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        The Matchmaking Cats of the Goddesses

        are back in Zero, Kansas!

      

      

      
        
        Amaryllis is pathologically shy, which makes her the complete opposite of Lassiter, the King of Vampires. The fates must have been sleeping when they made these two opposites a fated pair.

      

        

      
        Faced with a romance that appears to be moving at glacial speeds, and a familiar candidate who isn’t even a cat, the matchmaking cats of the goddesses are starting to question whether this match can ever be pawsitively purrfect.
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      NORMALLY, BYGUL LIKED to begin every matchmaking effort with a specific earthbound cat in mind.

      After all, he was the top matchmaking cat of Pawsitively Purrfect Matches and the companion cat of the goddess, Freyja herself.

      His job, therefore, always began with the cats.

      Until the day he stopped working alone and became a team leader, that is.

      Now he worked with other matchmaking cats of the goddesses and one of those cats just happened to be Soraya.

      Yes, that Soraya.

      Siamese companion cat of Nefertiti, Soraya never let anyone forget that she was not only companion to an Egyptian goddess, but that her goddess had once walked the Earth as the Queen of Egypt.

      Though Bygul would never admit this to Soraya, it meant she was exceptionally good at her job. She not only had access to goddess magic, like the other matchmaking cats of the goddesses, but also to the ancient magic of Egypt and that was truly powerful magic indeed.

      This meant that even though Soraya was often quite goofy, she also had amazing instincts and the ability to see what the rest of them often missed.

      Bygul had learned over the last year that he should probably listen whenever Soraya claimed to know which two humans belonged together.

      Or that an incredibly unlikely cat was destined to become a certain witch’s familiar.

      Despite all evidence to the contrary, inevitably, Soraya was right.

      Still, when she announced that the King of Vampires was destined for their target witch, Amari, Bygul had a hard time believing it.

      How could the King of Vampires possibly be fated to a witch so timid she hardly ever spoke?

      Bygul also didn’t appreciate that Soraya was once again putting the human before the cat.

      “We haven’t even chosen her familiar yet,” Muezza growled, expressing exactly what Bygul was thinking.

      “So?” Soraya flicked her tail at Muezza as if to wave off his concerns. “Just because we haven’t decided on a cat, doesn’t mean we have to wait to start the matchmaking magic. We already know who her mate is, so I say we go for it.”

      “I’m not convinced,” Tivali said. “Lassiter and Amari are complete opposites. I have no idea why you think they belong together.”

      “You have noticed that he flirts with her every time they’re together, haven’t you?” Soraya asked.

      “Well, yes,” Tivali said, “but she doesn’t flirt back.”

      “But she does speak with him, which is more than any other non-members of her Coven get.”

      “Okay, true,” Tivali said, “but⁠—”

      “And did you see how she shivers every time he says her name?”

      Bygul had to admit those were all very good reasons to believe they were fated mates.

      “Yes, but what about her familiar?” Tivali asked.

      “Good point,” Bygul jumped in. “After all, finding each coven member their familiar is our reason for being here in the first place. Do you have any ideas about that match, Soraya?”

      “I don’t know,” Soraya said. “I’ve spent some time with each cat in the waiting room and not one of them jumps out as a good candidate for Amaryllis, or any other witch for that matter.”

      “I have to agree,” Tivali said. “I don’t think we have any potential familiars on our caseload. At least not at the moment. I’m sure more will arrive soon enough, but⁠—”

      “Uh, did any of you see where she went?” Muezza interrupted.

      “Who?” Bygul demanded.

      “Amari, of course.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amaryllis slipped out of her coven’s house just as the sky was beginning to lighten with the approaching dawn. She hurried to where she’d left her bike propped in the shadows at the side of the house, climbed on and took off down the drive toward the street.

      As she rode, she tried not to think about what she was doing, tried not to worry that there might be other people wandering about the town square early in the morning, that she might have to actually engage in conversation with someone without her coven surrounding her.

      Surely, no one would be up at this hour, or if they were, they’d still be in their homes, not wandering the town square.

      She could have asked Rowan or Morana to accompany her, or really any of her coven members, though over half of them were mated now.

      Amaryllis shuddered at the thought.

      Mated would surely mean waking up to someone expecting her to chat with them, to have something to say, probably to even accompany them to social events and actually socialize.

      Just the thought of it made her shudder, though she had to admit that waking up in the arms of Lassiter, the very sexy vampire who kept flirting with her, might make all that socializing worth it.

      She gave that a few moments’ thought, then shook her head.

      No.

