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      When someone steals Diana's cat, a former lab animal rescued from death's door, she calls on one of the most dangerous beings in the universe for help. Cutting a deal with the devil isn't the smartest move, but there's no way in hell she'll abandon Mr. Flooferson the Magnificent to his fate.

      

      Teaming up with the son of a demon, an angel, and one hell of a woman might push Diana to the limits of her courage and sanity. Unless she wants to sell her soul to the devil, she must cope with her new partner, make the most of a bad situation, and find out who stole her cat and why.

      

      What she learns will forever change humanity--and lead to a battle destined to forever change the heavens and the devil's many hells.
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            Mr. Flooferson should have been on the couch waiting for me.

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone had taken Mr. Flooferson the Magnificent, and when I got my hands on the culprit, they would know the true meaning of fear. As my cat was terrified of the outdoors, strangers, and anything that reminded him of his former life as a lab animal, there was no way in hell he would’ve left the comforts of home without the use of force. I couldn’t even convince him to meet me at the door. He cried pitifully from the safety of the couch, some ten feet away, until I came into his domain and he could reassure himself I hadn’t left him like every other human in his life.

      No, unlike every other human in his life, I showed him love without pain. In the shelter hosting the retired lab cats, he’d been the saddest of the lot, so terrified of everyone and everything that the shelter operators had considered putting him out of his misery. No one wanted the scared ones, the ones who couldn’t charm unsuspecting humans into adopting them.

      Mr. Flooferson should have been on the couch waiting for me, but my door had been kicked in, the lock broken beyond repair. Worse, someone had torn the place apart and left with my cat and his fleece-lined carrier.

      Had the bastard left my cat’s carrier, I might have believed my baby had run out of fear.

      I cracked my knuckles one by one, scowled, and considered my options. The police would need to come and check everything over. After the police flailed about and accomplished little, for they had more important things to do than investigate the loss of my cat, I would begin using every contact I could. While I was only a secretary within the CDC, secretaries held power.

      Every day, I talked to the big wigs, the wealthy, and the powerful, and I earned their respect so I could smooth paths for my bosses, who needed to work with people all around the world.

      I had the Devil on speed dial, and I wasn’t afraid of using his wife to get what I wanted. While I wouldn’t cut a deal with the Devil, I’d find a way to make him do my bidding.

      Well, maybe I’d cut a deal with the Devil, but I wouldn’t bargain away my soul.

      Nobody, and I meant nobody, would hurt my cat and get away with it.

      I retrieved my cell from my purse and called the non-emergency line for the police, explaining that my home had been broken into and the thieves had stolen my cat and his carrier. My concern about my pet made the cop laugh, but he said he’d send a patrol over as soon as there was one available.

      I’d been around the block often enough to understand nobody would be available any time soon.

      All right. If the cops wanted to play games, I’d play.

      I dialed the Devil, and if Satan gave me a hard time, I’d go straight to his wife and show him his little layer of hell had a new owner until my cat was safely home.

      “Good evening, Diana. It’s after hours, and you never work from home unless the world is at a literal risk of ending. We aren’t scheduled for the End of Days at this moment. As I’m far too lazy to peek right now, what can I do for you?”

      “You can help me find who stole my cat, flay the flesh from their bones, toss them into the nastiest pit of your hells, and give me a fiery whip so I can have some fun with the fuckers.”

      Silence.

      I gave the Devil as much time as he needed to realize he spoke to a crazy cat lady on a mission to murder some thieving assholes.

      “Have you forgotten who I am, Diana?”

      “I absolutely called you fully aware of who and what you are, and if you could put Darlene on the line if you’re not willing to help me find my cat, it would save me making a few other phone calls and knocking on your door in an hour. If I have to knock on your door in an hour, I’m going to redefine misery through hellfire for you. And if someone, and by someone I mean you, says it’ll be a cold day in hell first, I’ll come there and break all of your windows.”

      Thanks to Darlene, I’d learned the Devil enjoyed his air conditioning, his hells followed a disturbing number of scientific rules, and only some serious magic on his windows and walls kept the heat outside where it belonged.

      “That’s harsh for my electric bill.”

      “As if you actually pay it. Assistance or put Darlene on the phone, Lucifer. Jack shit is up for negotiation today. Someone stole my cat.”

      “This is the most fun I’ve had in a week. Since I call my daughter Cupcake, you’re just going to have to be Cookie.”

      “No. I will have Darlene kill you if you start calling me Cookie. And once I send Darlene after you, I’m going to call Kanika and tell her. Once I’m done with her, I’ll go through every single one of your brothers until one of them agrees to help me put you in your place.”

      “Don’t ruin my fun,” the Devil complained. “I need some fun today. Darlene made me clean up the dungeon this morning.”

      “I will ruin every part of your life if you don’t help me find my cat.” I meant it, too. Maybe I was only a secretary, but I had three of the Devil’s brothers on speed dial, and I’d play hardball. I would play so hard the entire planet tilted on its axis if necessary.

      Nobody fucked with my cat.

      The Devil laughed at me. “You know the rules, Snickerdoodle. I can’t fiddle much with mortal affairs, and the thieves are mere mortals. I’m sure you can handle them.”

      Well, Snickerdoodle beat Cookie, so I’d ignore his idiocy in favor of rescuing my missing cat. “Does it look like I give a flying shit about the rules? The cop I called laughed at me and claimed he’d send someone over if they had somebody available. I live in fucking Miami. Do you know what that means? There’s nobody available, and there’ll be nobody available until the End of Days, and we’ll all be fucking dead then. They aren’t going to do jack shit about my trashed house, they aren’t going to investigate my missing cat, and Mr. Flooferson the Magnificent will be gone forever. I want my cat!”

      “Mr. Flooferson… the Magnificent?”

