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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.”
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        * * *

      

      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
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