      Not even the utterly delicious Lassiter could make the socializing worth it. And considering he was the King of Vampires, which meant he was always surrounded by other vampires, any mate of his would naturally be required to socialize regularly.

      This led Amari to wonder whether Lassiter’s mate would automatically also become the Queen of Vampires. What a horrifying thought that was! Thank goodness Amaryllis had no intention of becoming any man’s mate, let alone that of the King of Vampires.

      A few moments later, she rode into the town square and was quite relieved to find it completely deserted. She pumped her legs faster, excitement coursing through her as she got closer to her quarry.

      The bookstore came into view, its Zero Books sign above the door barely legible in the shadows preceding the dawn, and Amaryllis quickly applied the brakes.

      Walking the bike to the narrow alley that ran between Zero Books and Zero Hardware, she leaned her bike against the latter’s storefront, grabbed a can from its basket and slipped down the narrow corridor between the two buildings.

      It was really dark in the passage as none of the light of the approaching dawn had breached the shadows there yet.

      Fumbling with her phone, Amaryllis turned on its flashlight, then cupped her hand around the light to keep its brightness contained.

      She reached the end of the building and peeked around the corner.

      The alley behind the bookstore wasn’t quite as dark as the one between the buildings, but it was very still.

      Amaryllis stood for a long time at the corner, slowly scanning every portion of the alley that she could see, straining for a sign of life.

      Eventually her patience paid off when she saw two reflective eyes blinking at her from beneath the trash dumpster in the alley.

      Uncertain if those eyes were the ones she sought, but hoping they were, she took one very careful step into the alley.

      The eyes instantly disappeared.

      She waited, uncertain if the owner of those eyes had simply closed them or had slipped further into the shadows.

      No movement.

      No eyes.

      Damn!

      With a silent sigh, she decided this was probably as far as she should venture into the alley if she didn’t want the owner of those eyes to run away, assuming he hadn’t already.

      Crouching down, one step inside the back alley, Amaryllis carefully opened the can of tuna she’d brought from the coven’s pantry, peeling the lid back in that unmistakable sound of a tin can being opened.

      Once the lid was fully removed, she leaned forward as far as she could and set the can down. Then, using the lid she’d just removed, she nudged the can a few more inches toward the center of the alley.

      Settling back on her heels, she waited a full minute, but no movement came from the shadows, nor did she see those eyes again.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered, her voice barely audible even to her own ears. “I understand. People are scary.” Then, staying in that crouched stance, she carefully backed away.

      When she reached the corner of the building, she slowly stood and stepped back into the darkened space between Zero Books and Zero Hardware once more.

      She waited there in the shadows, watching.

      As dawn crept across the sky, the space between the two buildings lightened, but nothing stirred in the alley.

      With a soundless sigh, she took another step back and then waited some more, this time out of sight, but also unable to see what was happening in the alley.

      When she heard the tin make a scraping sound against the asphalt, she barely contained her excitement.

      She waited another moment before leaning forward as quietly as possible and peeking around the corner once more.

      By now, dawn had lightened the entire area behind the bookstore, so she could clearly see the raccoon that was now holding the can of tuna in its claws and eating from it.

      Damn!
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        * * *

      

      “She’s feeding the raccoons?” Bygul demanded incredulously.

      “Of course not,” Soraya said impatiently. “She probably thought it was a cat beneath the dumpster.”

      “Is there a cat?” Tivali asked.

      “How should I know?” Soraya asked.

      “Well, you seem to know everything else that goes on in this town,” Muezza said.

      “If there were homeless cats in Zero, Kansas,” Tivali said, “don’t you think we’d all know about them by now?”

      “Not necessarily,” Bygul said. “A truly feral cat probably wouldn’t show up on our caseload at all.”

      “Yeah, well, I can’t imagine this particular witch trying to make friends with a feral,” Muezza said.

      “I don’t see why not,” Soraya said hotly.

      “I’m just saying she’s a little timid,” Muezza said, “especially for a witch.”

      “She’s not timid. She’s shy.”

      “What’s the difference?” Bygul asked.

      “Hopeless!” Soraya swished her tail in agitation. “You’re both hopeless!”

      “They’re not wrong, though,” Tivali said. “Courting a feral takes time and a lot of work. I’m just not sure Amari will be willing to come to town that often, not when it means she might be seen and have to socialize.”

      “Well, maybe it’s just a stray cat,” Soraya said. “We didn’t see it, after all.”

      “If there were any homeless, stray cats in this town, we’d know about them,” Bygul said, “so if there is a cat, it’s either not homeless or it’s feral.”

