Yes. I’m not living in a room where I’m afraid of being smothered to death by stuffed animals.”

      While Nina whined at him from the main room, he quickly put the laundry on and remade his bed with new bedding. Nicki and Nina seemed deep in hushed conversation about various things, although they’d shoot looks at him whenever he passed.

      Once ready, he grabbed an energy drink from the fridge and downed it. They both watched in silence.

      “What? I’m still a bit tired from yesterday.” he said.

      Nicki raised an eyebrow. “You used enough magic during sex to need—”

      Nina pushed the birdgirl off the couch, causing Nicki to nearly take flight as she righted herself with a screech.

      “No,” Vince said as he pocketed a second energy drink. “The dragon is fucking exhausting. I’ll need to get some better infusions. I usually run with a half-dozen on the job, but I found a place with higher quality ones.”

      “Oooh, the fox.” Nina nodded her head a few times and her ears flapped up and down. “I asked around about her yesterday.”

      Nicki remained silent but moved to the balcony door. She leaned against the doorframe and listened in.

      “Well? Is the focus I bought from Ally going to steal my soul?” Vince asked while stroking his cane.

      “Hmm. I’m not sure. There are a lot of nasty rumors being spread about her and some shady backer, but they seem to come from one source: Houou.” Nina’s expression turned uncertain. “What’s a fox done to get shit-talked so hard by her own kind?”

      “She’s not from around here, or even from Japan,” he offered. “She’s from New York and even has the accent. She does use a glamor to hide her true appearance, though.”

      “I don’t know enough about fox magic to guess if that’s anything special. They use the same magic as us, but specialize in schools that are incredibly hard for non-immortals. Space, forces, magical manipulation, illusions—a lot of stuff that involves messing with the fabric of reality. That’s why they’re considered closer to immortals than demihumans.”

      Vince scoffed. “I thought they were considered a ‘superior race’ because they were rich as shit and helped run the city?”

      “Well, that too. Still, the local foxes hate your dealer.”

      “I can guess why. I’m surprised you haven’t heard already,” Nicki interrupted, eyes narrowed. “There’s been a new conglomerate from Japan that’s picked a fight with Houou. It was big news back in summer.”

      Nina and Vince looked at each other, then at Nicki. They both sighed.

      “You mean the Yakuza,” Nina said, scratching her head. “Yeah, they showed up earlier this year with some front company. What’s its name again? Nightfall or something?”

      “Knightsgate,” Vince said. “Supposedly they have some other Japanese name, and I recall Quintus called them some other weird name, but it doesn’t matter much. They showed up, pissed off the existing conglomerates such as Houou and Immanuel, and got kicked to the curb. They don’t operate in the underworld.”

      “Wait, they don’t?” Nicki’s jaw dropped. “But they’re Yakuza? I have friends who talk about how there’s some secret war between them and the foxes.”

      “I mean, there might be, but it’s probably just Houou trying to kick the Yakuza out. Knightsgate don’t have any friends here,” he said.

      Nina nodded. “Aulfair’s built on weird outcasts who left the Old World and its established principles. All our big conglomerates are independent of the ancient magic powers back there, and they fight like hell to keep things that way. The Yakuza are Old World. Houou, the Lionettis, Immanuel? All New World.”

      Nicki grimaced. “Yeah, I don’t get that shit at all. Old World, New World—it all sounds like political nonsense.”

      “It is.” Vince walked over to her. “It might explain the issues Houou has with Ally, but it’s not something we need to worry with. In any case, that just means I can get cheap stuff from her. So let’s pay her a visit.”

      “Now?”

      “When else?” He turned to wave goodbye to Nina, only to find her standing over him. “Um, bye?”

      “You really want to say goodbye with words?” She pouted at him.

      Sighing as if this would be a great burden, he reached up and gave her a kiss.

      He had to admit that being the one who reached up annoyed him a little. It was a primal feeling.

      Nina giggled and ran her hands along the side of his torso. “I could really get used to this.”

      “You will,” he said.

      She gulped. “Decisive. Um, bye. See you tonight?”

      “You will.”

      She scowled at him. “Don’t just use the same words over and over—”

      “I will.”

      She pushed him toward Nicki with a hiss, causing him to laugh.

      “He did use a new word,” Nicki pointed out.

      “Oh, don’t suck up to him.” Nina rolled her eyes. “Go on. I’ll see you tonight. Both of you, I guess.”
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      “Have you eaten?” Vince asked once they stepped out onto the balcony and he locked the door behind him.

      Sure, Nina might lock it, but what if she didn’t? He knew her well enough to guess she planned to sleep half the day away.

      “Breakfast? Sure. I had an egg,” Nicki said.

      He gave her a flat look while she grinned back at him. Eventually, she rolled her eyes.

      “Well, at least I know I can still annoy you with egg jokes,” she muttered. “Anyway, I haven’t had lunch yet but you just ate. So let’s just—”

      “We’re heading back to somewhere familiar. We went there before the waterfront on the night we met,” Vince explained.

      “Oh boy, more fast food. Couldn’t you have a sweet tooth or a weakness for expensive steaks?”

      “I don’t earn enough.”

      Nicki crossed her arms. “Uh huh. Because guys who don’t earn enough to buy steak tango with half the city’s police force. I can’t imagine buying your firepower is cheap for those mafia wolves.”

      “It’s not, at least from my perspective. But I need the money to pay police fines, and they’re a massive company that views people as replaceable assets. I have skills, but everyone and their mother wants to be an enforcer these days. They have fucking expo days for schoolkids.”

      Not that many of the big conglomerates advertised at those expos. The big boys like Houou and Immanuel favored their own kind. He recalled an IRS stall though, and still wondered what the job of a tax enforcer was like.

      “Anyway, let’s go.” He flapped his arms like wings.

      They made swift time. More importantly, no suspicious birdfolk followed him through the skies. He’d half expected to see a police officer lurking outside his apartment, but saw nothing.

      His favorite fast food joint bustled with customers, as one might expect at lunchtime on a Sunday. Wings fliers flapped in and out from the balcony. Nicki and Vince entered swiftly to stay out of their way, as the fliers were on the clock and had little patience if they got in the way.

      “I’m always amazed at the number of people buying fast food on Wings in the middle of the day,” he said. “Let alone on a weekend.”

      “Let ‘em,” Nicki replied. “If rich folk want to pay a convenience tax, I’m happy to take their money.”

      “I don’t think the people buying fast food are rich, and you’re taking their money.”

      “They’re rich compared to me, and I’d be taking their money if I weren’t with you.”

      The two of them entered the foyer of the restaurant, where staff took orders on one side and separated out all the Wings fliers on another. A young wolfgirl gestured Nicki toward the fliers, but she waved her off and dragged Vince toward the other side.

      They lined up behind a large family of catfolk. The youngest child stared up at Vince with wide eyes, as if at a zoo.

      “I thought you didn’t do food delivery,” Vince said.

      “I don’t like to. Tips tend to be bad, the pay per job can be laughably low—sometimes a buck for a fucking twenty minute flight—and you can get some real weirdos.” She grimaced. “Something about rocking up on a guy’s balcony at 10PM in skintight lycra makes them act up.”

      “Don’t wear the lycra? You’re not right now,” he said.

      Nicki picked at the black-and-white cotton hoodie she’d picked out today. “This stuff’s good for everyday wear and flying, especially as it gets colder. But the air resistance is shit. The faster I fly and the less I need to worry about sweat, the better my work. Or so the theory.” Her expression darkened.

      “Then your rating tanked.”

      “Yeah. Lower and lower. Then the jobs dried up outside the shitty zones. Higher rating fliers get to take jobs first, y’know? I once spotted somebody order a lift at a bar and complain that he got matched with a flier five minutes away. Meanwhile I was right next to him, ready to fly. So…” She shifted uncomfortably.

      “Stop worrying about it,” Vince said.

      She nodded.

      They fell into an uncomfortable silence as the family in front of them took forever to order. The kids ummed, uhhed, asked for things not on the menu or that their parents wouldn’t buy them, and wanted specific toys with their meals.

      Vince took great delight in the fact that the staff member serving them was a familiar wolffolk, Daryl. The burly guy’s smile remained fastened in place throughout the order, although it looked so fake it could be peeled off.

      Finally, Vince and Nicki stepped up. Daryl groaned and ran a hand down his face.

      “Fucking hell,” he said.

      “Wow. You dropped the customer service persona instantly,” Vince said.

      “I’m not wasting it on you. Your friend, though.” Daryl gave Nicki the same fake smile. “Welcome to—”

      “Nah, I’m good,” Nicki said.

      The manager shrugged and looked back at Vince. Daryl looked a little worse for wear than usual, with a large bandage over his jaw and bruising stretching out from beneath it.

      “What are you doing working the day shift? You get in a fight?” Vince asked.

      “Yeah,” Daryl admitted. “Bumped into one of the assholes scamming free food for sex from the girls on Friday. A real jackass. Pissed me off and refused to leave.”

      “Call the cops?”

      “I did, but they took too long and I got pissed. Threw a punch. The guy walloped me with magic. Broke my jaw, an arm, and smashed me through a table. He ran. Cops have no clue who he is.”

      Vince narrowed his eyes and reflexively rolled his shoulders. Daryl gave him an odd look.

      “What’s it to you?” Daryl asked.

      “He sent you flying with a spell? Any idea what sort?” Vince asked.

      This sounded like a rogue enforcer. An independent one pulling some dumb shit, but the fact the cops didn’t know him—or pretended not to—suggested something was awry.

      Ronin might appreciate some clues. He loved vigilante stuff like this and could get away with slogging an enforcer like this as part of his job. It was petty stuff compared to Vince’s usual work but he didn’t hate Daryl, even if they didn’t get along.

      “No clue. Everybody just said I hit him, then I went flying.” Daryl rubbed his jaw. “A human, technically. Like you. Anyway, it’s no big deal. I had to pay for the clinic visit and I’m taking an infusion daily, but work is compensating me for it. The store manager moved me to the day shift, though. Didn’t like me causing trouble.”

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get fired,” Nicki said.

      Daryl snorted. “They struggle to keep managers here. I’ll be back doing the late shift once they remember why I got the job to begin with. Anyway, you should order. People are annoyed with us.”

      Vince didn’t bother looking behind himself at the angry crowd, but Nicki did and winced.

      She ordered her food after some prodding from Vince, and they moved over to the seating once they had it.

      “Are you really going to deal with a petty problem like this? I’m surprised he didn’t even bring up the shit you did last night,” Nicki said.

      “You think he watches the news?” Vince laughed.

      “No, but clips of you blowing up trucks and trapping that cop in a cage are all over social media.”

      “Huh.” He rubbed his chin. “Maybe that’s why he told me to begin with. He’s always been a grouch but never bothered me with his problems. Anyway, it annoys me because it’s obviously an enforcer breaking the law but the cops ignored it.”

      “Ignored?”

      “They have cameras here and a registration of every enforcer in the city. Comparing the two is trivial. Anyway, I’ll bump it onto Ronin and let him handle it.”

      For once, Vince found himself without any food while Nicki dug into a jalapeno popper sandwich. He reached over and tried to steal her fries.

      Her hand batted his away and she glared at him with her mouth in her sandwich. “Mmphoo.”

      “Don’t talk with your mouth full,” he chided.

      Nicki rolled her eyes and swallowed, but continued to guard her fries. “My food. Buy your own.”

      “I did. You’re eating it right now.”

      “Pfft, sure.” She grinned and munched on a fry. “They’re good. Always get extra salt on fries.”

      “That much salt is bad for you.”

      “Wow. Nina was right that you really are like a dad.” She eyed him off for several long seconds while eating her sandwich. “Are you practicing or something? Getting ready for all the wolffolk litters you’ll need to handle?”

      If he had a drink, he’d be spitting it out. “Wolffolk? The hell?”

      “Oh, come on. Pola was all over you. We were both there. I half-expected that today’s flight would be back to Lionetti Tower so you could take her up on her offer, now that she’s cooled down a little.” Nicki grinned. “Or do you plan to invite her back to your place to meet Nina?”

      Vince stared into the distance silently.

      His current “girlfriend,” or whatever Nina could be called, and the wolfgirl intent on making him her mate would not get along. If his guess was right, Nina had been the lioness who beat up Pola and tore off her ear.

      Despite Nina’s weird acceptance about the idea of him starting his own harem, the greatest obstacle would be Nina herself. Or, really, surviving any meeting between Pola and Nina if he went after the wolfgirl.

      “Wow. Thousand yard stare. I figured you’d be pretty intent on the wolf given…” Nicki trailed off and finished off her sandwich. “Nevermind.”

      “I take it you had an interesting chat with Nina?”

      “Absolutely. She brought up the spare bedroom.”

      “And?” He raised an eyebrow.

      But she shook her head. “I’m pretty happy where I am. My roommates are a weird bunch, but it’s convenient living with a few other birdgirls. The independence is nice.”

      Independence, huh? He filed away that particular choice of word for later.

      Nicki finished her food and they filed outside. Although she tried to take them up to the balcony, he steered her out the front entrance. People bustled back and forth, ignoring them.

      When they reached the laneway, Vince found himself surprised to see it so busy. What had been a quiet little shopping street, with only a few window shoppers, now teemed with customers. Some stores even had lines. The small sizes of each building and the expensive merchandise meant bouncers enforced strict head counts in the more popular stores.