      I gave credit where credit was due; the Devil didn’t outright laugh at me. “Yes. That is my cat’s name.”

      “Why did you name your cat that?”

      “He’s a former lab animal, and the shelter was going to euthanize him because he was scared of people. He had good reason to be scared of people. That’s not his fault. He’s a beautiful long-haired cat, and it took me six months, but he lets me hold him now. He’s terrified of large spaces, and he won’t go within ten feet of the front door. I have to bring a vet to the house because I can’t stand the thought of taking him somewhere that might remind him of a lab. They could be torturing my baby. Why would they break into my house and take my cat?”

      I didn’t give a shit if the Devil thought less of me for the waver in my voice. Focusing on my breathing, I lifted my chin and prepared to wage war against the ruler of some ridiculous number of hells.

      “I would suggest you look into what sort of lab studies he was involved with. If they were testing new drugs, for example, someone might want to recover him to observe long-term consequences of exposure to their drugs. There are many reasons why someone might want to recover a former lab animal. Alternatively, why might someone want to steal your cat? You have many contacts, myself included. It could be less about your cat and more about manipulating you because you love your cat.”

      “Damn fucking straight I love my cat, you cat-spanked devil!”

      “I would accuse you of leveling a low blow at me, but I do very much enjoy being spanked by my cat. She’s a most lovely feline, and one of my favorite hobbies is playing with her spots. If I’m really good, she might even come out as her natural form.”

      “I will beg her to never let you see one of her prized spots ever again.”

      “I should recruit you to become one of my generals. You would whip the chaos right out of my hells within a week. My hells would be immaculately run. I should demand you run my hells for a while in exchange for recovering your cat.”

      “I have no interest in going to hell as a resident or a visitor, thank you. Now, about Mr. Flooferson the Magnificent. Which is more probable? That someone wants him because of what he went through as a lab animal or that someone wants to manipulate me?”

      “In my most humble opinion, I believe that either is equally probable. Was your cat part of a reputable lab?”

      Since when did the Devil think of himself as humble? I almost laughed. Instead, I cleared my throat to buy myself a moment to regain my composure. “I have no idea. I just saw there were lab animals in need of loving homes, and I decided my home would be the most loving of homes. I will hurt you if you disagree with me.”

      The Devil laughed at me. “If someone took your cat because of his history as a lab animal, he would have been rescued from an illegal operation. The legal operations are under regulations to keep the animals happy—and as healthy as possible. Those labs would not try to reclaim an animal. The government has been phasing out animal testing in favor of cutting large checks to humans with the appropriate conditions. They have also been clearing off criminal records in exchange for some pain and suffering, too.”

      “This is an excellent reminder to maintain my record of being a law-abiding citizen.”

      “You’re disgustingly law-abiding, yes. You should indulge in some evil. We’d have a great time.”

      “No, but thank you for your most generous offer, Lucifer.”

      “Are you sure? Your soul would provide me with decades of entertainment. I would convert you into one of my most prized devils. A general who would take over most of my hells by storm and sometimes answer to me when it’s truly necessary.”

      I considered his offer. “What do you call a female devil, anyway?”

      “A devil.”

      “That’s lame. Demonesses are better named.”

      “I’m sure I could come up with an appropriately feminine title for your enjoyment.”

      “I’m sure you could, but I must refuse your most generous offer at this time. Now, about my cat. Are you going to help, or am I going to be having a long talk with Darlene?”

      The Devil heaved a sigh. “You’re almost as bad as my daughter. Must you, Diana?”

      “I must. Someone stole my cat, the police aren’t taking me seriously, and if I don’t figure out what I need to do to get my cat back, I’ll take over your realm, and then I’ll storm the heavens if I must.” It would take more work to access the heavens, but I could make use of some other contacts—or twist the Devil’s arm into helping me somehow.

      “I’ll beg, but please storm the heavens. It would be spectacular. My darling thought about storming the heavens once, but then He got the bright idea of inviting her for tea and dainty little sandwiches, and she loves it. Worse, she makes me go with her.”

      “It’s not like I want to keep the heavens. I don’t even want to go there. Come on, just get your ass over here and make the police take me seriously. Bring Darlene, so when I start crying, she can yell at you while I’m coming to terms with my inability to kill you or get my hands on the fuckers responsible for taking my cat and destroying my house.”

      “Any other requests?”

      “My cat!”

      “I can’t do that, Diana. You know I’m not permitted to interfere with mortal matters outside of a bargain, and I have no bargain allowing me access to this matter. You would have to bargain with me.”

      I loved my cat, but I also didn’t want to lose my immortal soul for my cat. “Can bargains be for something other than my soul? I like my soul, Lucifer.”

      “I’m very aware of your possessiveness over your soul. You would deny even Him.”

      That I would. “I like my soul precisely where it is, in my possession, where no nasty beings, yourself included, can meddle with it. But I’ll bargain if you can come up with something that does not result in the loss of my soul.”

      “You will accept a partner of my choosing for this venture. For however long it takes you to recover your cat and bring the catnappers to justice, and we’ll define precisely what justice means as a part of our bargain. Until I have declared justice has been secured, you will work with this individual of my choosing. You will spend a minimum of two hours a day with this individual, who likewise owes me a favor and was wise enough to safeguard his soul from me and my rather evil activities.”

      I rolled my eyes, as the Devil talked loud and often about his evils but rarely dished them out. I’d met convicts who’d sinned far worse than the Devil on a bad day.

      “Rude,” the Devil complained.

      “But true. Why do you want me to spend time with this individual?”

      “Both of his fathers have severely annoyed me, and it will be highly entertaining if I can force him to live up to a bargain.”

      Shit. The Devil had bargained with the son of a triad? Trouble was the Devil having anything to do with a triad at all. “Demon?” I asked, contemplating tossing up a few prayers to mitigate some of the issues the child of a triad brought around when they showed up.