      “Amari wouldn’t risk having to socialize with people just to court a cat who already has a home, so good for her!” Soraya said. “Ferals deserve a chance, too.”

      “Of course, they do,” Tivali said. “We’re just wondering whether there’s a cat at all, or if Amari’s actually trying to make friends with the raccoon.”

      “I say it was the raccoon,” Muezza said. “After all, there’s nothing that says a witch’s familiar has to be a cat.”

      “Well,” Soraya said, “a raccoon would be different. Kind of fun, even. We’ve never matched a raccoon before.”
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        * * *

      

      Lassiter had finally found his way in with his mate.

      When he found out she was a voracious reader, he thought his in would be books. This was why he’d sent his vampires out on a covert mission to discover what Amari was reading and had then made a point to buy and read everything she was.

      Unfortunately, when he brought up the book he’d enjoyed reading the most—an urban fantasy tale featuring vampires, witches, magic and lots of sex—she’d turned bright red, mumbled something even his keen hearing couldn’t quite catch and bolted from the bookstore.

      For weeks after, anytime she saw him, she turned and fled in the opposite direction.

      Apparently, books were not his in.

      Neither was a tour of his coven house. Since she had her own coven of witches rather than vampires, and they had their own house, he supposed his just wasn’t that impressive.

      He’d hoped Andre, the extraordinarily talented vampire chef he’d managed to convince to switch covens, would impress her with his fantastic culinary skills.

      She might have been impressed, but Lassiter never got to find out because a fire’d broken out at Zero Library.

      Supposedly.

      By the time he’d arrived, if the fire had caused any damage, it had all been repaired and the only evidence that there’d ever been a fire in the first place was the lingering scent of smoke and Dr. Pepper.

      It was a good thing his niece, Merry, had left town almost immediately thereafter, because he’d been feeling rather irked with her, that her particular brand of chaos had interrupted his impromptu dinner with his mate.

      Unfortunately, after that, Amari had reverted to avoiding him again, and then family matters had pulled his attention away from Zero, Kansas, back to the Nine Realms of Hell.

      While there, he’d celebrated with his son, Talon, who’d reunited with his mate and daughter, and then with his brother Lucifer, who’d met his own mate, and finally with his sister Lucinda, whose stubborn mate had finally stopped running from her.

      Now that most of Lassiter’s family was happily mated, he’d returned to Zero, Kansas, where he hoped to finally claim his own mate.

      Happily, he’d just found his way in.

      And all because he was sitting on the flat roof of Zero Books, preparing to watch the sun rise, at exactly the right time.

      This was something he did as often as he could. As with most legends, the lore of vampires perishing in the sun was highly exaggerated. They burned, and often quite badly, turning beet red if they stayed in the sun too long, but like most vampires, Lassiter was often willing to risk the burn to feel the sun on his face.

      Dawn, though, was the perfect time to be outside because the sun’s rays were just peeking over the horizon and thus, weren’t quite as potent as they would be later in the day.

      So, Lassiter was sitting on the roof, watching the sky lighten and waiting for the dawn when Amaryllis walked down the narrow corridor between the building he was on and the one next to it.

      Her tantalizing scent was carried to him on the breeze, so he knew she was there almost from the start.

      He walked to the edge of the roof and watched as she set out a can of food.

      He thought about joining her, but didn’t want to startle her, so he simply watched as she backed away from the food into the shadows.

      He wasn’t certain exactly what he expected, but the raccoon that came from the shadows to claim the tuna, wasn’t it.

      He had no idea why his mate was feeding the raccoon. There had to be better, more efficient ways to make friends with a raccoon.

      Trapping it, for instance, then taking it home to show it the good life seemed a viable option.

      This was when Lassiter had a brilliant idea.

      If his mate wanted the raccoon, well, he’d just have to get it for her.

      In other words, the raccoon was his in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We’re the matchmaking cats of the goddesses, Soraya,” Tivali said severely. “We don’t match raccoons.”

      “Like that’s ever stopped us,” Muezza scoffed. “Once upon a time, we didn’t match vampires either, and now look at us.”

      “We still don’t match vampires,” Bygul said.

      “We matched Talon,” Soraya said.

      “He was an exception,” Bygul said.

      “Well, maybe the raccoon’s going to be our next exception,” Soraya said. “After all, we seem to specialize in those.”

      “What are you talking about?” Tivali demanded.

      “We didn’t used to match witches and now we’ve matched half a coven’s worth. We didn’t used to match devils, but now we’ve matched a number of them too, including royalty.”

      “If we’re not certain Amaryllis is bold enough to court a feral cat,” Tivali said, “the chances of her courting a raccoon have to be practically non-existent.”