      “We’re not going to one of those places, right?” Nicki asked, eying one store that Vince remembered vividly.

      “No. The succubus in that one told me to fuck off,” he said as they passed by.

      The teenage girls at the end of the line broke out in giggles upon hearing him. From the look of their clothing, he guessed their weekly allowance matched his monthly earnings. The same could be said about a lot of the people here.

      “I’m feeling poor just walking down the street,” Nicki muttered, pulling her wings around herself.

      “I should have figured that stores like these mostly sold to people loaded down with cash,” he said. “Funny that it’s here, of all places.”

      “What’s so special about this street?” She looked around, as if expecting to see some huge statue.

      “Not the street, the area.”

      “The middle of the city?”

      “No.” He sighed and ran a hand down his face. “This is wolffolk territory, and not in the mafia sense. Lots of old tenements nearby, nearly as shitty as mine and Fia’s.”

      “I don’t think you should shittalk Fia’s apartment. Hers was homely. Yours is just a modern shoebox with overpriced rent,” Nicki said.

      “Oh, so you like Fia.”

      “She’s friendly.”

      He frowned but kept his thoughts to himself. Nicki seemed to latch onto anyone who showed her kindness.

      How did her birdfolk roommates and friends normally treat her?

      “Anyway, wolffolk aren’t exactly high on the rungs of the city. The Lionettis are probably the largest wolf company around, and they’re not doing so well. Notice how few wolves are around us, though?” He gestured toward the other shoppers.

      Nicki shrugged. “You’re saying wolffolk are poor as shit. Boohoo. So am I. So are a lot of birdfolk. Hell, our shining beacons of capitalism are those fucking artificial birdgirl companies. We commodified our entire fucking race and even our reproductive system. Good job, us.”

      “Yeah, and there are billboards all over the city advertising it. Half the girls I went to school with have photos on social media as artificial birdgirls. It’s a fashion trend. The Lionettis are washed up criminals.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’re annoyed because harpies aren’t part of the trend.”

      She looked away. After a moment, she dashed ahead, only to stop at their destination.

      “This is it, right?” she asked, pointing at the only store with no customers.

      “Did you guess because nobody is shopping here?” he asked.

      “No. I looked it up. Easy to do with all the rumors. The Google reviews are squeaky clean, but the same can’t be said of shittier sites.”

      Vince wisely chose not to ask what counted as a “shittier site.”

      They stepped inside. The little bell went off.

      “Shit, this place is cramped,” Nicki muttered once she saw how small it was. “Oh!”

      “Welcome! I’m happy to… Oh, Vince, you brought a… friend,” Ally said, biting her lip.

      At least, he guessed he was looking at Ally. She currently took on the appearance of a slim, rather short harpy. Which probably gave away the fact she was using a glamour, as harpies tended to be fairly tall. Nicki was average height for a harpy and around six foot, whereas Ally stood maybe five foot four.

      “Nice feathers,” Nicki said as she stepped into the store, her wings pulled close around her body to protect the merchandise. “Man, I’d kill for vibrant red feathers like those. I got a dye job for my feathers when I was a teen once, but it looked so dull. Something that good must cost a fucking fortune.”

      “Um…” Ally looked between Vince and Nicki uncertainly.

      He had to admit Nicki had a point. While Ally looked oddly short, her appearance was nothing short of gorgeous. Two pairs of luscious red wings curled around her body, one on her back and another on her hips, and the individual feathers glittered in the soft light of the store. Her green eyes matched the wings brilliantly, and she even had a little green hairpiece.

      “She knows you’re a fox,” he said drily.

      “Oh.” Ally huffed. “Don’t tease me like that.”

      “You deserve it for looking hotter as a fake harpy than I do as an actual harpy,” Nicki said bitterly. “Do you sell something to make me look as fuckable as you do?”

      Ally’s eyes widened and Vince ran a hand down his face. This meeting had gone terribly right from the start.

      “Actually, I do have a variety of illusions for sale,” Ally said with a saleswoman-like smile Vince had never seen on her. “They can’t change your overall shape or mass, but everything else is easy. I have elixirs and dyes on hand, but can also modify a magic tool at a rather affordable price.”

      Nicki’s jaw dropped. “You’re serious? Wait, can you make me look like that glittery slut on all the billboards around town? The one that dances in her underwear to advertise the artificial birdgirl shit?”

      “I… don’t remember her wearing underwear in the ads.” Ally’s smile slipped briefly. “But yes! I can. The elixirs can be coded using your magic and I’ll work with you to establish the illusion if you want a magic tool. It just depends whether you want something permanent.”

      “Permanent…” Nicki bit her lip.

      “Nicki…” Vince gave her a harsh look.

      She winced and looked at him. “Um, can I get an advance?

      Ally’s smile slipped as she looked at Vince. “Oh. You’re paying for her?”

      “I came here to buy her a barrier ring as she’s a partner,” he said.

      “Partner.” Ally appeared to taste the word, and her tone suggested she disliked it, even if her expression remained unchanged. “Um, I did wonder if you’d come back…”

      “I take it you saw the news?” he asked.

      She nodded, wings fluttering nervously. He wondered if that movement represented her tail’s shifting behind the glamour.

      “Yes. You didn’t appear to get hurt, but I can only imagine how much magic you used during the battle,” she said. “Are you alright?”

      “I’m fine. But I did need to stock up on infusions. You haven’t sold out, have you?”

      She looked pointedly at the door for a few seconds, then back at him.

      Yeah, he didn’t need to imagine the annoyance in her gaze.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry. Healing infusions are basically sold out everywhere else and… Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Ally muttered. “I’m just frustrated that everywhere is busy but nobody will even enter the store. I can’t even close or move shop anymore.”

      Nicki bit her lip and opened and closed her mouth a few times. Vince knew she wanted to ask about the Houou stuff, but also wanted to avoid annoying someone willing to sell her cheap illusion elixirs.

      “So, um, did you want to buy any illusion goods?” Ally asked, bouncing back and plastering on a fake smile. “The price and quality is good, I promise.”

      “Erm…” Nicki looked at Vince. “I do want them but…”

      “I’ll buy you the barrier ring for the job, but anything else comes out of your pay.” Vince nodded at a display containing racks of bottles in glass cases. “How much do the elixirs cost, anyway? Transformation elixirs cost well over a hundred a pop.”

      Ally shook her head. “Mine are a little cheaper, but not by much. They don’t fully transform you, but they’re also not illegal and aren’t going to send you to hospital. A proper magic tool will be a couple grand, though. Plus you’ll need me to recharge it every month or so.”

      “Shiiiiit.” Nicki slumped over. “Wait, you mentioned dyes earlier? How do you make an illusory dye?”

      “Oh. They’re like rub-on illusions. Cheaper and easier than a proper dye, with no side-effects. You mix it with water and apply it to your body. So if you wanted those glittery feathers, you could soak your wings in a bathtub. Um, but they’re only one illusion at a time. They’re cheap, though.”

      Nicki and Ally wasted a few minutes haggling over the illusion dye, including discussing some of the finer details. By the end of it, a half-dozen bottles sat on the counter, each the size of a small paint pot. All together, they cost as much as a single illusion elixir, but would last far longer.

      “Alright, let’s talk barrier rings,” Vince said. “I don’t know much about them. Do they come in varieties, or…?”

      Ally shook her head as she walked around the counter. “Normally, no. You’ve noticed how pretty much all instant barriers are white, right? That’s because they’re mass-produced by the same companies, using the same magic.”

      “Telekinesis, right?” he asked.

      “All magic that manipulates physical forces or space is usually white,” she explained. “Psychokinesis is what most races use, but foxes such as myself also have white barriers because we manipulate force and space.”

      He frowned. “So who makes the barrier rings?”

      “Dragons and elves, usually. Aulfair’s resident dragon lord floods the market with these cheap ones.” She picked up one of the silver-plated rings on the shelf Vince had seen on his last visit. “In Europe and Asia, there’s more competition, so some people import higher quality ones.”

      “… you’re telling me everyone is using barrier rings made by actual fucking dragons, and they suck?” he asked, incredulous.

      Ally nodded. “It’s silly, isn’t it? Almost nobody in the city can even harm a dragon, given they can cast grandmeister-tier spells, but they intentionally sell inferior products. I’m surprised you haven’t seen the advertising.”

      “I probably have. It seemed scammy.” He shrugged. “Our dragon overlord lives in a literal castle just outside of the city. Why would he be selling shitty rings in stores?”

      “Because he likes money?” Nicki suggested. “Isn’t he being sued by the feds for running pump-and-dump schemes? I’ve heard he’s even set up fake charities.”

      Ally nodded, leaving Vince feeling a little foolish.

      “Alright, fine. So do you have good barrier rings?” he asked.

      “I have imports. But…” She bit her lip and wavered back and forth. “I still have an old barrier ring I made myself out back, from when I was dumb enough to try to get people to pay for quality. If you’re willing to…”

      The lack of confidence almost hurt. Once again, Ally’s threat to cry over the state of her store struck Vince where it hurt.

      Damn, he felt like such a softy. And he’d been so arrogant when dealing with Kaziern.

      He nodded. Ally perked up and her wings fluttered so fast and rapidly that all he heard for a few seconds was the rustling of her feathers. Then she noticed and dropped her glamour.

      “Sorry, forgot I still had this active,” she said, allowing her four tails to wave back and forth instead. “I’ll be right back.”

      Once she vanished upstairs, Nicki crossed her arms and glared at Vince.

      “What?” he said defensively, raising his palms.

      “If I cry, will you buy me a magic tool with an illusion spell?” she asked, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Yesterday it was aggressive flirting. Today it’s crying. Man, I’m learning all your weak spots. I should never have confessed my true ambitions. I’d be fucking rolling in it.”

      “Oh, shut up,” he muttered. “And don’t cry.”

      She grinned at him.

      The ring Ally returned with looked similar to the cheap ones, at least on a surface level. Vince ran it between his fingers.

      “I can’t tell any difference,” he admitted. “Diagnostic spells aren’t my thing.”

      Nicki held out her hand. “I might be able to.”

      After he handed it over to her, she began muttering under her breath. Her eyes glowed bright white in the process.

      This was, in his mind, a horrendously long incantation. Not something for battle.

      “It’s solid silver,” Nicki said. “Both because it’s not magnetic enough and is a little heavier.”

      “Oh, you use telekinesis.” Ally clapped. “That’s rare for birdfolk. Usually your kind are all about wind, lightning, and healing.”

      “Those all sound kind of airy.”

      “They are. I was always told your magic school affinity was associated with the things your race was known for,” Vince explained. “Humans have a lot of fire and water users, but we suck at healing. Birdfolk fly, so wind and lightning. Sometimes they’re harder to explain, though. Lions mostly specialize in earth and light magic.”

      “Because they’re from Africa?” Nicki asked.

      “Actual lions, sure, but lionfolk spread out across the world millennia ago. Why do you think I’m fighting a company of Polish lions?”

      She tilted her head while her hip wings fluttered. Ally clicked her tongue when Nicki’s wings got close to a shelf, but nothing was damaged.

      “Anyway, I’m guessing the materials of the ring are better,” Vince said. “But you probably also used a better spell.”

      “To be more accurate, I can imbue a better spell into the ring because the materials are superior to the trash used in the mass-produced rings,” Ally corrected. “It’s sterling silver for durability. It’s not as strong as a barrier I might cast, and I doubt it will withstand a couple dozen enforcers hitting you with spells, but I promise it can withstand a solid wizard-tier spell.”

      She gave Vince a pointed look.

      “What about if it was my wizard-tier spell?” he asked.

      “I’m not promising that after I sold you that focus,” Ally said.

      “I’ll take the ring, then. Now I just need some infusions.”

      Ally gathered up a handful of vials, both healing and magic-restoring. Given the prices she’d mentioned last time, he expected to lighten his wallet by close to ten grand. Enough that he dreaded seeing the price.

      Once again, she surprised him.

      “Um, that’s way lower than I expected,” he said, when she handed him a small receipt.

      Ally worked without any fancy tablet or register. Possibly because of how few customers she received.

      “Consider it a bulk purchase discount,” she said.

      He eyed her. “Shouldn’t you be trying to make as much from my purchases as possible, given how few customers you get?”

      She looked away while running a hand through her hair. “If I have a repeat customer, shouldn’t I be nice to you?”

      Not to the point of cutting off her own face. He worried about what was going on here.

      At the same time, he wasn’t exactly Mr. Moneybags. The total still came out to roughly five grand for what amounted to a bunch of drinks, some dyes, and a ring. Sure, they were instant healing drinks that would save him from dying and let him blow up entire armies of enforcers, but still. He thought of all the things he could buy with this money.

      He also thought of dying in a warehouse because he’d cheaped out on buying healing infusions.

      “Alright,” he said, and began counting out the notes in his wallet.

      Nicki and Ally both stared at the massive wad of cash that had been making his pocket extra bulky for the past couple of days.

      “Um. I don’t think you should carry around your house deposit,” Nicki said.

      “If I could buy a house with this little, I’d be getting paid far less,” he replied without looking up.

      “Uh huh.” Nicki looked at Ally. “Say, you’re struggling here, but do you know why?”