      “Nope.”

      Damn it. “You seriously let one of your devils out to go on a fling with an angel?”

      “Archangel.”

      I already regretted calling the devil. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “If only. The devil in question, who happens to be one of my generals, begged. I hate when they get to the point of begging. The archangel, well, that was a poorly chosen promise in a moment of weakness.”

      “A poorly chosen promise in a moment of weakness?”

      “He claimed if that specific general happened to ever be brought low by a woman, that he would demand proof. Somehow, that became the foundation of a triad.” The Devil laughed. “I’ve stopped worrying about when the heavens and my hells mix. We’re one big, demented family. He approved, so that’s that. Watching one of my generals be brought low by a woman? Truly delightful—especially after he’d spent time mocking me about Darlene. To sweeten the deal? He fell for his bride shortly after Darlene stormed my gates. The best of women storm gates to places, I’ve noticed. Their son is younger than you are, but not by much, and thanks to his genetics, he matured early.”

      I snorted at that, almost pitying the son of a high-ranked devil, an archangel, and someone who likely classed as one hell of a woman. “Only an idiot mocks you or your wife.”

      “I thought about putting him in time out for a few thousand years, but him being brought low by a woman worked out for the better. And anyway, he likes Darlene, but he does enjoy when he gets to be a pest. He’s become even bolder, as Darlene likes him. Darlene would prefer if he stuck to a humanoid form while wearing a suit, which has basically become his dress code. Darlene being happy means everyone has a much higher chance of being happy. Anyway, your partner is thirty-two, he takes after his human mother too much for your good, and he’s rather determined.”

      “The last thing I need is a determined man in my life, Lucy.”

      “I’m aware, which is part of what makes this so much fun. Will you bargain, Diana?”

      “I will discuss the idea of a bargain with you, but I will not agree to any bargain until I hear all the details. And I’m expecting a bribe of you making the police take this seriously in order to open negotiations once you’re here.”

      “Excellent. Do expect company within an hour, and I will bring your new partner with me so you have all of the fine print you so love in front of you—and if you’re particularly unfortunate, I’ll bring his parents as well.”

      “You’re an asshole, Lucifer.”

      “I really am. Wear something nice.” The Devil hung up on me, leaving me all by myself to scream my frustration over the situation.

      After screeching a few curses, I drew in some calming breaths, decided to ignore his commentary about my clothes, and waited for trouble to come knocking at my door.
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      I should have worn something nice.

      It was one thing to face off against the Devil, who’d opted to show up as a tanned white man in a black suit, while I wore wrinkled work clothes. It was another to face off against the Devil, one of his brothers, and one of his top generals while wearing wrinkled work clothes. Unfortunately for my peace of mind, the archangel proved to be Raguel, best known for pursuing justice with unrelenting determination. To further complicate matters, the devilish general proved to be Belial. How the devil in charge of ruination of all things tolerated the archangel in charge of justice baffled me, but they accompanied a dark-haired woman in designer clothes, who contained the forces of heaven and hell with a single glare.

      Even Lucifer behaved at the first sign her attention would fall on him.

      How interesting.

      The young man with them did take after his mother, and he gave Lucifer a run for his money in the tall, dark, nicely tanned, and handsome department.

      Damn.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and questioned my life. It’d been so long since I’d been on a date that I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to do when a tall, dark, and handsome crossed my path. If the tall, dark, and handsome kept his mouth shut, spending two hours with him a day would not test my patience in the slightest.

      Unfortunately, I’d learned long ago that the tall, dark, and handsome men of the world tended to talk, and their often inane prattling rendered them tall with deliciously dark hair but otherwise removed their appeal.

      No, his hair wasn’t just deliciously dark. It was pitch black, long and thick enough I could tangle my fingers in it.

      How dare the Devil bring temptation into my home when my cat was missing?

      “Next time, I’ll listen when you warn me about something, Lucifer,” I said instead of a proper greeting.

      He understood me, even when I abandoned being polite in favor of not strangling someone.

      “You look fine.” Lucifer stepped into my house, clucking his tongue at the wholesale destruction of just about everything I owned. “It’s not like you could have changed into other clothes with your place like this anyway. You weren’t kidding. They tore everything apart.” Without bothering to ask for permission, he headed for my bedroom. “Not even your panties escaped unscathed. How utterly tragic.”

      “Yes, Lucifer. I’m aware.” My panties had been flung across the entire room, and a fortune of lace, satin, and silk would need to be replaced. Did I even need to replace them? Why had I thought it was a good idea to buy panties that often cost twenty dollars a pop, and the less actual fabric used, the more it cost? Oh, right. I’d been thinking I might want to show them off to some man. In reality, my schedule didn’t have room for a man in it, and I wasn’t sure where I’d find two hours every day to spend with the tall, dark, and handsome son of a triad. “After I got off the phone with you, I saw my bedroom, sat on what is left of my mattress, and cried. For at least ten minutes. I spent the rest of the wait contemplating murder. I’m paid well, but I’m not paid well enough to replace my entire wardrobe in one fell swoop.”

      The woman in designer clothes checked out my bedroom, crossed her arms, and tapped her foot. “While you’d told me there’d been a robbery and a stolen cat, you had not told me how severe the situation truly is, Lucifer.”

      “I’d been too busy coming to see you to poke around to see the level of damage, and I didn’t want Diana calling Darlene or Kanika. She would, too. I thought you’d be happy with me for a change. I’m giving your son a chance to finish paying his part of that bargain he struck with me, and I’m not even doing anything terribly nefarious. I could have done something far more nefarious than make him do a good deed.” The Devil made a show of shuddering. “I’m going to have to go corrupt my soul after being involved with the doing of a good deed. My reputation might be ruined. Me, the Devil, doing a good deed? Impossible.”