      “Oh, it’s definitely the raccoon,” Muezza said.

      “Why do you say that?” Bygul demanded.

      “Because now even the vampire’s trying to court it.”
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      AMARI SCOWLED AS she biked home.

      It hadn’t been as easy to sneak out of town as it had been to sneak in.

      By the time she’d decided her quarry wasn’t going to show up, the town had been waking up, early risers wandering into the diner for coffee or their first meal of the day.

      She’d had to go the long way around the square to avoid being seen, but that was fine.

      What wasn’t fine was that she hadn’t seen sweet Midnight anywhere.

      She’d been sure the tuna would work.

      Well, she supposed it had, just on the wrong target.

      No matter, though.

      She’d simply return at dusk and try again.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, that’s sweet,” Soraya exclaimed.

      “Sweet? What are you talking about?” Sometimes Bygul found Soraya’s thought processes completely incomprehensible.

      “Well, I can only think of one reason the vampire would also be courting the raccoon.”

      “To impress Amari?” Tivali suggested.

      “Exactly.”

      “But it’s a raccoon,” Bygul exploded.

      “What’s your point?” Soraya asked.

      “It’s a wild animal!”

      “Sure, but it’s a wild animal Amari was feeding,” Soraya said.

      “Which makes no sense.” Bygul scowled.

      “I just have to say it again,” Muezza said. “Maybe the raccoon’s Amari’s familiar.”

      “Well,” Tivali drawled out the word. “I suppose that would explain why she was feeding it.” She didn’t exactly sound convinced.

      “And why the vampire’s courting it,” Soraya agreed, though she sounded even more doubtful.

      “If so, that’s not good news,” Bygul said. “If Amari’s familiar isn’t a cat, then we really need to move on to the next witch. Our caseload is entirely too full for us to be making matches that don’t involve homeless cats.”

      “I still maintain there must be a cat around here somewhere,” Soraya said. “The raccoon’s cute and all, but I don’t sense even a tiny spark of magic around him, so how can he become a witch’s familiar?”

      Bygul let out a small growl of frustration. “Fine. We’ll give it a couple days, but if it turns out Amari’s courting the raccoon, we’re moving on to the necromancer.”

      “What? No way!” Tivali exclaimed. “We’re leaving her for last.”

      “Yeah, we agreed,” Muezza said. “If we’re lucky, the necromancer and her vampire will figure it all out on their own and we won’t have to get involved at all.”

      “Those two?” Bygul demanded incredulously. “Do you really believe those two are going to manage their own romance without the intervention of the matchmaking cats of the goddesses? For goddess sake, the vampire’s terrified of her!”

      Tivali let out a tiny hiss and twitched her tail. “I’m sure he’ll get over it, but even if he doesn’t, we’re still leaving them for last. We’ll focus on the seer next. He seems purrfectly sane.”
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        * * *

      

      One of the benefits to being the King of Vampires was the power to delegate.

      After about ten minutes of trying to coax the raccoon out from under the dumpster, Lassiter was bored.

      He was also hungry.

      And he wasn’t exactly enamored of the scary sounds the raccoon was making. Not that he was scared of it or anything. He just didn’t want to stress it out.

      So he decided to delegate.

      A few minutes later, his daughter, Dinara, and his best friend, Blade, joined him in the alley and he transferred the task of capturing the raccoon to them.

      He left them arguing over the best way to accomplish this and went to have breakfast in the diner.

      It was good to be the King of Vampires.

      Of course, when things went wrong, it was also bad to be the King of Vampires.

      He’d just begun to eat his breakfast when his cell rang.

      He continued eating, but put the call on speaker. “What’s up, my darling girl?”

      “You need to get back here right now, Dad,” Dinara shouted while Blade squealed hysterically in the background.

      Lassiter rolled his eyes. “Is it the necromancer again?” He ate another bite of his eggs. “How does that witch always know where Blade is anyway? I wonder if she somehow lojacked him.” A particularly loud squeal sounded from the phone’s speaker. “Or hold on a minute, is the raccoon actually dead? It looked perfectly alive from the rooftop.”

      “For heaven’s sake, Dad, just get your ass back here!” Dinara bellowed.

      Lassiter let out a huge sigh. “Fine, fine. I’m on my way.” Tossing a twenty on the table, he scooped the last of his scrambled eggs onto a piece of toast, folded it in half, then stood, grabbed the bacon from his plate and sauntered out the door, calling as he went, “Thanks, Mary Lou!”