      Ally narrowed her eyes but said nothing.

      “Lots of rumors flying around. Somebody really doesn’t like you.”

      “I know,” Ally said quietly.

      “But you don’t know why?”

      “I can guess.” She shifted uncomfortably. “You think that Houou hasn’t paid me a visit since I arrived?”

      Nicki opened her mouth to continue, but Vince hit her in the arm.

      “Enough,” he grunted, then handed over the money to Ally. “That should cover it. I expect I’ll be back at some point. Not sure how long before I need more. Who knows, maybe somebody will realize you stock infusions when everyone else has run out.”

      “I’ll keep some spare for you, just in case,” Ally chirped.

      They left. Nicki stared at one of the little bottles she’d bought, her mind no doubt imagining how she’d use it.

      While she was distracted, Vince handed her a couple more notes. She turned her gaze to him.

      “For today and for getting me out of trouble yesterday,” he said.

      “You already paid me yesterday and I thought the dyes came out of my pay?”

      “Yeah, before you got shot at by cops,” he said, ignoring the second part of her reply. “Anyway, I need to meet a friend at a bar, so you can—”

      “Give you a lift, because you just paid me to ferry you around.” Nicki glared at him. “Fucking hell, Vince, you went from a miser who threatened not to tip me over a cheeseburger to handing me hundreds of bucks because I flirt with you. Just…” She rubbed the back of her neck. “Anyway, let’s go.”

      “It’s not because you’re flirting,” he said. “Plus, this will be the last for a few days. I can stop paying you, if you prefer?”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      It was well before 4PM, but Vince couldn’t be assed to wander around town until then. He figured to enjoy a quiet drink at the Prefect’s Lounge while the only customers were likely to be him and the regulars.

      His plan fell apart when they landed and a small crowd of lions turned toward him.

      Luscarne stood outside the Prefect’s Lounge and bared her teeth at him. Her wounds had been healed, presumably by some pricey infusions.

      Vince shoved Nicki behind him and grabbed his cane.

      Before either he or Luscarne started a brawl in public, a suited lion stepped out from within the enforcers and placed an arm in front of Luscarne. His beard and hair formed a mane that ran down both his back and front.

      “You are Vincent Keys, yes?” the lion asked with an unconvincing smile. “Tobias Gawlik, from Kaziern Industries. Care to spare some time to discuss your employment?”
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      “If I say no, are you going to try to whack me with your army of enforcers?” Vince asked. “I’d rather not annoy the police two days in a row.”

      Gawlik’s smile flickered, proving he needed to practice his poker face. Behind him, his enforcers growled at Vince in what would be a menacing manner if he hadn’t nuked twice their number last night.

      “No,” Gawlik said. “Their presence isn’t to intimidate you, as I don’t believe that’s possible given your performance last night. Rather, it’s to provide me with the protection my position requires. You see, I am the CEO of Kaziern North America, Kaziern Industry’s—”

      “I get it. You’re the guy in charge, at least around here.” Vince kept his posture loose, just in case.

      Nicki remained behind him, but her wings flapped nervously. Very few people hung around this section of the waterfront right now, given bars and clubs held little interest in the early afternoon. Those that were here steered clear of what appeared to be an enforcer confrontation. No sign of any cops, either.

      A couple of small groups clustered near the railing overlooking the river, sneaking glances at Vince and Gawlik. Vince had to guess whether they were ordinary bystanders or a team of enforcers. Bystanders would gawk at them, given how openly shady this confrontation was, but they could just as easily be enforcers preparing for a hit.

      Vince reckoned on the latter. If only because assuming someone was out to get him at all times meant he wouldn’t get caught with his pants down. It was only paranoia if somebody wasn’t trying to murder him.

      “Why so hostile? This is merely business,” Gawlik said.

      “Immanuel would say that seconds before a half-dozen demons turned me into a stain on the ground,” Vince drawled.

      Gawlik nodded and stroked his mane-like beard. “My background check said you had extensive experience with the demons. Given your proficiency, I assure you that there is no harm in merely listening to me. An independent enforcer is surely always on the lookout for a reliable employer? One that is expanding its position and power within Aulfair, rather than dwelling on past glories?”

      The unsubtle jab at Lionetti did not go unnoticed by Vince.

      What he remained uncertain of was whether Gawlik knew he was still working for Alessia. This meeting might be an attempt to poach Vince, but it could simply be a way to recruit talent.

      Either way, Vince needed to play things safe. Despite what the lion said, there was danger in listening to him. Being seen talking to Gawlik could get back to Alessia and land Vince in hot water.

      On the other hand, he had little reason not to take the risk and hear the lion out. Talking beat fighting. Especially if he could trick Kaziern into thinking he wasn’t working for the Lionettis anymore.

      “Fine. Let’s talk,” Vince said.

      He tried to walk toward the club, but Gawlik’s enforcers shifted to block entrance.

      Coughing into one hand, Gawlik gestured toward one of the stairwells that led to the lower level of the boardwalk.

      “There’s a truly fantastic bar and grill nearby, with mouthwatering steaks and meats to match anything else in the vicinity,” Gawlik said. “Let us discuss business there. My treat.”

      Vince couldn’t say he was hungry. The way Nicki’s mouth began to water suggested she was.

      Unfortunately, this screamed “trap.” One of the nearby groups by the railing had already gone downstairs.

      “Nicki, head into the club,” Vince said. “I’ll catch you once I finish up with Mr. Gawlik here.”

      “What? But he just said—”

      “I’m more than willing to cover your friend’s share as well,” Gawlik said with a smile so fake that Vince wanted to call the meeting off right then.

      The only thing that kept him from disagreeing was that he wanted to avoid a brawl with so many enforcers. Talking with Gawlik might buy time.

      Plus, he could get Nicki away before the fight broke out. The bouncers in the Prefect’s Lounge would keep her safe and Vince sincerely doubted Kaziern would be willing to attack a civilian when she was in a completely different building to Vince. Whatever shady deals Gawlik made with the mayor and Houou wouldn’t save his ass from the elite police enforcers going in dry.

      “I’m expecting a friend to show up here.” Vince nodded at the club. “Nicki, keep him company if he arrives before I do.”

      He shot her a meaningful look. She finally understood the problem and calmed her lust for food.

      “Got it. Ronin, right?” she asked, glancing at Gawlik and Luscarne for reactions.

      The CEO maintained his poker face. The same couldn’t be said about his chief enforcer, who reacted with visible annoyance.

      Maybe Vince had made some assumptions about Kaziern’s unwillingness to attack civilians. Damn. He really hoped Ronin showed up early. Messaging him might ruin any chance of solving this situation peacefully, however.

      Nicki entered the club after the lion enforcers parted for her, and the rest of them descended to the lower level of the boardwalk. The enforcers formed a sort of bubble around Vince and Gawlik.

      Ordinarily, this might make Vince feel threatened. But he’d flattened half of their company’s security last night. They couldn’t make him feel fear.

      No sign of the shady group from earlier, either inside or outside of the Polish restaurant. Vince didn’t spot the other one following them. Perhaps he had been overly paranoid.

      Just as when Alessia had taken him to the nearby Italian restaurant, the staff here knew Gawlik well. The lunch rush had died down somewhat, but many patrons continued to tuck into huge amounts of food. Plates of gorgeously seared steaks laid out to share in elegantly thin slices, smoked fish and tuna steaks, beef tartare, and no shortage of finely sliced beef served with truffles.

      If Vince walked in here by himself, his wallet would spontaneously combust. With that said, he felt his mouth water despite himself. He might need to make this up to Nicki. The food looked stunning.

      The head waiter led them into a private room. The enforcers huddled around the far side, save for Luscarne who joined Gawlik and Vince close to the entrance.

      “Sir Gawlik, how may we serve you today?” the head waiter asked once they were seated. At no point had he even looked at Vince.

      Sir, huh? Quite the honorific to use.

      “A selection of steaks to share and the tenderloin tataki,” Gawlik said without hesitating. “Plus a large serving of the picanha steak for the enforcers.”

      “Chef’s selection for your steaks, sir?” the head waiter asked.

      “Of course.”

      The waiter bowed, then left.

      Vince raised an eyebrow. “Do you own this place?”

      “No. But Poland is a small country relative to America, and many businessmen are always keen to support our countrymen in their endeavors, wherever they may be,” Gawlik said.

      As little as Vince knew about corporate structures, he always thought that C-Suite execs were managers, not businessmen and entrepreneurs. Those folks owned companies and hired people like Gawlik to run them.

      Was this lion somebody else entirely? Or did he simply see himself to be above his station in life?

      Vince wasn’t sure it mattered. He’d be done with Kaziern soon enough after this job was done.

      “I understand you had an interesting run-in with the mafia’s feral mutt at the club above us, just a few nights ago,” Gawlik said, following Vince’s gaze. “Curious that you battled her there, then assisted them last night.”

      “You said it yourself: an independent enforcer is always on the lookout for a reliable employer,” Vince replied.

      “Emphasis on ‘reliable,’” Gawlik said with a smirk.

      The lion steepled his hands in front of him and leaned back. The fine art and elegant surroundings of the room accentuated Gawlik’s height, which allowed him to tower over Vince even while sitting. As arrogant as the lion appeared, he exuded confidence and power.

      No wonder he’d wanted to come here. How many business deals had Gawlik brokered here in the past, in the comfort of his homeland’s food and familiar surroundings?

      “In my eyes, having a lot of money and plenty of work on offer makes somebody reliable,” Vince said. “That includes a lot of companies in the city. So long as they actually pay me and don’t try to off me or turn me into the cops, I’m easy to please.”

      “I understand you took offense at my chief enforcer’s attempt to recruit you yesterday.”

      So the reason Vince took over the mall had actually made it back to Luscarne, and then to the CEO himself?

      “Calling that ‘recruitment’ is generous. I don’t take kindly to being press ganged into a gang war. With that said, it should be obvious why I said no,” Vince said.

      “You had another job. I would have thought you’d at least hear us out,” Gawlik said.

      “Double-timing your employer as an independent enforcer is the fast track to unemployment.”

      “Yet you’re talking to me now.”

      “I am.”

      Gawlik nodded and once again stroked his mane.

      Before they could continue, a trio of waiters entered the room with bottles of wine and glassware. Silence reigned as they poured a glass of a deep red wine for Gawlik and laid out two more bottles for the enforcers plus glasses. Given nobody had ordered the wine, Vince guessed this must be a standing order.

      The waiter paused and looked meaningfully at Gawlik before serving Vince. After the CEO nodded, Vince got a noticeably smaller glass of wine.

      How fucking petty. Vince resisted the urge to roll his eyes.

      Once the waiters cleared out and closed the door, Gawlik steepled his hands again. “I’ll cut to the chase then, as I think you’ll appreciate that. I’m not interested in hiring you to fight a gang war, or to take back some territory. Your performance last night proves that your talents are wasted on such meager missions. The mafia mutts are as dumb as one expects to use you for such things.”

      Mmm, flattery. Vince had to admit he appreciated it. Immanuel almost never buttered him up.

      The wine helped as well, even with the meager serving provided. Vince knew little about wine, especially fine wine, but could taste the wealth in this one. He practically felt Gawlik’s bank balance going down his throat with every mouthful.

      “But this is about the Lionettis,” Vince said.

      “Of course. I need to end this long-running dispute quickly and efficiently. An ally of mine is loath to intervene directly—politics, you see?—but everything will change once the mafia is finally consigned to where it belongs. History.”

      “That’s a tall order.”

      “Is it?” Gawlik grinned, showing a full mouth of shiny, vicious teeth. “For all their enforcers and wealth, they control precious little territory. They’re led by a rabid mutt who barely knows how to use her own talent, and a family head struggling to stay afloat. Two young girls playing mafia. Believe me when I say that all you need to do is take care of their enforcers and the Lionetti sisters.”

      Vince narrowed his eyes. This sounded like a much more serious offer than he’d anticipated.

      At the same time, something deeply sinister lurked behind it. Why was Gawlik so convinced that the entire Lionetti family would collapse if the two sisters died? Vince understood that there was far more to the company than just them. Branch families, as Fia had explained.

      Once again, the waiters intervened and bought time.

      The food arrived. Gorgeous plates of finely sliced steaks, similar to those Vince had seen outside. One plate contained the extremely finely cut beef with truffles he’d spotted earlier. The enforcers received a massive silver platter to dig into. Every steak was cooked rare, naturally. A variety of dipping sauces in decorative little saucers completed the setting.

      “Dig in,” Gawlik said, gesturing to the meat as he swooped up slices of steak himself with a fork. “As much or as little as you wish.”

      The meat tasted as amazing as it looked, even without the sauce. Vince almost never ate meat this tender or rich. One of the plates contained beef so fatty and marbled that it hardly tasted or felt like beef.

      Gawlik devoured the food far faster than Vince, although there was plenty to go around. That proved that the chefs hadn’t poisoned it. Using share plates was a unique way of inspiring confidence, he supposed.

      Once they slowed down, the business meeting continued.

      “Is that the job? Take out the entire Lionetti Family?” Vince asked, disbelief in his tone.

      Gawlik raised his hands defensively. “No, no, no. You misunderstand. Your job will be clear cut. I don’t expect an independent enforcer to carry out such an indistinct mission. Rather, you’ll have clear objectives. I just outlined them.”