      I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous number of lies the Devil told in such a short period of time.

      “I find that to be disturbing,” the woman admitted, and she shot a glare at her son. “You and I will be discussing why you’d entered a bargain with the Devil. You could have at least bargained with your dad instead.”

      My unwanted partner shrugged, and his grin had a crooked edge to it. “I could have, but talking to Lucifer made my father go home for a while. That let Dad go home for a while, too. I was being a good son for a change. That plus Lucifer suggested it was a good idea for Father and Dad to head home for a while. Don’t even try to lie, Mom. You enjoyed having the house to yourself for a few weeks.”

      “God, yes,” the woman replied. “That’s the only reason you’re getting away with that stunt. I like these louts too much for them to become sickly because they hadn’t gone home for a while. I’m banned from both the heavens and the hells because you all think I’ll take over.”

      Lucifer chuckled. “You would try, and I don’t want you fighting with Darlene. It’s bad enough Darlene goes upstairs often. One of these days, she’ll tell me she’s taking it over, and then we’ll have to rewrite how the world ends. There has to always be an End of Days on the horizon, else we screw up the universal rules. And at least our End of Days has a new beginning at its conclusion. The other options lead to nothing.”

      The woman shrugged. “Introduce us, Lucifer. Let’s see what I have to work with here.”

      Dealing with the rich and influential on a daily basis made me well aware I courted trouble with the woman. Considering she had an archangel and a devil up her sleeve, I would need to step lightly. “I’m Diana. I’m a secretary.”

      “She’s employed by the CDC, and she works for the upper management dealing with interspecies monitoring and evaluation. In her case, they make her work with the various species as a representative as much as a secretary, as she’s naturally talented at resisting various influences. As such, your husbands and son won’t bother her. Diana, this is Claudine. She’s a high-level practitioner, and she wanted to tame a demon, but she accidentally summoned Belial instead. Then she panicked, and because she didn’t know what to do with a devil, she made the same mistake twice, thus summoning Raguel. She then decided she wanted to keep both of them, and every time they left, she summoned them again until she convinced them they should stick around,” the Devil informed me.

      For someone dubbed the Lord of Lies, the Devil often spoke the truth, and I considered Claudine with interest. “How do you accidentally summon a devilish general? The circles used to summon demons are drastically different from the ones you would use to summon a devil. Also, it’s just better to call in favors if you want a demon or a devil. They’re readily accessible nowadays. Calling them doesn’t run the risk of sudden and unexpected death like performing a circle summoning.” Was the woman a genius? An idiot? A little of both?

      I had several summoning circles up my sleeve, and I’d even created one with the potency to summon Lucifer if needed. The Devil’s amusement at my daring entertained us both, and I figured he liked audacious go-getters around rather than sheep ripe for the picking.

      “I really do,” the Devil agreed.

      Claudine shot the Devil a glare. “Could you not snoop on people’s thoughts for a single conversation?”

      “I possibly could, but that day is not today. Diana might take over Earth if someone isn’t keeping an eye on her. She really does love her cat. Anyone fortunate enough to earn her affection gains an unparalleled ally.”

      “If the Earth can’t defend itself from a crazy cat lady, it deserves to be conquered. Anyway, I have ADHD, and I got bored partway through making the circle, so I changed it, and then the next thing I knew, I’d summoned Belial.” The woman shrugged. “I was off my meds.”

      “Please stay on your meds unless I need a summoning done,” I informed the woman, who laughed.

      While I wouldn’t act on it, I acknowledged my curiosity over which one of us could make the better circle. For her to have accidentally summoned Belial, she’d honed her practitioner arts. I’d honed mine, too—but I had made certain to cover my tracks better.

      “Yes,” the Devil agreed. “Perhaps too well.”

      Claudine grumbled. “Would you stop that?”

      “No. She’s far too entertaining. Do continue. I’ll try to mitigate my interruptions to the bare necessities.”

      The woman huffed. “I do try to stay on my meds. Mostly, Raguel shoves them at me and stands around until I take them. Last time I was off them, I wandered all the way to Bermuda before these louts caught up with me. I get distracted by bright, shiny objects. I had never been to Bermuda before, so I just kinda wandered out of the house and went to Bermuda.”

      I needed to be a little less responsible one day, after my cat was safely recovered, and wander out of the house to some foreign land.

      That sounded like the right type of excitement for me.

      Belial sighed and straightened his blue tie, which contrasted against the black of his suit and shirt. “Diana, I am impressed you don’t doubt Lucifer’s claim. Most do.”

      “Lying is too much work when he’s already on track to get the bargain he wants, so he’s better off remaining honest, as he knows lying to me over something like that will just piss me off. I’m in no mood for his stupid little games. I’ll just call Darlene and have her take over the show. He knows I’ll do just that, so he’s acting in his interest. Now, here’s the deal. Some fucker busted my place up and stole my cat. I want my cat back, and while I won’t bargain away my soul, everything else is up for debate, but if someone suggests I bargain off my body, you better make it worth my while.”

      The archangel laughed, stretched his wings, and rolled his shoulders, something I always found to be disconcerting. The lack of a head did me in every damned time, and that was even with the general understanding of why angels shrouded their true visages from mortal eyes. He said, “You are surprisingly well educated for a human. Where did you learn of the shroud?”

      “A book.” Of course, the book I’d been poking my nose in fell into the forbidden text category, but I hadn’t spent years learning how to read several dead languages to not use my knowledge when an opportunity presented itself.

      Raguel circled me, and he tucked his white wings, which were banded with shimmering silver, close to his back. “Is this your doing, Lucifer?”