      The human owner of the diner just gave a grunt in response. She’d been epically cranky ever since Starlight had left them to manage the B&B in Hell, leaving the diner without a waitress and forcing Mary Lou to come out of retirement.

      Lassiter strode down the sidewalk toward Zero Books, finishing off his breakfast as he walked. He could hear Blade and Dinara shouting as he turned the corner and headed between the buildings toward the back of the bookstore.

      Still, he didn’t rush.

      He was certain they were just being melodramatic.

      Blade excelled at melodrama.

      Even so, Lassiter had to admit that what he encountered when he reached the back alley was pretty startling.

      Dinara, Blade and the raccoon had formed a loose triangle with the raccoon backed up against the wall of the bookstore and the two vampires standing equidistant between him and each other.

      Blade was armed with a giant canvas bag and Dinara had what looked to be a fishing net in hand.

      The raccoon was snarling and clearly pissed off.

      “Uh, what are you doing?” Lassiter asked.

      “You told us to capture the raccoon,” Blade exclaimed. “That’s what we’re trying to do!” He let out a squeal and backtracked a little when the raccoon lunged toward him.

      The raccoon tried to race around him, but Blade swept the canvas bag toward him, sending the raccoon skittering back again.

      “Just grab it, for goodness sake!” Lassiter snapped.

      “You grab it!” Blade made another huge sweeping motion with the canvas bag, a move that clearly had no possibility of resulting in anything resembling success, considering the opening of the bag wasn’t even facing the raccoon.

      It appeared as if Blade was simply using the canvas bag to keep the raccoon from getting too close, or perhaps, to keep it from escaping, but knowing Blade, Lassiter was betting on the former.

      At least Dinara seemed to be holding the fishing net with the opening facing the raccoon. She even almost managed to capture him when he skittered away from Blade.

      Unfortunately, the raccoon must have sensed the net as it came rushing down because he lunged to the side at the last minute, just barely escaping it.

      Dinara put such force into the move that when the net slammed into the ground, she stumbled forward, widening the space between her and the wall, a gap the raccoon instantly took advantage of.

      Lassiter lunged to try and cut the raccoon off, but he was too late.

      The raccoon darted around the corner of the building and was gone.

      “Well, that was a pitiful showing.” Lassiter set his hands on his hips and glared at Blade and Dinara. “Seriously. Two vampires against one raccoon and the raccoon wins? How is that even possible?”

      “Hey! I didn’t see you doing any better,” Dinara snapped. “I’ve worked up an appetite. I’m going to the diner for breakfast.” She stormed off.
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        * * *

      

      “That was,” Tivali’s voice trailed away. “I have no words.”

      “Pathetic,” Muezza said. “Entertaining, but overall a wretched performance.”

      “I felt sorry for the poor raccoon,” Soraya said. “Those vampires have no subtlety at all. Haven’t they ever heard the word courtship?”

      “Probably not,” Bygul said, “which is why they need our help claiming their mates.”
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        * * *

      

      It was harder to sneak away from the Zero Cum Laude Coven House that evening, but Amari managed to make it outside without catching any of her coven members’ attention, then biked back to the town square.

      This time, she brought a cushion to sit on, as well as another can of tuna and a bag of cat treats she’d filched from the pantry.

      Hopefully, with so many familiars coming in and out of Coven House these days, no one would realize she was the one who’d stolen the treats.

      When she reached the alley behind the bookstore, she walked to the spot directly between its back wall and the dumpster she’d seen Midnight haunting several days before.

      She then dropped the cushion, settled upon it and opened a can of tuna. She edged it away from her toward the dumpster, then pulled out the bag of cat treats.

      She extracted one treat from the bag and tossed it toward the dumpster.

      It slid right under it into the shadows.

      She then tossed another cat treat, not so far this time, but still far enough that it slid under the dumpster again.

      She tossed several more, aiming for the shadows beneath the dumpster each time.

      Once she was certain she’d sent enough treats under it to capture the attention of whoever might be hiding there, she tossed a few more, each one a little closer, so that she eventually had a trail that led straight from the dumpster to the can of tuna.

      Satisfied she’d established a trail for her Midnight to follow, she took out her phone, opened the library app on it and began to read.

      She sat there for over an hour as the sun slowly set and the alley fell into darkness.

      When she came to the end of her book, Amari closed the library app and sighed. “Okay,” she whispered to the shadows. “I understand. I’ll come back tomorrow, okay?”

      She stood and gathered up her things, then walked back the way she’d come. She waited in the shadows between the two buildings to see if she heard anything behind her, but everything was still.

      Shaking her head in acknowledgement that tonight was not the night her
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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.
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