      “The sisters and the enforcers.”

      “Indeed.”

      Vince’s bad feeling only grew, but for another reason.

      The longer this conversation went on, the worse it became for him. If he didn’t shut it down now, they’d be talking about rates, inclusions, and all the other nonsense he haggled with Alessia about for ages.

      More worryingly, Vince didn’t want to know how much Gawlik might pay him to betray the Lionettis. Everyone had their price, and Vince never wanted to know his. Especially if the lion suspected he was still working for Alessia and might need some persuading.

      Someone might talk a big game about how incorruptible they were, but when the chips were down and piles of cash were being offered, Vince doubted many backed up their words. Turning down a couple hundred grand might be hard. A million, near impossible. For Gawlik, with the endless coffers of Houou backing him, that money would be pocket change if it destroyed his rival.

      Fortunately, Vince planned ahead for situations like this.

      “Alright. I’ll give you my agent’s details. They’ll handle the particulars and I’ll get back to you,” he said.

      Gawlik growled. “Your agent?”

      “You think you’re the only person who’s offered me more work? Quintus Hierum is already on me for more work. And nothing is a priority right now, with the police hounding me.”

      Drumming his fingers on the wooden tabletop, Gawlik hummed.

      Long seconds passed. Gawlik drained his wine and enjoyed some more of the meat. By now, the enforcers had demolished their own share. Luscarne had yet to eat anything, as she sat unmoving next to Gawlik, dead silent.

      “Luscarne will take your details,” Gawlik said, a tad emotionlessly. “But I’ll be upfront. This job will change your life, just as it will cement Kaziern’s place in Aulfair. If you side with me, I can ensure that you’ll walk away from this mess with all the money you’ll need to retire, if that’s your dream. One won’t need to worry about unemployment.”

      He stood without another word and strode out of the room. The enforcers chased after him. Luscarne glared at Vince from where she sat.

      Nobody said anything until the door slammed shut behind the last enforcer. The waiters remained outside.

      “I need your number,” Luscarne grunted.

      “My agent’s is—”

      “Your number. Don’t bullshit me.” She glared down at him. “I’m no fool. No agent would waste their time on an enforcer who only does work for a single conglomerate. You have a chance to be something, human. Don’t waste it.”

      “I’m not,” Vince said flatly.

      But he gave her his number. Luscarne messaged him immediately, then left.

      His finger hovered over the block button for a long while. Eventually, he decided against it, but at least silenced notifications for her.

      The waiters finally entered.

      “You may take all the time you need, sir,” the head waiter said. “If you’d like, I can wrap up the food so you can—”

      “I’m fine,” Vince said.

      As excellent as the food was, lingering in an establishment controlled or influenced by a company out for Vince’s blood might end poorly. He held no ill will toward the staff here, as they merely did what they were paid to do.

      The moment he left the restaurant—without paying, as Gawlik had covered everything—Vince spotted something from his nightmares.

      An utterly furious Fia, fists clenched, ears flattened, and tail lashing the ground. Her red eyes bore into Vince as she silently stood in front of him in some upscale casual clothes.

      “Hi,” Vince said.

      “Don’t fucking ‘hi’ me,” the wolf spat. “You’d better have a good fucking answer for what the hell you’re talking with those Kaziern assholes about, before I report back to Pola and Alessia. And don’t you dare fucking bullshit me. I saw you enter with them, and Luscarne came out late.”

      Well, shit.

      “You have no idea how this went down,” he said.

      “I know what it looks like. Hence why I need a damn good explanation.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      Fia bared her teeth at him and took a step toward him. Instinctively, he reached for his cane. She froze.

      Then she looked away, hurt in her eyes. Her ears drooped for an entirely different reason and her tail stopped moving.

      “Do you actually think I’d hurt you?” she muttered. “That I’m like Pola?”

      “Given you’re accusing me of betraying you, I don’t like to take chances,” he said. “Pola is far from the only person who’d resort to violence right now.”

      Fia looked back at him. “I want you to trust me more than the demons you used to work with.”

      “Maybe we can start by talking?”

      “That was…” She ran a hand through her rust-blonde hair and let out a frustrated sigh. “Fucking hell. Can we get a drink? I wanted to talk. That was why I came up to you instead of immediately calling up Alessia and letting her ambush you the moment you stepped outside.”

      “Sure. We can head up and…” Vince trailed off as he looked around and noticed how off things were.

      Far too few people wandered past the boardwalk compared to what he expected. And he swore he recognized some of them from earlier. One woman in particular had striking long black hair with blue highlights that stood out like a sore thumb.

      “And what?” Fia blinked.

      Instinctively, they both cast their barriers at the same moment. Vince reached for his cane, while Fia merely stiffened. Red walls of light shot up around their bodies.

      Multiple blasts of fire, lightning, and earth slammed into Vince the next instant. The force of them vaporized the front of the Polish restaurant and shrouded the area in dust and debris.
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      “You fools! We’re not supposed to damage the restaurant,” an elegant, if somewhat bratty, female voice screamed through the din that resulted from the explosions.

      A hand grabbed Vince’s arm before he could even react. He remained utterly unharmed, but Fia pulled him away from the area. Screams erupted from inside the restaurant.

      He scrambled out of the cloud of dust with Fia as she pulled him several storefronts away. More spells blasted into the cloud even after they’d left, and more screams resulted.

      “Are they insane?” Vince asked. “They could kill someone that way.”

      “You?” Fia asked darkly.

      They barely had the time to joke around like this. Two of the aggressors spotted them and changed targets. A slim black man in faded leather clothes hammered his fist into the ground, sending a ripple of earth spikes toward Vince. Next to him stood a woman in a hoodie whose hands crackled with lightning that she raised to the air.

      “Sky,” Vince said.

      Despite how little they’d worked together, Fia got his message. Her hands shot up above them and a jet of molten lava formed a floating ceiling. Sweat poured down the wolf’s face as she struggled to maintain the spell.

      As good as their barriers might be, letting it collapse on them would be catastrophic.

      The world shook as bolts of lightning snapped and popped against the lava. Chunks of it flew off, and spot fires began to blaze on the store behind them and the wooden surface of the boardwalk. Fia cursed and tried to put them out.

      When her eyes widened, Vince knew another fire mage was working against her. The new flames began to curl toward them.

      But he remained busy with the earth mage. The earth spike attack roared toward him, but he forced the enforcer to abandon it with a single flame laser. A barrier snapped up over the enemy, rippling an earthen orange.

      These guys were the real deal. No shitty barrier rings in sight.

      When the earth mage hurled spiked rocks at Vince, he let them explode on his own barrier and responded with a fireball to drive the bastard back. As if annoyed by Vince’s display of confidence, the earth mage shrugged off the fireball. His barrier glowed with a deep orange light to match Vince’s solid red.

      Presumably he had some sort of hidden focus, given the strength of that barrier.

      Fire curled toward them, lighting up another store. Vince raised a hand and shattered the control of the other fire mage with his own spell. The flames Fia had accidentally created with her defensive lava shield evaporated.

      Quiet resumed momentarily. The earth mage gulped down an infusion while the team repositioned.

      Every nearby civilian had scattered by now and only a handful of screams and yells escaped the Polish restaurant. The damage looked nasty, as the entire frontage had been blasted apart and fallen in.

      Vince looked at Fia. “I was talking about the civilians. Ronin is almost certainly nearby and we’re on the boardwalk. There’ll be police enforcers swarming here within minutes,” Vince said. “These morons—”

      “Do not call us morons!” that female voice from earlier shouted. “We are the Retributive Night and fear nothing from those who pretend they deliver justice.”

      Oh, no. Vince knew about this group of independent enforcers.

      More importantly, he knew how dangerous they were.

      This attack was a hit.

      The woman shouting stood on a post by the water, as if imitating a statue. Despite ignoring them during the earlier confrontation, she held the most imposing presence. A black aura surrounded her, thicker and stranger than any barrier.

      She had piercing ice-blue eyes and wore boring if fashionable dark clothing suitable for winter including a thick pea coat. Her luscious black hair shimmered in the wind, and the blue highlights made it clear she was the same person who had been following him since Vince first bumped into Kaziern’s group.

      A blue circle with a dagger glowed on her cheek, as well as on the clothes of the other four enforcers with her. The symbol of her enforcer crew.

      Said crew circled Vince and Fia. He’d already tangoed with three of them, namely the fire, earth, and lightning users. The fourth one kept his distance behind them, but beat a baton against a gloved hand. His white barrier might be because he was telekinetic, or because he used a barrier ring.

      Wasting no further time, Vince drew the sword from his cane and blasted her with a flame laser. She shrieked as it struck her and parted her barrier. A gaping hole opened up in her chest.

      But no blood oozed from it. Only a strange inky blackness. A moment later, her body returned to normal, as if nothing had happened.

      Despite that fact, the woman shook with fury and glared at Vince as if he’d poured red wine on her favorite dress.

      “Juliet Forest,” Vince said. “Kaziern hired a fucking vampire to kill me?”

      “Are you surprised after last night’s stunt?” Fia growled.

      Juliet froze, then scowled. “It seems my illusion has been seen through. No matter. Behold my true form, mortal.”

      What illusion? She showed off the fucking logo of her crew in broad daylight after prematurely announcing her hit? Not to mention that not many races could reform their body out of raw magic like that.

      Darkness shrouded her body, before sinking into it and consuming it. When she returned to normal, her face gained an almost ethereal beauty to it and a lavender tint that vampires held if they didn’t hide it. The highlights in her hair multiplied, producing an entire rainbow of color. Her pea coat became a black cape over a shirt and skirt that were far too skimpy to wear in this weather. She tried showing off her bust, but lacked much in that department, although she had no shortage of curves on her lower half.

      The other enforcers mostly appeared annoyed at their leader’s antics. Unlike Juliet, they weren’t famous nor vampires. The fame of the Retributive Night came from being led by an immortal, and everyone else was overshadowed by that fact. At the same time, they probably couldn’t compare to her power.

      Even Vince worried about fighting Juliet. As silly as she seemed to be, her group had a rep for a reason.

      Assassins. Expensive ones. Vampires could teleport, use illusions, were enormously powerful, and were effectively invulnerable. Hell, Vince knew very little about how to actually fight one.

      “Fia, do you know how to hurt her?” Vince asked.

      “Fire usually works,” Fia drawled. “On basically everything.”

      “You did see what just happened, right?”

      “Yeah. You just didn’t use enough fire.”

      “Hey! Don’t ignore me and skip right to assuming you can harm me, you pathetic mortals,” Juliet snapped.

      “You just tried to kill me without any warning at all. Sorry, but I don’t have the patience to fuck around.” Vince pointed his cane at her again.

      Fia followed suit with her hand.

      Right as their flame lasers fired at Juliet, she vanished in a burst of darkness, only to reappear a dozen feet away.

      “Nothing personal, V,” the earth mage said. As he spoke, he summoned an earthen shield larger than he was. “Money’s money. You know how it is.”

      As if to prove the point, the enforcer blitzed toward him. Every step left cracks in the boardwalk as his entire body glowed with the raw power of his barrier.

      A pair of fireballs exploded uselessly against the earth mage’s shield, and flames washed harmlessly over his barrier. Vince grabbed Fia and dove to one side before the charge struck them.

      Which left them open to the lightning trap that sprung up around them. A ring of lightning crackled as the lightning mage held her hands against the ground with glowing eyes. Lightning crackled above and around them and seemed to increase in intensity with each passing second.

      The earth mage whirled, his shield bursting apart into flying rocks. The other enforcers prepared to attack Vince while he remained trapped. One prepared fire spells, and another maintained the lightning cage, but he’d lost track of the sneaky one with the white barrier.

      “Nope,” Fia said. “Excandesco.”

      Her entire body turned bright white. An explosion of fire burst out from her. It eclipsed Vince’s vision and blinded him momentarily.

      A scream erupted from nearby, and Vince instinctively hurled a fireball toward it. A grunt cut through the smoke and light.

      Vince jumped backward while casting a flame laser. Just in time to avoid a huge hammer of solid rock that slammed down on his old position. It exploded upon contact, sending glowing shards flying everywhere. His barrier pinged and sparked as it disintegrated the rocks on contact.

      The sneaky mage rolled around to put out the fire that Fia covered him in with her explosion spell, while the other attacker resummoned his shield. Vince’s laser turned much of the shield into slag and the earth mage cursed, trying to reform it.

      Fia turned to face them. Her explosion spell had disrupted the lightning spell by vaporizing the boardwalk around them and destroying the ground the trap had been cast on. With her hands free, she followed up on Vince’s spell before the earth mage managed to react.

      Staring death in the face, the would-be-assassin dove to one side. Moving only her arm, Fia anticipated his movements perfectly. Her ears twitched right before she shouted, “Trave.”

      The lance of tight, hot red fire vaporized the earth mage’s head. His body collapsed to the ground immediately like a wet rag.

      In that very moment, the flames of the other enforcer went out. He flipped to his feet and burst into a variety of colorful curses in what sounded a lot like Spanish.

      “The fuck, Harry? Jules? You just stood there while Keem got fucked nuked!” the most useless member of the assassin crew shouted.

      Or at least, useless in terms of contribution. Even Juliet had avoided taking any blows from Fia and Vince.