      “Oh, no. I would never do anything as unscrupulous as to teach some mere mortal forbidden lore. Come on, Raguel. I have a little more class than that. It’s more fun to drop hints about where the forbidden lore is at and have them get themselves in trouble all on their own. In this case, I had nothing to do with her acquisition of the book or her ability to read it. She was bored. I’ve learned there is nothing more dangerous than permitting Diana to become bored. The CDC has learned this, as they keep her busy for as many hours of the day as possible. I’m trying to convince her she could become a devilish general of my army.”

      “No,” the archangel replied.

      “Well, that’s rude. She’d make a fantastic devilish general.”

      “The answer is still no.”

      I observed the pair with interest. “Are they always like this, Belial?”

      Belial shrugged, and his expression turned thoughtful. “Of Lucifer’s angelic siblings, Raguel has the most robust understanding of his role in the many hells, and he is supportive in his own way. Raguel would prefer if his brother finished being rebellious and went home, but that would leave an unfortunate gap in the power structure. Lucifer will not leave Darlene, so the heavens would be taken over by a rather troublesome feline.”

      “You’re stuck ruling hell, Lucifer,” I informed the Devil. “But perhaps we should set up some familial visitations, as it seems you benefit from exposure to your angelic family. I obviously need an excuse to call you every single day until my cat is found. Alive and well, mind you. I would be satisfied with sufficient clues to help me locate the culprit, as it does not seem I will be getting any real assistance from the police.”

      “No, you won’t. Enough for insurance purposes,” the Devil replied, shaking his head. “But they have no interest in learning the fate of an unwanted cat.”

      “He is not unwanted.”

      “He is unwanted by anyone other than you.”

      The Devil’s words hurt, and I considered popping him in the nose for daring to wield the truth like a weapon. I pointed at the unnamed tall, dark, and handsome son of the triad destined to turn my life upside down. “How does he help me find my cat?”

      “He’s a wayfinder,” he replied. “His specific bag of tricks isn’t often useful, but he has the ability, and while he can’t locate living things, he can lead you to the clues you need to find your cat. If you enter another bargain with me, I can take some steps to safeguard your cat’s life.”

      Every bargain with the Devil came with consequences, and I turned to the one being in my house who could help me negotiate without paying too steep a price for what was on offer. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t enter this bargain with your brother, Raguel?”

      The archangel’s laughter reminded me of chimes dancing in the wind. “However strong your affection is for your pet, who has seen much hardship in his life, he is but a small, fragile beast in the grand scheme of things. Such a bargain would be a small thing for my brother. Part of the price would be understanding my brother would know of your pet’s fate and would be unable to speak of it to you, but he can persuade those who have him to do no harm to the animal upon striking the bargain. It is a door you can open if you wish. Your soul will not be in peril.”

      I eyed the Devil with interest. “What is so special about me or my cat that you would enter such a bargain with me?”

      The Devil’s dark smile chilled me even more than the moment I’d realized someone had stolen Mr. Flooferson. “Much like my little cupcake, you’re the kind of woman who changes the world when properly motivated. For her, it took the right man at the right time. Don’t tell her this, but I’m quite fond of her man. He suits her, much like my darling suits me. You’re an odd one, as you’ll change the world for a cat, but you were always an odd one. It would be foolish to expect you to change.”

      “Well, he’s my cat. That’s reason enough for me.”

      “Belial? Try to convince your boy he needs to keep Diana from taking anything over. The instant she decides something is hers, that’s it. You may also want to keep a close eye on your boy. If she decides she’s taking him home with her, that’s it. He’ll be lost. You’ll be out a kid, and then your wife will get upset, and then you’ll have to have another child.”

      Belial regarded his son with narrowed eyes. “I never liked this one all that much anyway. You live here now, boy. Be gone with you. You may visit at the appropriate holidays to appease your other father and your mother.”

      Well, I could guess Belial had a healthy interest in having another child, which left the archangel. I turned my attention to Raguel.

      “As I don’t want my feathers plucked for a pillow, I do as the wife wants.”

      Well, that left Claudine. “I don’t know much about you, but I want to be like you one day.”

      She grinned. “I figured I had a choice in life to make: lead or follow. And while the view is spectacular when I follow those husbands of mine, I generally prefer holding their leashes and enjoying my power for the duration of my mortal life. I’ve been informed I’m not allowed to exit life any time soon, but they’re not clear on how mortality works. They’ve been trying to convince me we should have another brat for years, but this one refuses to fledge properly. He doesn’t live at home, mind you, but he visits every day and tries to pretend he’s just checking on his poor beleaguered mother. In reality, he knows if he takes his eye off me, I’ll probably show back up with a brother or sister he has to babysit when I have work. When I have work, the overprotective husbands like to hover. Do yourself a favor, Diana. Limit your number of husbands to one. One is bad enough to manage. Two? Two will drive you to the limits of your sanity. And while feathers are a perk of keeping an archangel around, he tends to get really fucking miffed when I start cursing like I really mean it.”

      Raguel’s pained sigh made me grin before I said, “I’m thinking it isn’t the number of the men that’s causing you problems, but their type. A devilish general and an archangel sharing the same house? I’m honestly impressed the End of Days hasn’t started yet.”

      “Me, too. I’ve gotten good at managing these two, but they test my patience some days. Today is one of those days. The amount of whining when Lucifer called! You would have thought the world was ending. Lucifer, asking us for a favor? Oh, no. Not a favor. Calling in the payback for a bargain.” Claudine turned her glare onto her son. “Darian, I still can’t believe you. I swear, if your father didn’t have issues with taking the whip to your ass, I’d be stealing from your uncle and giving you something to cry about.”

      For a being without a head, Raguel did a damned fine job of snorting. I needed some alcohol and a chance to sit down and contemplate the nature of the shroud and how angels operated, their heads essentially located in a different dimension or plane of existence to keep mere mortals such as myself from being eradicated from an accidental peek. The book I had read left a great deal to the imagination.