      “I just saved your fucking life. Stop, drop, and roll is for kids, dumbass,” the fire mage shouted. His cat ears flapped in anger. He was the only demihuman among the crew, given Juliet counted as an immortal.

      As if realizing how close she’d come to being the most useless member of her own enforcer crew, Juliet teleported back to her position atop the concrete post. Darkness swelled behind her as she drew herself to her full height. Which wasn’t much. Vince guessed she barely hit five feet. Evidently nutrition had been poor in whatever century she’d grown up in.

      Baring his teeth at Vince, the white barrier enforcer said, “See, now it’s over. You took out Keem and you’ve given us trouble, but you can’t handle Jules. She’s too much for chumps like you.”

      “Exactly right. And that only makes me question why I even need you here to tell me what to do or distract everyone else,” Juliet said coldly.

      She snapped her fingers and a pillar of darkness erupted beneath her supposed ally. His barrier shattered on contact with it, but no scream escaped him before his body collapsed to the ground. His limbs splayed across the ground and his eyes rolled back.

      “As pathetic a feast as I expected,” Juliet said. “You will do better, won’t you, Vincent Keys?”

      Fia stiffened at the reminder of the power of Juliet’s magic. They’d barely had an instant of warning before she cast that spell. Hell, Vince had expected some sort of huge beam attack, given the sort of woman Juliet appeared to be.

      Her remaining two allies glanced at each other. No doubt they considered running.

      Whatever Juliet promised to split with them couldn’t be worth this, right? Then again, they’d be dead if they ran.

      Vince fully expected them to bail the moment he engaged Juliet earnestly.

      “Well, the payout splits better three ways than five,” the lightning mage said with a smirk. Her hands crackled.

      The fire mage’s fists clenched. Evidently he felt differently.

      “Split?” Juliet sneered. “You’ll be paid exactly what you’re worth.”

      “Hey, that wasn’t—”

      “Murus,” Fia snapped, raking a hand through the air toward Juliet.

      A roaring wall of flames blinked into existence along the edge of the boardwalk, directly beneath where the vampire stood. The darkness protecting her intensified around her legs, but she leaped away with a shriek. Her legs smoldered.

      “How dare you!” Juliet said.

      Her eyes turned pitch black and that same black aura appeared behind her. Vince prepared to repel shadow with flame and summoned an immense amount of magic for his next spell.

      But Fia refused to remain here. She shoved Vince away, sending him sprawling a good dozen feet, and leaped back even farther.

      Snarling wolf heads shot forth from Juliet and slammed into the ground. One took a bite out of the wood and concrete foundation, leaving behind a car-sized crater. The others burst on contact, but obliterated everything within a good ten feet.

      Vince watched as the corpse of the earth mage he’d fought got cut in half, as it sat a few feet closer to the blast than where Fia had thrown him.

      “Trave,” Fia snapped.

      Once again, Juliet teleported to dodge the flame laser.

      “Don’t just watch, help… me…” The vampire looked around, only to see none of her comrades.

      She clicked her tongue. “No matter. I’ll use them to sustain my hunger once this is over.”

      “That’s murder,” Vince said as he pulled himself to his feet.

      “I have a contract with them that says I can use them for food if they don’t fulfill their terms. And those terms include doing everything I want them to do on the job.”

      “Does that include dying?”

      “Of course. If I hire somebody, it’s their duty to die for me, isn’t it? What use would hired help be if they wouldn’t?” Juliet puffed her chest out haughtily. “I am always willing to die for my employers. And I have no doubt that an organization with a pedigree such as the Lionetti Family expects the same from you, human.”

      “We don’t randomly kill people working for us,” Fia growled.

      “Also, it’s easy for you to say that you’ll die for your employer when you seem indestructible,” Vince said drily.

      Not that he was convinced as such.

      She appeared affected by fire, or at least annoyed by it. One attack had struck and forced her to regenerate. Another had physically affected her. She dodged all others.

      Whether fire was a true weakness of hers or not, Vince felt certain that enough of it would turn this prissy bloodsucker into ash. Or at least drive her away.

      He needed to use his dragon. With enough firepower, cast as quickly as he could through the dragon, not even Juliet’s teleportation would protect her.

      Fia’s eyes met his. Again, she seemed to understand his intentions.

      The wolf charged Juliet. In response, the vampire flicked her rainbow hair over her shoulder before summoning a mass of darkness.

      “Excandesco,” Fia said, her body glowing bright white again.

      That was her explosion spell.

      Vince turned his face away from her. At the same time, he sheathed his sword in his cane and began to focus on his meister-tier spell.

      Thirty seconds. No interruptions allowed. Fia needed to hold her own.

      The blast of darkness consumed Fia and her explosion instantly. Vince struggled to maintain his focus.

      Fia burst through the other side, her barrier flickering. Flames roared across her arms and formed long swords in front of her fists. Before Juliet could even blink, one scythed through her head.

      A puff of darkness erupted around Fia and Juliet vanished. The top half of her head turned into a wisp of blackness.

      “Shit,” Fia cursed. The flaming weapons on her arms morphed as the swords vanished and the fire remained only around her forearms.

      “You cannot harm me, little wolffolk. I will admit, your fire magic is more impressive than I expected. Where is your focus? Did you perhaps have it inserted into your body?” Juliet’s voice came from above them, and Vince looked up to see her standing on a lamppost.

      He wanted nothing more than to call her out for wearing black lace lingerie to an enforcer battle, but needed to keep casting. Halfway there.

      “Wow. Did you intend to visit the red-light district after this?” Fia asked.

      “What?”

      “I can see your underwear.”

      Juliet stared at her for several long seconds. Then she bared her teeth at them. “This is the best you can muster? Insults and some pathetic wizard-tier spells and fireballs?”

      Fia and Vince stared at her. He looked around at the crater-filled battleground. Police sirens sounded in the distance. Not a single member of her enforcer crew remained, and she’d even desecrated the corpse of one.

      Fia shot Vince a look. Rainbow flames flickered off him as he arrived at the final moments of his dragon spell.

      But he held onto it without using the incantation. The instant he cast this, all hell would break loose.

      Those police sirens concerned him, but reminded him of Ronin’s proximity.

      “Um, aren’t you losing?” Vince asked.

      Fia’s posture loosened as she realized he’d successfully prepared his spell, but simply hadn’t cast it. She patted a pocket, as if looking for cigarettes, but thought better of the idea.

      “I am the Retributive Night. You’ve lost focus to be worrying about anyone other than me, insignificant human,” Juliet said haughtily, placing a hand over her meager bust. “With each passing second, my meister-tier spell grows closer to readiness. In fact, it’s ready right now.”

      Fia’s eyes bulged. She raised one hand. “Trave!”

      Juliet simply teleported in front of Vince.

      “Vince!” the wolf screamed.

      He prepared to cast his dragon. His barrier glowed bright with power, anticipating some horrific explosion of darkness.

      “You cannot hope to stop me with such weak spells,” Juliet called out, arms stretched toward the sky. “Now, behold!”

      Her body burst into darkness. The next moment, the entire boardwalk turned pitch black as that darkness consumed it, rushing out and around Vince.

      In that moment, he lost his dragon spell as his concentration shattered mid-cast.

      The same thing had happened when he fought Pola in the club. He really needed to stop holding onto spells and just cast the damn things.

      His barrier rippled and hissed as the darkness tried to erode it. He saw and heard nothing. A deep cold set into his skin, as if he’d been teleported inside a freezer. It reached his very bones.

      “Vince!” Fia called again, clearly outside the spell. “Are you there?”

      Well, evidently he could still hear things.

      “What the hell is this?” Vince asked. His breath escaped him in misty clouds, but swiftly vanished in the darkness.

      Part of him wanted to say something dramatic about how Juliet’s spell ate the very air he breathed, but given he continued to not suffocate, that clearly wasn’t the case. He simply couldn’t see anything other than his own body. That was likely because of his glowing barrier.

      Juliet didn’t answer him, so he tried to make her answer. A fireball appeared in his hand. But the darkness smothered it within seconds.

      He attempted to blast his way free with a flame laser, but it did nothing.

      Laughter rippled in the air from Juliet.

      “The true power of an immortal,” the vampire uttered, speaking from all around them. “I am everywhere and nowhere. The darkness itself. The night. The—”

      “Please don’t say the retributive night,” Vince groaned.

      A long pause.

      “Why are you not terrified, mortal?” Juliet asked, confused. “This is death. No matter what you do, you cannot harm me. You cannot stop me. Darkness shall consume you, and then you will be utterly nothing. Returned to the void and nothing but a mote that sated my hunger. I am everything mortals feared in the past. A legacy of bloodshed that cannot be ended with human hands.”

      Huh. So that’s what this was? Some sort of weird vampiric consumption spell.

      Vince nodded a few times. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I can feel your magic eating away at my barrier. Problem is, it’s nowhere near strong enough to wear me down all that quickly. How sure are you that you can survive my meister-tier spell?”

      “Certain,” Juliet said. “You could have cast it earlier, but refused to. Too scared to use it.”

      Shit. So she had noticed him casting it.

      How arrogant was this vampire that she let him get away with that spell? Or had she seen the videos and convinced herself that defeating him would prove her superiority as an immortal vampire?

      Annoying. He’d hoped to scare her a little and avoid using the dragon, given where they were. He saw only one other possibility to avoid casting the spell again.

      “Alright. Then let me ask something else. How sure are you that you can survive the army of police enforcers that will arrive before you take me out?”

      No haughty answer launched forth from the darkness that shut out Vince’s senses.

      “Well?” he asked.

      “There are no police nearby. You’re bluffing,” Juliet said.

      “Vince!” Ronin’s voice called out, as if summoned.

      “They’re here, you stupid vampire,” Fia said. “I can’t hear Vince, but I can hear your stupid gloating.”

      Juliet broke out into a variety of foreign curses. He recognized French, German, and Italian at least. “Do you truly want me to end this spell, human? I can crush this wolf instantly, just as I did that fool who annoyed me.”

      “I’d make threats about how I’ll destroy you if you harm her,” Vince said coldly, “but I don’t need to. If you hang around here long enough to hurt Fia, the police will grind your ancient bones into dust and turn you into a museum exhibit for me. Fuck off, vampire. I’ll burn you to ashes some other day.”

      The darkness seemed to waver. Or perhaps it shook with rage.

      Instantly, it vanished. Juliet stood a few feet in front of him, hands balled into fists. Fia cautiously raised a hand toward her, as if ready to force the vampire to teleport away again.

      “Vince!” Ronin shouted again, rushing toward him with a dozen police enforcers plus a lot of familiar bouncers from the nearby clubs. Some of those cops had been at the mall last night.

      “You cannot escape justice, human,” Juliet spat. “I will consume you and sate my hunger.”

      “And I’ll put you in an urn. Kaziern isn’t paying you enough to fuck with me,” Vince replied.

      She sneered at him, flicked her rainbow hair over one shoulder, then vanished in a burst of darkness.
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      “Fia, are you alright?” Vince asked, reaching out for Fia’s shoulder with a hand.

      She shook him off and stood up straight, but her tail rubbed against the back of his legs. “I’m fine. Nothing I can’t recover from with an infusion.”

      As if to prove her point, she scooped one out of her jacket and swallowed it.

      The police swept in. Most of them focused on the damaged restaurant, pulling out injured patrons, cordoning off the area, and calming the panicked staff.

      No doubt Gawlik would want a piece of Juliet once he found out what she’d done to his beloved Polish restaurant.

      “Shit, what the fuck happened here?” Ronin asked.

      “You saw her?” Vince asked.

      “I saw the massive cloud of impenetrable darkness.” His friend bit his lip. “Didn’t hear what she said, but I guessed vampire and recognize her well enough. Somebody wants you dead.”

      “She wasn’t so tough.”

      “Vince, listen.” Ronin grabbed him by the shoulder. “Juliet’s not just dangerous because she’s powerful or is an immortal. She’s dangerous because you can’t kill her and she ignores the rules. Don’t fuck around with her.”

      Vince grunted, but nodded. “I get that. I can already tell why she’s a good assassin. That meister-tier spell she used will wear almost anyone down. Will the cops do anything?”

      “To protect you?” Ronin shook his head. “Whenever she pulls a stunt like this, the higher-ups send a reminder to her and some other vampires about how things work. She’ll lay low for a little while as a result. Maybe a week or two.”

      “Plenty of time.”

      Fia nodded. “At least to hit Kaziern hard.”

      After a little while, Ronin let them leave the crime scene. Ambulances turned up to deal with the injured and some city workers to repair the damage. Vince got off without any trouble.

      “Where’s Nicki?” Vince asked.

      “In the club. We’ll head there now,” Ronin said.

      All three of them wandered up to the club.

      No music greeted them upon entering. The Prefect’s Lounge almost seemed closed, but Vince knew better. A handful of staff prepped the bars, replaced broken tables and chairs, cleaned anything that had been missed by the morning cleaning crew, and ensured they were ready for the night rush.

      The point of being open this early was to take cash from regulars, but shoo away everyone else. If the staff were here anyway, why not make some cash for the club?

      A couple of people sat at the bars. Nicki hovered there, nervously looking between her cocktail and the entrance while tapping her talons against her stool. She sighed in relief when Vince entered, appearing completely unharmed.