      Curiosity might one day become my undoing.

      The Devil, probably in an effort to appease the irritated woman capable of reining in one of his generals and his brother, lifted his hands. “You wouldn’t have to steal the whip. I’m sure Darlene would loan you hers without complaint. She got it from Belial as a wedding gift. Just ask him to make you one. He delights in making his toys hurt more. I’m sure he’d find the appropriate balance for your son.”

      Lucifer’s general chuckled. “To my amusement, Claudine has managed to maintain order with the boy through the artful use of a raised brow. We bred a smart one, and he knows not to push his mother’s buttons. He’s only gotten a spanking a few times, and Raguel holds the honor of being the one to dish out the punishment.”

      “I just love how my entire family talks about me like I’m not here.” Darian met his mother’s glare with one of his own. “If my paternal idiots hadn’t been making themselves sick staying home for so long, I wouldn’t have had good reason to deal with the Devil. Blame them if you want to blame anybody. I made a good bargain, too.”

      “He really did,” Lucifer agreed. “I’m quite proud of him. Darian is a good little nephew. It was a balanced bargain, and he set it up with the intent to keeping it balanced even throughout the negotiation process. Much like Diana here, he is very possessive of his soul, probably due to living most of his life under the same roof as two idiots and his mother. You can come home with me, Darian. Darlene would love to baby you for a while, and after dealing with your parents? My home would be fairly normal.”

      I wondered who would die first at the hands of the disgruntled devilish general and archangel: Lucifer or Darian.

      Claudine frowned, but after a moment, she shrugged. “Go ahead and take him. He’s a pain in the ass, he eats through money, and I’m wondering if Raguel was more of a voyeur than a participant in his conception. Did any of your genes actually make it to our son?”

      Darian’s grin widened. “He’s the reason I did such a good job with the negotiations, Mother. Without his influences, I would have probably been just like Dad, super greedy and a lot selfish.”

      Belial sighed. “I rule over ruin, not greed, you little shit. And how can you call me selfish? I share your mother.”

      “You do share her, but there is so much bitching and complaining and moaning and groaning. And displays of jealousy you have over how she panicked and complicated everything by involving Father.”

      “I really shouldn’t have panicked,” Claudine replied. “That said, I’m very pleased with how it worked out. Darian, stop trying to goad your dad into being annoyed with you. I realize you’re on the bandwagon for a sibling, but you do not need to instigate.”

      Darian stared at his mother, and he raised a brow. “Whether you have another kid is none of my business, but when Dad and Father are happy because they made you happy, I’m happy, and my happiness is very important. Go home and be happy. I can handle the Devil on my own.”

      I regretted my lack of popcorn. Would Darian emerge from challenging his mother unscathed? Would Raguel or Belial rescue their son from his imminent demise? Were all triads insane?

      I’d never looked much into triads, especially the powerhouses between devils and archangels, more than the acknowledgment angels really liked getting it on—more than the CDC’s records liked to claim. The initial records claimed a few happened every generation.

      In reality, it was every few years, and without fail, the offspring of triads caused many problems.

      The Devil winked at me. “That’s Belial’s way of showing his affection. He’s a work in progress. I’ve found my generals become more effective once they’ve been corrupted by mortals a little. That whole love thing makes them so much more effective at punishing the fucking assholes and making sure they’re properly prepared for their eviction back to the mortal coil. Claudine’s corruptions are rather extensive, but she’s done good work with both these louts. I’ll play easy ball with you regarding the safeguarding of your cat. As your home is a mess, you must agree to allow me to handle the repairs and renovations, at my dime, and you must share living space with Darian until I have completely handled the repairs and renovations. To my standards.”

      Well, as far as bargains went, the one the Devil offered could be much worse. My house would need a lot of work after the damage done to it. “Nothing weird, and you’re responsible for replacing any furniture that can’t be salvaged. Or you don’t want to salvage. I don’t care either way. Darlene has to approve all of the renovations and interior design purchases, and this place has to be suitable for business meetings, which I’m sometimes forced to host. Don’t lose me my job being a dick. Also, remember cats have a finite lifespan, and you must be finished within my cat’s natural lifespan. There will be no soul-stealing of my feline, as your sense of time is twisted due to your severe case of immortality.”

      “How ruthless, bringing my wife into this.”

      “You would turn my house into a sex dungeon and get me fired.” He’d also take decades doing the job because time bloomed in a rather different fashion for those who had an unlimited amount of it.

      “I really would. Can I turn a room into a sex dungeon? You’d like it.”

      “No.”

      “How about your basement?”

      “I live in Florida, where floods are real and happen yearly. I do not have a basement.”

      “I could add one for you.”

      “I live in Florida, where floods are real and happen yearly,” I repeated. “I do not want a basement. It’s bad enough doing hurricane repairs just about every year.”

      The Devil frowned. “Perhaps I should be kind and arrange for your transfer to the Washington offices.”

      “Which also floods. I do not want to live in the political swamp that is Washington.”

      “How about New York?”

      “An island. What happens on islands?” I countered.

      “Infrequent but probable flooding,” the Devil muttered. “What is wrong with a little water? It won’t hurt you. Usually.”

      “I live in Florida. I’ve had enough floods for one lifetime.” I sighed. “At least try to be reasonable, Lucy.”

      “Being reasonable is so challenging. I don’t like being reasonable. Raguel, tell her being reasonable is overrated.”

      “Are you trying to lose this bargain, Lucifer?”

      Lucifer crossed his arms and sulked. After a few moments, I realized his wife likely went out of her way to make him sulk or pout, as it brought out his softer side. “I’m attempting to butter her up for future endeavors. If I’m really nice to her in this bargain, she may lower her guard on the next. It is a viable strategy.”