      They ordered drinks upon taking seats. Beers all around. Fia pulled a cigarette from her jacket before pausing.

      “Fuck. I can’t smoke in here, can I?” she asked.

      The bartender returned with the beers. “You can for a price. $5 for a magic ashtray. You have to put every cig in it, though. No blowing smoke rings.”

      Fia clicked her tongue and paid up. The bartender plonked down a weird little contraption with holes for cigarettes and cigars and a glowing base. It looked like a children’s toy.

      “Want one?” she asked Vince.

      “He really shouldn’t smoke,” Ronin said, leaning forward with an annoyed look.

      “I think he’s a big boy and can make his own decisions.”

      “I already told you that I’m trying to avoid them,” Vince said. “So I’ll pass. I usually only smoke around bad people or when things are shit.”

      “Hmm. I want to make a comment about how I’m a bad girl, but I don’t think it’s the time. Not yet.” Fia placed a cigarette in one of the ashtray’s holes and lit it with a spell.

      No smoke escaped the deathstick, even after she picked it up and placed it in her mouth. When she blew the smoke out of her mouth, it vanished almost instantly. At the same time, the base of the ash tray lit up like a Christmas tree. The smoke had been teleported inside it.

      “So, uh, how’d the meeting go?” Nicki asked.

      “Yeah, how’d it go?” Fia echoed, but grimaced. “I can already guess you didn’t accept Kaziern’s offer given they just tried to kill you. So, uh, sorry about accusing you of otherwise earlier.”

      “Kill?” Nicki squawked.

      “Just a vampire hitwoman. Nothing serious,” Vince drawled.

      Nicki scowled at him, while the other two laughed.

      “Given you wolves run in packs, you’re awfully distrustful,” Ronin said to Fia.

      “It’s because we run in packs that we need to be distrustful. This entire mission is a test to see if Vince can run with us. So far, he’s proven he can in every other respect, but loyalty is everything to the Lionetti family,” Fia growled.

      “Loyalty is the easy part for me,” Vince said. “And you never needed to worry. I told Kaziern to go jump. I thought I was being subtle about it, but I guess they saw through me.”

      “Obviously, given the hit.”

      “I think it was preplanned. I saw Juliet following me earlier. It’s why I reacted so quickly, as I recognized her.” Vince looked around. “Anyway…”

      Only the bartenders, plus the few other patrons.

      Ronin cottoned on to his concern though and raised a palm. “Give me a sec.”

      With a long, muttered incantation, Ronin cast a ward around them. After thirty seconds, they had protection against eavesdropping.

      “Well?” Fia asked.

      “Kaziern’s CEO, Gawlik—”

      “He’s not their CEO. He’s just the local asshole in charge.”

      Vince rolled his eyes. “Well, that’s his title. Gawlik offered me a massive amount of money to wipe out the Lionettis. A simple job: take out the enforcers and kill Pola and Alessia.”

      Fia’s grip tightened around her glass. Fortunately, it appeared to be reinforced glass and didn’t shatter.

      “More worryingly, he was certain that this would knock the Lionetti Family out and let Houou step in. I’m no expert here, but that sounds unlikely.” He raised an eyebrow. “Surely somebody else would step in and take Alessia’s place.”

      “They would. The mafia almost always survives. The branch families would take over and pick up the pieces.” Fia downed half her beer in one go and ordered another one with a wave of an arm. “But if he’s so confident… I’ll tell Alessia.”

      “You think there’s a rat.”

      “You do as well.” She grinned. “Well, you’re not stupid. Your eyes glaze over whenever I try to talk about anything that isn’t directly related to a woman or the job, so I’ve been making assumptions, but I guess either your dick has more brain cells than I expected or I was wrong.”

      “The first one,” Ronin suggested.

      “Thanks, buddy,” Vince drawled.

      “I’m a public servant and it would be wrong of me to ever lie.” The grin on his friend’s face could start wars.

      Nicki’s hip wings flapped and she twiddled the straw in her soft drink. Presumably she disliked hitting the booze so early, whereas everyone else here held no such compunctions.

      “So… you’re not going to rip Vince’s face off for talking to the lions?” she asked Fia.

      The wolf scowled. “When did I give everyone the impression I was some sort of insane berserker?”

      “I dunno. You take everything pretty seriously, and I figured that meeting with your enemies would be a big no-no. Plus, I saw how angry you were when I entered the club earlier.”

      Fia rubbed the back of her neck and looked away.

      Well, shit. Apparently Fia had been waiting for him in here when he first arrived.

      “Yeah, well, shit like this has happened before. Back when I had just joined as an enforcer.” The wolf leaned over her beer. “Sorry, Vince.”

      “It’s fine,” he said with a shrug.

      Although her anger had stung a bit in the moment, he understood it. While he liked Fia and the other Lionetti wolves, a job was a job, and Kaziern had the money to offer far more.

      Or did they?

      If Vince was truly mercenary, he could push the Lionettis to pay more. Especially with a vampire trying to take him out. But at what cost?

      The point about a reliable employer came back up. Gawlik had more or less admitted he’d been lying about that point, given his focus on trying to bribe Vince into betraying the Lionettis, but that didn’t make it any less true. Vince needed someone who could offer him consistent jobs, and ideally better ones than Immanuel.

      Hell, Gawlik had immediately tried to kill Vince for saying no. Not exactly the model employer.

      “It’s not fine,” Fia said.

      “This is about how the Lionettis went down, right?” Ronin asked. “I know that the old family head and a lot of the higher ups in the family got assassinated right before everything went to hell. A lot of the older enforcers in the police have always thought somebody was on the inside.”

      “There had to be. It wasn’t just assassinations. Enforcers attacking our patrols knew which cars had people and which didn’t. Addresses leaked. Houou definitely bribed somebody big in the branch families. This new plan by Gawlik stinks of their nonsense.” Fia scratched at her hair. “I always figured joining the mafia would be a lot simpler.”

      “Really.” Ronin’s tone was of utter disbelief.

      “Oh, fuck off. You’re gonna tell me that running around and beating heads in as a police enforcer is complicated?” She sneered at him. “It’s a physical job, with a tiny amount of politics and some corruption. Same as the mafia. Way easier than all the nonsense you deal with everywhere else. No fake networking bullshit, or people that just…”

      Fia trailed off and gulped down her beer. Clearly she’d said more than she cared to.

      “Given you seem to be the brains of the capos, I’m not sure I expected you to say things are easy there,” Vince said.

      Ronin shot him an annoyed look for using the mafia term for enforcer captain, but said nothing.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t start as a capo. Hell, I didn’t even mean to join.” Fia’s gaze turned distant. “Have you ever been in a conversation with friends—or people you think are friends—and everyone is chatting and talking about their own shit, but whenever you try to add something, it feels like nobody gives a damn? They just nod and change the topic back to whatever they want?”

      “Sounds like family,” Vince said flatly.

      “Making your opinions clear from the start,” Ronin said with a grimace.

      Nicki looked between the two of them. “Um…”

      “Don’t worry about it.” Vince waved her off. “But yeah, I get it. That’s a sign that your company isn’t really welcome, or that the people you’re dealing with are self-absorbed assholes. Hard to tell which.”

      Fia nodded. “Yeah, I know that now. But back then? I was a dumb teenager who fit in with the popular crowd at a rich private school for demihumans. Mostly wolffolk. So I always figured that the issue was me. That I was boring, or talking too much about myself, or all that other shit advice you’re given when you feel socially excluded and exhausted. I slid into rougher groups. Smoking, weed, the crazy magic drugs, even played a game of Vice and lost a tooth.”

      Ronin snorted. “That’s a good result. You wouldn’t believe the amount of people that are cleaned off the pavement over Vice games.”

      “I would. We take protection money from parlors full of the game.”

      Ronin looked away with a dark expression.

      “Let me guess,” Vince said before Ronin could get preachy, “the rough crowd was more your style.”

      “A little. They were friendly and you didn’t need to fake everything. But they often lacked ambition, or some only cared about the crazy shit they were smoking. They chased the high, because life sucked. I didn’t hate life. I was a rich girl depressed because her friends turned out to be shallow bitches.” Fia laughed and took a deep slug of her cigarette. “That’s where the Lionettis came in.”

      “The bitches?” Nicki suggested.

      “Yes, but actually no. Pola went to the same school as me and I knew her better than most. But… well, she hid her true self better than anyone. She acted like Alessia back then. Prim and proper. Wore dresses, smiled, and curtsied. I have old school photos of her, but I’m pretty sure she’ll murder me if I show you.”

      Vince wanted more than anything to see them. Something about the gap between the wild and almost feral Pola and seeing her cute and demure set his imagination ablaze.

      “No,” Fia said flatly while grinning. “I’m not getting gutted just so you can get off to her.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” he protested.

      “But you were thinking it.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I bumped into the enforcers and the true Pola one time I was doing some, uh, ‘totally legal’ gambling after school.” She winked. “I think Pola was there on training or something. She picked me out of the crowd and greeted me as her friend from school, and I flipped my shit because it meant the bouncers would kick me out for being underage.”

      “Never would have guessed.”

      “Uh huh. Anyway, I picked a fight with the Lionetti princess and she threw me through a plate glass window. The enforcers guarding her found this fucking hilarious and, after they fixed me up with a top-of-the-line infusion and sent Pola home, took me out drinking. I got absolutely smashed. That’s when I found my pack. People who gave a shit when I opened my mouth, and whose opinions and lives I cared about.”

      “By trying to beat up Pola?” Nicki asked, eyes wide.

      But Ronin and Vince nodded in agreement to the story. They could get it. Their brains were full of as many rocks as Fia’s, to be perfectly honest.

      “That’s also why I think Pola likes you,” Fia added, with a sidelong glance at Vince. “Your meeting with her reminds me a lot of how I got to know her. It might be coincidence—”

      “It definitely is,” he said.

      She shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I still think it’s important. You can understand a lot about somebody from the way they fight and the way they handle the aftermath. Despite all of Pola’s shit, you’ve been good to her and the Lionettis. I want you to trust us, and know that if you stick with us, we’ll be there. That’s how we work. So, yeah, sorry again. I’ll give Alessia a call and let her know why Gawlik was down here. Also tell her about the attack.”

      After Fia wandered into a corner of the club, Vince ordered another drink. The other two looked at him. With the important business conducted, Ronin dropped his ward against eavesdropping to save on magic.

      “It’s fine,” Vince said.

      “You keep saying that,” Ronin replied. “I half expect the club to burst into flames while you say it.”

      “I’m serious. Things are going well.”

      “Uh huh. So well that you got ambushed by the company you’re attacking, are being suspected of betrayal by your employer, and if I heard right, are being chased by Quintus.” Ronin raised an eyebrow.

      “The demon will be around some time this afternoon or evening,” Vince admitted.

      “Well, shit. I can’t touch the guy.”

      “Nina wants to handle him.”

      Ronin narrowed his eyes. “She’s out of the game. If she shows up with her focus…”

      “It’ll be complicated, I know. I doubt Quintus will pull anything and Nina won’t need to do anything more than make empty threats and look menacing.” Vince ignored Ronin’s look. “I’m not telling Nina to stay home.”

      A whipping noise escaped his friend.

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      “Who’s whipped?” Fia asked as she returned. “Because I’m pretty sure everyone told me our mutual friend here is single.”

      “Was.” Nicki clinked her drink against Vince’s. “Although I don’t know if fucking your roommate makes things that different.”

      Fia growled. “Ah, yes. The roommate that sent you a picture of the lingerie yesterday. The one everyone waved off as unimportant. The one you said you weren’t fucking, Vince. That roommate? And did I hear right that she’s coming here later?”

      Fuck. Vince did not want Fia to meet Nina.

      Although he did wonder how a wolf failed to smell her on him. Nina smelled everything, but he thought wolves had a better sense of smell. Was it the smoking? Or did Nina’s smell blend into his because he lived with her?

      Ronin snorted. “Why don’t we move onto a safer topic. Like the cops.”

      Clicking her tongue, Fia sat back down. “Before that, Alessia will look into the situation with the branch families. She also thinks you should leave it a couple of days if Gawlik is suspicious. Houou must be cautious.”

      “That works well with my warning,” Ronin added. “You pissed some people off. Sure, the corruption brought to light is good long-term for my boss and his plans to change how the police enforcers work, but the mayor is furious. If you so much as sneeze fire in Albion, you’ll be arrested. Hell, I bet they’ll try to arrest you on sight. Don’t go there except with an escort.”

      “Like…” Vince looked at Fia.

      “Yeah, that sort,” Ronin said. “A lot of pressure came down on us to stay out of corporate business. The mayor pissed off some vested interests when he tried to close the port to stop smuggling while the conference was on, and I think those interests saw this as another power grab. Cops intervening in bog-standard enforcer duels, etcetera. Last night was a bad look. I hear even the governor is leaning on him.”

      “He was blowing up the fucking parking lot and sending trucks flying,” Nicki squawked. “That was bog-standard?”

      “Nobody got hurt,” Ronin explained.

      “Um, I saw a lot of people getting hurt.”

      “Nobody that wasn’t an enforcer,” he corrected. “Property damage is miniscule, too. To everyone in the know, the police actions were obvious corruption, as somebody wanted to help Kaziern. To the general public and the media, it’s police overreach, which is another of the mayor’s problems. It’ll blow over soon enough.”

      “Once the conference starts, I bet,” Fia said. “They can’t fill Albion with an army of enforcers when they need to be guarding all the sorcerers.”

      Ronin nodded.

      That gave Vince a rough idea of his next few days.

      A whole lot of nothing.

      Which, honestly, sounded like a great plan for today. He’d originally figured he’d spend it with Nina, after all.

      “In that case, why don’t we relax for a while?” he suggested. “You have a few hours before you need to go, Ronin. Let’s drink and chat. Quintus will annoy me eventually. Feel free to bail when he does.”

      “I’m not bailing,” Ronin growled.

      But they enjoyed a few hours. If Nina arrived, she kept a low profile. No messages or natter hit his phone. Vince tried not to let the tension ruin his afternoon. Having Nicki and Fia sitting either side of him made for a very pleasant afternoon as he enjoyed a chance to drink properly. Ronin lingered longer than he probably should have, given he had somewhere to be.

      Although with Quintus due to arrive at any moment, Vince couldn’t get properly drunk. Couldn’t the stupid demon turn up and get this over with? Vince wanted to get plastered.

      “Ah, Vincent, I see you’re enjoying yourself.” Speak of the demon and he shall appear.
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      Quintus showed just before 6PM, around the time that Ronin really needed to leave. Hard to say if the demon planned things that way.

      A handful of immaculately suited demons stood behind him, all wearing shiny pins. All of them appeared slimmer than the usual fare. No bulky monsters wearing farcical clothing. Supposedly, demons came in distinct varieties, but Vince knew far too little about them.

      Demonologists largely kept their knowledge to themselves, as the various demonic institutions around the world proved litigious regarding information relating to themselves. In the insanity of modern intellectual property law, demons had managed to turn their own race into a trade secret.

      And where litigation failed, outright violence succeeded. It didn’t matter if one hosted their servers somewhere out of legal reach, because demons loved extralegal activity. Such as some very friendly enforcers showing up on somebody’s doorstep with a “polite” request to never share info on demons again.

      As a result, the mage colleges, governments, militaries, and ancient magical powers understood demons, but the public didn’t. A misinformed populace easily fell prey to crooks like Immanuel.

      Despite that, Vince had spent enough time around demons to know a thing or two. Namely, that these thugs came from the upper echelons of Immanuel’s enforcers.

      The less monstrous a demon appeared, the higher they tended to float within the ranks. Demons proved as vain as humans in that regard. And given their mentality of “dog eats dog,” Vince held no illusions about the power of the enforcers protecting Quintus.

      He’d spooked his usual employer enough to bring tougher guards. Alternatively, Quintus planned to take him out in broad daylight and wanted to make it a clean kill.

      “Quintus,” Vince said.

      The usual domination spell that Quintus emanated made no appearance. He strode toward Vince with the aid of his cane, his bad leg glowing with runes with each step.

      “No show of force today?” Vince asked, looking pointedly at the cane.

      “I don’t understand what you mean?” A hint of a smirk flitted across the demon’s face right before he stopped short of the group. “Officer Kilpatrick, can I help you? I don’t believe I have any business with our good city’s police force. For that matter, I’m quite certain you’re off-duty.”

      “I am,” Ronin ground out, glaring daggers at the ancient demon.

      “Well?”

      Ronin looked sidelong at Vince, who simply nodded back.

      “I need to head home,” Ronin said. “Give me a call if you need anything, Vince.”

      He flagged down the bartender to pay his tab, then prepared to leave.

      When he passed the demons, Quintus turned and smiled at him. “I bid your parents good health, Officer Kilpatrick.”

      When Ronin looked back with a mixture of fury and fear on his paling face, Quintus merely bowed his head ever so slightly.

      After Ronin left, Vince glared at Quintus. “Don’t do that.”

      “You’ve changed a lot in only a few days to be ordering me around, boy,” Quintus said, a hint of fire in his tone. His shadow seemed to swell, and the nearby demons took several steps away from him.

      Nicki followed suit and skittered a couple of seats away, utterly terrified of a potential fight. Even Fia gulped, but remained seated. One of her hands remained in her pocket. The one she kept her phone in, if Vince recalled correctly.

      “I’m not ordering you,” he said, trying to maintain his composure. “But our business has always started and ended with me. I’ve worked for you for over a decade, Quintus. You’ve never threatened my friends before. If you’re starting now, then I’m not the one who’s changed.”

      The demon raised an eyebrow. His shadow returned to normal size. “Curious. One might suggest that the world has not changed, Vince, so much as more of it is being revealed. Your true power and potential, and my nature when it comes to handling problems.”

      “Am I a problem now?”

      “That depends on you.” Quintus’s fingers drummed against his cane, leading Vince to tense.

      While he’d never been able to confirm it, he was almost certain that cane was a magic tool that contained some sort of mental magic spell. Quintus himself appeared to use some sort of darkness magic associated with demons, although demons weren’t as limited in their magic schools as other races.

      A fight with Quintus would go poorly. Immortals didn’t use incantations to cast spells, greatly speeding up their spellcasting speed. They’d take Vince down before he got his dragon out. To say nothing of the likelihood that Quintus could simply counter with his own meister-tier spell, or worse.

      “You said you wanted to talk. Let’s talk,” Vince said.

      “Your antics on the—” Quintus began to say.

      He paused right as his entourage stiffened and looked toward one of the staff entrances next to the bar. Before any of them did anything foolish, Quintus waved a hand in the air.

      “She’s fine,” Quintus said. “Miss Hayes, join us. I hadn’t anticipated your arrival. You deregistered as an independent enforcer years ago.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Nina growled as she strolled over. “I’m just here to drink with a friend. You’re getting senile in your old age, Quintus.”

      The ancient demon chuckled while his bodyguards shuffled around uncertainly.

      Because Nina was certainly not “here to drink.” Her outfit made that extremely clear.

      She wore a pair of skinny black jeans and a skintight white top that left little to the imagination when it came to her enormous bust size, but she showed no cleavage. The fabric of her clothing shimmered with magic as she moved. A pair of combat boots came up to her knees and she wore a gaudy belt that once held all manner of infusions, tools, and other supplies for enforcer jobs. A black jacket with shiny purple trim and interior struggled to cover her breasts, and Vince suspected she’d put on a few pounds since she last wore it.

      The shimmer of her clothes gave away the immense magical power in them. Nina wore top-of-the-line enforcer gear, laden with enchantments, built-in barriers, and durability enhancements.

      A single bulky steel gauntlet covered her left hand, and it looked incredibly out of place against the rest of her outfit. Then again, in a city where enforcers carried around swords, her magical focus passed as normal, save for the fact it interfered with everyday activities. Sheathable foci like Vince’s were more popular for good reason. Nina couldn’t pick up a beer with that gauntlet.

      The outfit reminded Vince of Nina’s place in the world. Or at least, what it should have been, had she not decided to sentence herself to office drudgery for far too little pay.

      Where Vince struggled for everything and bounced from job to job with barely enough to handle the next, Nina had been at the very top of her game. She’d taken the hardest of jobs, with the pay to match. Her equipment made him look and feel inferior, because he had a mountain to climb in terms of enforcer strength.

      He’d always wondered where the money went from her days as an enforcer and how she’d ended up living in a shithole with him. Not that he asked her. Money was a taboo topic to bring up with somebody who covered his rent from time to time.

      A strangled noise escaped Fia as she saw Nina approach and her face went white. Vince didn’t have the time to spare on her at the moment, however.

      “Boss, how do we handle her?” one of the demonic enforcers asked in his native tongue.

      Quintus shot him a sharp look. Nina merely smirked. Like Vince, she wore a translation earpiece. Demons tended to underestimate how many people could understand them.

      “So long as you don’t interfere—” Quintus tried to say to Nina.

      “Interfere in what? You’re just talking.” Nina sat down next to Vince using the seat Nicki had vacated. “Surely nothing is going to happen. And if it does, I’m in my rights to defend myself, right?”

      “Civilians are required to take reasonable steps to avoid disputes between enforcers,” Quintus said, all mirth vanishing from his face. “Furthermore, there are limits to my hospitality. If you choose to intervene, then Immanuel will remember this.”

      “Is that a threat?” Nina’s expression tightened. “Because there’s an entire city full of companies who would love to hire me on to fuck you over. You have enough enemies as it is, Quintus. Do you want more?”

      Neither Nina nor Quintus said a word. The entire club watched in silence, with the bartenders frozen in place. No doubt they wondered if the place would be shutting down again due to damages.

      If that happened, Vince would be banned from the Prefect’s Lounge. He doubted Quintus would be as generous as Alessia in covering the damages.

      Eventually, Quintus turned away from Nina and looked at Vince. “As I was saying, your antics in Albion last night have captured my interest.”

      Nina snorted and flagged down a bartender. A collective sigh seemed to escape every patron of the club, and soon the background chatter resumed. Fia continued to stare at Nina, however.

      “Antics? You mean my job,” Vince said.

      “Making the news was hardly what you were paid to do, I imagine,” Quintus said. “But I withdrew my job offers because I assumed you would be unwilling to risk your financial health after what happened earlier this year. Given that’s wrong, there’s more work on offer.”

      “Hold the fuck up,” Fia snapped. “He’s still working for us. Wait your fucking turn, demon.”

      “Oh?” Quintus sneered at the wolf and she flinched. “Today is truly a strange day. I’ve been talked back to by the hired help, a washed-up enforcer, and now a mutt. Are you going to pit the mafia against Immanuel, my dear capo?”

      Fia gulped and clenched her fists. Her entire body seemed to shake, although Vince couldn’t tell if it was from rage, fear, or nervousness.

      Then she looked away. “Sorry, Vince.”

      “It’s fine. I know how being an independent enforcer works,” he said, before turning back to Quintus. “Besides, this is just a chat. You’re not the first would-be employer I’ve turned away today.”

      “I heard as much and saw the destruction that resulted from Kaziern’s tantrum after you refused them,” Quintus said. “A wise decision to refuse any association with one of Houou’s pets. For all the arrogance that the foxes possess, a tsunami is approaching. Any contract with them is bound by thorns.”

      The fuck did that mean? Vince kept his face expressionless but felt a deep well of frustration inside himself.

      Quintus knew a hell of a lot about the inner workings of the city. The fact he dared to share any of it with Vince was no coincidence. The demon wanted to scare Vince away from other employers. Hell, he could be outright lying.

      “And your contracts are much better,” Vince drawled. “Fia’s right, though. I’m working for the Lionettis. I have a contract and until that job’s done, I’m not double-timing them. Especially not at your rates.”

      “Oh?” Quintus grinned. “So you’ve finally gained a taste for wealth, have you? Enough to bite the hand that’s fed you all these years.”

      Nina growled and the bodyguard demons shot her nervous looks.

      “I’ve gained a taste for being paid properly. And, again, I don’t break contracts,” Vince said.

      “Contract this, contract that.” Quintus shook his head. “You should understand that they’re more like guidelines, Vincent. For all the power and mystique that you mortals place within such pieces of paper, they’re not magically binding, and a contract holds only as much power as the force that upholds it.”

      “I’m pretty sure the Lionettis can bring plenty of force to bear—financial and otherwise—to uphold such a contract,” he drawled.

      Ironically, given Kaziern had offered him a job to take out the Lionetti’s enforcers, apparently someone believed otherwise. Fia’s squirming suggested she realized the inherent problem in his statement.

      The broader issue remained the reputational damage Vince would sustain. To say nothing of how little Quintus would pay him to fuck over Alessia.

      “Again, there’s nothing to talk about. I already told Kaziern no, and they offered me retirement levels of cash before trying to assassinate me,” he said.

      Nina looked at him with eyes wide enough that he feared they might pop out of her skull. Clearly, she’d missed that part while hiding out back. Or maybe she’d snuck in after everything went to hell with Juliet and Gawlik.

      “I see. Perhaps I was wrong in testing your loyalty so much.” Quintus stroked his chin. “Then I shall leave you with a warning. Maybe you’ll see it as a reminder, even.”

      Vince tried not to appear taken aback. He’d expected the ancient demon to press the topic more.

      Had Nina scared him that badly?

      “There is always a greater world swimming beneath the surface, waiting to be revealed or to reveal itself,” Quintus said, voice low. “Not every enemy of an enemy is truly a friend. Immanuel is part of the fabric of Aulfair, and we intend to maintain it. Even if that means cutting off a few pieces of the tapestry for the sake of the greater whole.”

      Vince stared at him, utterly confused. Nobody else appeared to understand Quintus’s words, including his own guards.

      “You’ll hopefully understand when the time comes, Vincent. Houou will not allow you to crush their ambitions so easily, but they are not as well placed to sustain them as they pretend. If they were, they’d hardly need to rely on others to do their dirty work.” Then Quintus nodded. “I bid you adieu. We’ll speak once your current contract is over. Do not disappoint me then. My patience has limits, despite my age. Even Caesars have, as the children do say, fucked around and found out.”

      The demon left the club without another word. The other demons kept a close eye on Nina the entire time and a couple even lingered for a good minute after Quintus left. Presumably, they worried that she might try something.

      “Holy shit,” Nicki breathed once the demons finally left. “What the fuck was that? Where the fuck did you get all that shit?” She waved her hands at Nina. “Who the fuck even are you?”