      I sighed, as that was something the Devil would do. “It is a viable strategy, as I have a rather strong and unreasonable desire to engage in fair dealings. In that, I suppose your desire to have me as one of your minions makes a great deal of sense. I am very good at balanced negotiations.”

      “See, Raguel? Diana is very easy to negotiate with. If I give her a fair bargain out of the gate, she will close the loopholes she considers to be of importance, and we both win and lose some. As I want her to consider future bargains, I will make certain we equally benefit from this bargain, although she will not understand how I benefit until later. I will also make certain how I benefit does not put her at a disadvantage, as it would make her less likely to bargain with me in the future. She’s a logical and sensible creature most of the time. Darian, I will consider us even should you do your best to stay with Diana for two to three hours every day. Important responsibilities and other work causing separation is permitted, but if it is a viable option, you must adhere to this. As long as you two are sleeping under the same roof at the same time, I will view the conditions of our agreement to be met.”

      Darian shrugged. “I have a place, and while I don’t have a guest bedroom, there is a couch. It’s not like this place is habitable. I don’t mind having a roommate, and I suspect this will encourage my parents to force me to move into a proper house rather than an overpriced apartment none of them like.”

      That caught the attention of all three of his parents.

      Ah ha. I bet the Devil had some form of unbalanced agreement with Claudine, Belial, or Raguel, and forcing Darian to upgrade his living arrangements using me would restore the balance. Amused, I waited to see who would crack first: the trio of parents or the Devil with an ace up his sleeve and goals to fulfill.

      The Devil glanced my way, lifted a finger to his lips, and winked at me.

      Claudine bowed her head and sighed. “When does your lease expire?”

      “I’m month-to-month, Mom. You know this. You also know the only reason I haven’t gotten a house is because I can’t afford to pay for it in cash and refuse to get scalped on a mortgage.”

      “We can afford to buy a house for you,” she muttered.

      “But then I wouldn’t have earned the house on my own. You’re the one who thought it was a good idea for me to be independent. You’re also the one who told me women were attracted to capable men who can tie their own shoes without the help of his mommy.”

      My parents had done the same with me, and whenever I called them, I made a point of reminding them they’d done a good job of molding me to be an adult determined to drive them to the brink of their sanity. “My mortgage only lasted three years because I worked hard to grab every bonus from the CDC I could get my hands on, and I dumped it all into accelerating my payments. I bet after the Devil is done with his renovations, this place might actually be worth more than I paid for it. And your mother is right. Women like a capable man who can tie his own shoes without the help of his mommy.”

      Men who could tie their shoes, cook, clean, and hold a job didn’t tend to last long on the singles market, so what was wrong with Darian?

      Wait. I considered his parents. Right. He was the son of a triad. Few women met the standards of an archangel, and Belial would bring ruin to anyone who hurt his baby boy.

      Poor Darian, doomed to be single until the perfect woman for him came along.

      “I could tolerate a three-year mortgage,” Darian stated. “Thirty years? Not a snowball’s chance in hell.”

      “Snowballs have a shockingly good chance in my hells, surprisingly enough. I married a snow leopard. She has a seasonal room, as I’ve learned she loves all of the seasons and not just snow. So, if you’re around during the winter season, there’s definitely a solid chance for a snowball’s survival in the right place.”

      Darian sighed. “How are the snowball’s chances right now?”

      “Not good,” the Devil admitted.

      “My point stands. No more than a three-year mortgage, and it can’t bankrupt me.”

      Claudine snagged Raguel by the arm and Belial by his ear and dragged both of her men towards my front door. “Don’t let the woman get away, do what your uncle says, and try not to cause more trouble than you can contain without assistance. I’ll discuss this with your fathers and get back to you. Diana, charge the Devil for a week at a nice hotel in the meantime. That couch will kill your back, and the boy’s bed is no better. He needs a new one.”

      “I can afford a hotel,” I said.

      “It’s better if you make the Devil pay for it. It makes him feel useful, and for all he’s the Devil, he’s really a grouchy angel in disguise, and doing good things makes him feel wanted and useful. Darlene gets bitchy if he doesn’t feel wanted and useful.”

      Without another word, Claudine left with her husbands, and Raguel managed to get the door closed behind him.

      What a strange family. I sighed. “Add a reasonable condition to the bargain for a week at a good hotel, Lucifer.”

      “An hour where you’re forced to listen to life advice from me. I will give you a week notice to set up the appointment unless I’m already scheduled to be in your domain. You’d never stop a guest from lecturing you.”

      Ugh. What a shitty bargain, but it was something I could afford to pay. I could survive through an hour of torture and anguish at the Devil’s hands. “Fine.” It would be a pain in my ass, but I could deal with an hour of listening to the Devil. “Bargain made, even though I suspect I will regret this.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” the Devil promised.
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      The next time I bargained with the Devil, I needed to remember to specify the hotel’s location. When the Devil called the CDC and informed them that he needed me for a week, I realized I’d gotten played. Worse, the CDC tended to jump at Lucifer’s order. The half of the conversation I could hear implied I’d be the Devil’s bitch for at least a week.

      I waited for him to hang up before I announced, “If you lose me my job, I’m bringing Darlene into this.”

      “I pay better for the same work.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I considered him. “It’s not losing me my job if I quit, that’s true. You can pitch me the benefits, and I’ll even listen.”

      “Two guaranteed days a week off, where I won’t disturb you unless the world is at literal risk of ending or my wife makes me, is only the beginning of the benefits I can offer you. You’d also only have to work eight hours a day, and thanks to my wife’s wicked influences, I pay my salaried minions overtime, as a salary does not give me rights to blatantly abuse my minions. I have to save the abuses for the fucking assholes in residence.” The Devil smirked. “That would give you time to actually make use of your pretty panties in the future.”

      “Why are we discussing my panty situation?”

      “You gave me rights to handle everything in your house. That includes your panties. It would be a shame for such a wonderful selection of sinful panties to go to waste. As such, my job offer must include opportunities to make use of your pretty panties.”

      I tilted my head in Darian’s direction. “And is there a reason we’re discussing my panties in front of your nephew?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes. First, once I have my way with your wardrobe, you will be highly desired by most men. A little competition is good for him, especially as his overbearing parents do a fairly good job of curtailing his ability to meet women. I have high expectations for my nephews and nieces. Belial provided him with a lot of good gene markers, but it takes a certain amount of cultivation to turn them on. Usually, the triad’s grandchildren get the highly potent magic, but Darian has the right gene combinations to put on a good show if I cultivate him a little.”

      “Why do I want to be cultivated?” Darian asked, his tone more curious than concerned, something I found intriguing.

      Wise men became concerned when the Devil came around wanting something.

      “You’ll be great with women, you’ll make an excellent father, and you’ll have your father’s tendency to bring general ruin to those who cross you and your family. Because of your other father’s influences, you’ll only ruin those who really deserve it and be generally more of a protector. But since I’m being honest today, as lying does tend to annoy Diana, I want you two to have a child so I can move forward with some of my other plans.”

      Right. The Devil played the long game, and my life meant little in his general plans. “How delightful. Had I known you view me as a gene donor in your general plans, I would have added additional conditions to the initial bargain.”

      “That is why I neglected to tell you that until after you’d struck the first bargain with me. But aren’t I a generous being? I am giving you an opportunity to negotiate with me using that knowledge.”

      “How generous of you.” When I got my cat back, I hoped Mr. Flooferson the Magnificent realized how much I loved his furry ass. Dealing with the Devil might do me in, but why did he think I wanted a man or children?

      Okay. I could use two or three children under foot, but in what universe did I have time for even one?

      “Well, if you worked for me, you’d have the time,” Lucifer informed me.

      With my house in shambles, my wardrobe’s days long over, and everything I owned either broken or damaged, I could understand why someone might cut a deal with him. “Does your job offer include sufficient compensation to deal with some amorous man trying to convince me I should settle down and have kids? Because if it doesn’t, it should—and you should lay out all of the benefits parents might enjoy while in your employ. Don’t forget the healthcare. Kids are not cheap, nor are the health bills involved with having kids.” I gestured to my house with a sweeping motion of my hand. “And this house? This house is not suitable for children or a husband, so you better put some thought into that aspect of things.”

      Having been around when the Devil tricked his poor daughter into putting up with him, I acknowledged I’d likely somehow fall into his plans one way or another.

      The matchmaking abilities of the Devil, frankly, scared me a lot more than any of his hells.

      “You should see what I had done to my other nephew. I may have informed him just how much work I’d put into making certain he’d be suitable for the precious seed I’d cultivated just for him. Be grateful you’re not part of my plans to protect my unicorns.”

      Right. One of his poor nephews worked as a police chief in New York, and he’d married one of the Devil’s favorite creations, a cindercorn. “How are the cindercorns doing, anyway?”

      “The last of the wild herds didn’t survive the winter, although I saw to it they passed peacefully. But she’ll be the first of the next line, and they’ll be much more robust and better suited for modern life. I have all the seeds of my cindercorns, but they’ve earned some rest. They’ll be back one day, though. With those two as the starting of the new line, the cindercorns will be even randier than my standards, so they’ll become stable within a few generations, and my nephew’s contributions will make it easier for them to convert mates. That’s part of why the cindercorns ultimately failed. They simply weren’t driven enough to convert a mate, so their numbers dwindled. That will not be a problem in the future.”

      I winced, as the Devil’s file made it clear he had an unreasonable interest in unicorns. “Dare I ask what your next unicorn project is?”

      “There’s one celestial left. She’s from a rather proud line of unicorns. Her parents were old when they had her—in unicorn years, mind you. Unfortunately, her parents died before teaching her the trick of converting a stallion, so I’ll have to take some steps. I think she’ll be all right otherwise. She has a very healthy interest in children, although she has some issues she’ll have to work through first. I almost pity the stallion who’ll tame her. She’ll keep him busy.”

      Somehow, I kept from rolling my eyes. “Let me guess. You’ve already picked her stallion for her.”

      “I haven’t, actually. It’s a real problem. Are there even any men worthy of my last celestial?”

      “Obviously, as there was one worthy of your cindercorn,” I muttered.

      “I cultivated that seed very specifically for my cindercorn, thank you very much. I’m debating a lycanthrope for her, although I’m not sure how the virus and her unicorn genetics would interplay. It could be an interesting experiment.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t ruin my fun.”

      “You do not need to play matchmaker for her if she does not want a man.”

      “She wants a man, but she has no idea what to do with one. She’s shy. The poor little thing is an introvert, and she works as a waitress.”

      I winced at the thought of an introvert struggling through day-to-day life working as a waitress. “I’ve changed my mind. Do your matchmaking, but partner her with someone who can help her develop a career she actually likes. And with someone who will treat her well, is a good match for her, and doesn’t just meet your genetics standards.”

      “I’m blaming you when I get into trouble for matchmaking again,” the Devil warned me. “And I never just match based on genetics. Well, usually. Having the right genetics is no good if I can’t convince the couple they want to procreate. Nothing puts a kink in my plans quite as much as a pair absolutely hating each other and refusing to share the same room. The refusal to share the same room with each other puts a damper on any potential children. And while

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/catnapped.jpg
A MAGICAL ROMANTIC COMEDY
(WITH A BODY COUNT)

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

R . L. BLAIN






OEBPS/images/magical-romantic-comedy-ornament.jpg
=





OEBPS/images/magical-romantic-comedy-ornament-2.jpg