      “Death,” Fia muttered as she slammed back half her beer. She’d blown through two or three cigarettes in the brief encounter with Quintus.

      Nina leaned against Vince while happily demolishing the oversized stein full of her favorite shitty beer. A sniff escaped her as she looked at Fia. “You’re one of the wolves I’ve been smelling on Vince lately. Not the one who kissed him, though.”

      Fia groaned and slumped on the bar. “Oh my fucking god. You’re the roommate everyone told me not to worry about. Alessia is going to murder me.”

      “Honestly, I can’t believe nobody told you anything about her,” Vince said.

      “I can.” Fia shook her head, causing her hair to fly everywhere like a dog’s. “Nina Hayes, right? We had to look you up after you flattened the entire enforcer crew we hired to deal with Kaziern years ago. I was still a fresh enforcer then.”

      Nina frowned. “Flattened who? I remember fighting Pola, but everyone else sort of blurred together. The aftermath of the Lionetti collapse was a bloodbath. Houou fucked up massively and let every conglomerate take a slice of Albion. And I’m saying that as someone who worked for them at the time.”

      “I know. You nearly killed Pola.” Fia ran a hand through her hair. “I still don’t know why you didn’t.”

      Well, shit. Vince had been right all along.

      Houou had arranged the downfall of the Lionettis, and Nina had worked for their subsidiary enforcer group, the Golden Path, at the time. While there, she’d thwarted Alessia’s plan to take back their territory and nearly killed Pola, ripping off her ear.

      The one good thing was that Fia wasn’t furious at him. He’d expected a worse reaction, given he was fighting lions and the fact Nina had been tied to the reason the Lionettis had languished for the last few years.

      Nicki seemed absolutely amazed by the revelations. She’d stopped drinking and simply stared in confusion.

      “Pola was tough,” Nina said. “Absolutely loaded down with magic tools, tough as nails, deeply enraged, and unwilling to give it up.”

      “Yeah, and you’re you.” Fia stared at the lioness, who squirmed. “If you can take out an entire group of enforcers and intimidate fucking Quintus Hierum himself, there’s no fucking chance you couldn’t take out Pola. Hell, I think Vince could—”

      “Not on that day,” Nina said sharply as she pulled him against her body, which pressed his face against her chest. “His little dragon is good, but it can’t handle an amped-up wolf like Pola using so many magic tools.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” he mumbled into her tits.

      She let him go and he straightened up.

      “But I’m right, aren’t I?” Fia asked, refusing to give this up.

      Nina squirmed again. “I don’t like killing kids. And as crazy as Pola was, that’s what she was. A kid who just lost her dad. The whole Albion mess back then was too much for me.”

      “… you retired not long after. Because of that?”

      Vince remained silent. He’d heard a dozen variations of Nina’s reasoning to quit. Her plan had always been to quit the job due to all the violence and instability, but the final straw always changed.

      Some days it was purely because she planned to leave all along. When drunk, she sounded more bothered by all the killing, or the fact she supported some pretty awful businesses and practices. If she felt depressed, the reason might be because of how all her old school friends had moved onto bigger and better things.

      “A little.” Nina once again pulled Vince against herself. “I bumped into this moron around the time I thought of quitting. Been teaching him from retirement ever since.”

      “And trying to find excuses to put that gauntlet back on and get yourself in trouble,” he said. “Thanks for the help, but you really need to be more careful. Quintus won’t pull his punches.”

      She rolled her eyes at him. “I know how demons work. Don’t lecture me.”

      Sometimes he wondered if she really did. But pushing this any further was pointless.

      Nina knocked back her first beer and immediately ordered another. Multiple bartenders rushed over to serve her the instant she raised her hand. Only one could pour her a beer, although she somehow scored a free plate of nuts, a tall glass of water, and even a packet of chips.

      “I am so lost,” Nicki said, as she stared at Nina and the seemingly aberrant generosity of the bartenders.

      The lion grinned as she gulped down more beer with the one hand she could use. Her gauntleted hand lay on the bar and earned more than a few glances from the bartenders and patrons.

      “I used to be a regular here,” she said. “Tipped heavily on the good nights. I know the owner and managers, and even a few bartenders here used to work here when I was an enforcer.”

      “Can you really afford to tip heavily anymore?” Vince asked quietly.

      She rolled her eyes. “It’s one night, Vince. I don’t run behind on rent like you.”

      Fia shot him a calculating look, or tried at least. The wild movements of her tail, rapid eye movements, and shaking leg suggested she was barely holding herself together.

      “Something wrong?” Vince asked her.

      Instantly, she looked away. Her cigarette lit up brightly as she took a long drag. She glared at the bottles against the wall of the bar while one foot tapped against her stool and her tail whapped him in the back multiple times.

      “Hey, I can feel that,” Nina said with a tight expression. “Keep that tail where I can see it.”

      Fia froze, then saw Vince roll his eyes and push Nina off him. “Oh. Is this the way the two of you flirt?”

      “No, she’s just feeling possessive because Pola kissed me,” he said.

      “Not just that,” Nina whined, leaning against him. Her arm crept around his back, as if protecting him from the horror of being struck by Fia’s bushy tail. “You were spending your weekend around all these horny wolfgirls, even when I had all this time to myself for once.”

      “You planned to work the entire weekend,” he pointed out.

      “But then I didn’t, and you still came home smelling like wolves.” She glowered at him, which mostly made her look cute given how close her face was to his. “I was here first. All these wolfgirls need to get in line, especially this one.”

      Fia nearly choked on her drink. “I’m sorry?”

      “You’re so his type. A fashionable bad girl with some nasty vices. You’re like all the girls that got him into smoking to begin with.” Nina poked his cheek.

      He batted her away. “I got into smoking because I was an angry teen working to pay the rent for his deadbeat mother, and I was surrounded by demons who break arms as part of card games.”

      “Uh huh. And it had nothing to do with all the succubi in Immanuel that sold them to you.” Nina grinned at him. “I bet you had all the time to spare for those dream demons.”

      Nicki and Fia giggled when Vince became red-faced, and he tried to hide the fact with his beer.

      Well, Nina wasn’t wrong. Most demonic pushers were succubi, and while Immanuel didn’t sell on the streets—they sold to other people who took the fall for them—they had plenty of “internal” sales. Plus independent succubi who supplied customers at their seedier establishments, like their casino, high-flier bars, and the stadium-like fighting arena that hosted Ultimate Enforcer Championship fights.

      “I remember you mentioned that a succubus got you hooked on those energy drinks,” Fia said. “Should have guessed they got you on more stuff.”

      He ran a hand down his face while Nina giggled breathily in his ear. “Look, I might have gotten sucked in by some flirty succubi as a teen.”

      “Sucked in is one way to put it, although maybe they sucked another way?” Nicki suggested.

      The three women howled with laughter when he growled at her.

      “You walked into that one,” the bartender said as he collected empty glasses. “Refill?”

      “Thanks for pointing that out, and yeah.” Vince gulped down the last of his beer and accepted a new one.

      When the women calmed down, he decided to strike and change the topic.

      “Calmed down a little, Fia? Or does Nina still bother you?” he asked her.

      Fia froze again, but recovered with barely a hitch. “Both. I don’t like lions much and can’t say I appreciate the tail lashing.”

      “I can say the same about you,” Nina said.

      “But,” Fia pushed on, “she drinks hard, helped you out in a bind, and I can understand when a job’s a job.”

      “I was an independent enforcer. Nothing I did was personal.”

      Fia frowned and took a long puff of her cigarette. Or tried, given the smoke vanished before it went anywhere. “Yeah, I’m not sure I can ever get behind that. I understand the idea, but I think you should put your heart behind what you do. Life is too short to spend it on something empty.”

      Nina’s eyes narrowed.

      Sensing a brewing confrontation, Vince intervened, albeit on the side of the woman he knew best, “I don’t mean to be rude, Fia, but it sounded like you had the choice to do whatever you wanted. Not everyone does.”

      Fia’s ears flapped up and down and her tail fell a little, but she nodded. “I get that. If I fucked around, papa would have covered for me. Found me some well-paying, do-nothing job in his company or a friend’s business. Sounds like you needed to do the opposite for your parents.”

      “Parent,” he corrected, a tad gruffly.

      “Single mom, I’m guessing?” she asked. “Or am I prying too much? Family sounded like a sore spot earlier.”

      He shrugged. “It’s no secret or anything. I lived with my mother until I was old enough to move out.”

      “That sounds like a sore spot.”

      “It is,” Nina said drily. “Kids don’t usually pay rent for their mom by working for demons.”

      Fia nodded. “Fair. Mine are the opposite. Even now, they still keep an eye out. They became involved with the Lionettis financially after I joined up. It’s…”

      Her eyes closed and she sighed.

      “Difficult?” Nina suggested.

      “I’m not sure you could understand,” Fia said.

      “Everyone has parents. Mine always wanted me to help run their restaurant. I’m guessing yours never let you go.”

      Fia nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s about right. The problem is that I sometimes question if I shot up the ranks and became such a trusted capo by Alessia because of my talent or because…” She gulped and stopped talking, only to glare into her beer.

      Vince looked at Nina, who shrugged. She tapped him in the side with her gauntlet.

      “Have you ever spoken to Alessia about this?” he asked Fia.

      “No. Because I don’t want her to say yes, or for her to lie and I’m left questioning my boss.” Fia continued to glare into the bottom of her empty glass. “Like I said earlier, the family is where I belong. I’d rather things be shitty, but life be fun and interesting around Alessia, Pola, and the other enforcers. And I don’t think you disagree, given what you told Alessia.”

      “Oh? And what did he tell Alessia?” Nina asked, eyes nearly glowing.

      Vince shifted nervously when her fingers drummed against his tummy from where she’d wrapped an arm around him.

      “That safe is boring, and that he wanted jobs that drove him forward to being a better enforcer. That sounds a lot like someone who wants life to suit their interests, even if they can’t pay their rent.” Fia finally looked at him. “So, yeah, we’re not so different. And it’s why I’m still surprised the two of you get along so well when you chose a boring office job.”

      “Maybe I love the job?” Nina suggested without an ounce of fire or enthusiasm.

      “Uh huh. Which is why you look so alive right now.”

      “You’ve never seen me before. Don’t judge me.”

      The two women stared at each other. Seconds passed, while Nicki eyed them nervously.

      “You know, we should hang out,” Nina abruptly said. “I don’t have too many friends outside work these days. A lot of my old enforcer buddies moved on, died, or turned out to be… transactional. I wouldn’t mind a girl I can hang out with and get fashion tips from.”

      “Like lingerie?” Fia asked drily.

      “Oh, you saw that?” Nina grinned from ear to ear, but her arm crushed Vince against herself. “What’s your take on it?”

      “I’m not sure you’re a lace girl. Monochrome, definitely, but you might be better off with sheer satin and bold lines,” Fia answered seriously.

      “Really?” Nina pouted. “I like lace. It always looks so cute and alluring on the models.”

      “Yeah, but I guarantee you’re looking at dainty little cats where the lace accentuates. For you, it’ll clash against your figure. You want strong, bold lines that emphasize what you have. Muscles, tits, thighs—the works. And if Vince can see your naughtiness right through your lingerie, all the better.”

      Nina gulped. “Damn, you’re good. Now I want to drag you off and buy some underwear to use when fucking him tonight.”

      “I note that you say you’ll fuck him, not the other way around,” Nicki said drily.

      “It’s a perspective thing,” Vince said.

      Nina patted his head. “I like to let him think that.”

      “Uh huh. I clearly remember holding you down while you asked me to breed—” he began to say.

      Nina squawked and muffled his voice by pressing his face against her chest. Not the worst way to be cut off mid-sentence.

      “Um, forget what he was about to say,” Nina said, face red.

      “Nah. But don’t worry, lots of us fantasize about that.” Fia grinned. “Anyway, I’d be happy to give you better advice.”

      Fia and Nina exchanged contacts, which then led to Nicki joining in, and soon they discussed plans for a dinner-date and shopping later in the week. Each of them worked different schedules and Fia’s plans for the next few days had been dashed due to last night.

      Whereas Vince thought about his own plans. He needed to wait for the heat to die down, but that gave him a few days to brush up on his magic. Fia had correctly pointed out that he really struggled in melee.

      And once he attacked Kaziern again, the Golden Path would step in. Waiting and studying proved the smartest option for now.

      He broke free and stretched. “It’s late enough to get something to eat instead of just drinking. I’ve done everything I need for the day, now that Quintus has been dealt with.”

      “Italian?” Fia suggested.

      “I’d be down for some good steaks,” Nicki said. “Given you didn’t let me enjoy the awesome Polish place.”

      “There’s this really great Japanese fusion joint a few blocks over,” Nina said, gripping Vince’s arm tightly.

      When he’d suggested food, he’d hoped it might shake off one or two of the women around him. After all, Fia had come here because of Kaziern and Nina for Quintus.

      Instead, he needed to choose while all three of them glared at each other.

      Then he blinked. “Wait, why am I choosing?”

      They looked at each other, then him. “You’re paying, aren’t you?”

      Vince decided he’d try billing this to Alessia later.

      For now, he went with the flow. Today had gone well and he had at least a couple of days off ahead of him. Fia had even reacted well to Nina.

      He just needed to survive dinner with these three women.
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