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        The matchmaking cats of the goddesses face their final—and most terrifying—match in Zero, Kansas.

      

      

      

      They’ve avoided this match for as long as they could, but they cannot justify any more delays. The time has finally come to match the necromancer of the Zero Cum Laude Coven with her purrfect familiar and her fated mate.

      

      Unfortunately, there’s a reason Morana’s the last single witch of her Coven, despite being among the first to have met her fated mate. Her truly horrendous habit of raising the absolute worst of the dead has resulted in her vampire mate being utterly terrified of her.

      

      The cats aren't afraid, of course. After all, they have the goddesses on their side. Still, they are a bit unenthusiastic about this particular match. If they believed in unmatchables, well, a necromancer witch would surely qualify.

      

      This particular match will require every bit of magic the matchmaking cats of the goddesses can summon.
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      “I HAVE AN idea,” Tivali said, interrupting Bygul mid-sentence.

      At least it wasn’t Soraya, whose ideas often led the entire team of matchmaking cats to abandon their current matches in favor of some other, ridiculous match only Soraya could come up with.

      Of course, her ideas were usually spot-on, but even so, Bygul didn’t appreciate how often she completely wreaked havoc with his schedule.

      Tivali, on the other hand, was a logical, clear-minded cat, always focused on the current mission.

      “Excellent,” Bygul said, anticipating a truly magnificent plan from Tivali. “Let’s hear it.”

      “I’m thinking there’s really no reason for us to finish this mission.”

      “What do you mean, not finish?” She couldn’t be saying what he thought she was.

      “Think about it. We’ve already matched significantly more cats than anticipated during our time in Zero, Kansas. We’ve made matches all over town, in fact, and not just among the witches. We’ve matched humans, chameleons, wolves and even vampires.”

      “Not to mention, our side trip to Jamesville,” Muezza grumbled.

      “Plus all that time in the Hell Realms,” Tivali agreed. “We even matched one of our cats with a she-devil. I doubt any other matchmaking cat of the goddess can claim the same. Our resumes are impeccable at this point.”

      “So, what’s your plan exactly?” Bygul demanded because it sounded a lot like giving up, which was never an acceptable plan.

      “I’m just saying that no one’s going to notice or even care if we leave one tiny witch unmatched in Zero, Kansas. We matched the entire rest of her coven, after all. One necromancer can’t possibly make that big a difference, in terms of a job well-done.”

      Bygul laid his ears flat in disbelief. “You’re not suggesting⁠—”

      “—that we abandon the mission?” Tivali slapped her tail to the floor and said quite emphatically, “I am indeed. In fact, I’m arguing that we’ve already more than met the parameters of the mission. We’ve matched more cats than anyone could possibly expect in the time we’ve been here and we’re well within our rights to walk away. Morana will find her own familiar in time, I’m sure.”

      “She’ll probably just raise it from the dead,” Muezza grumbled.

      “Exactly,” Tivali said. “No need for us to intervene.”

      “Wait, what?” Soraya, who had been ignoring them in favor of pouncing on sunbeams that danced across the floor, whirled to face them. “Not match Morana?”

      “She’s a necromancer,” Tivali said. “I’m sure she’ll do just fine without our assistance.”

      “But what about Blade?” Soraya demanded.

      “You mean the idiot vampire?” Tivali asked. “The one who keeps trying to transform into a bat?”

      “Yes, but more importantly, Morana’s mate.”

      “Yet another reason for us to abandon the field,” Tivali said. “She doesn’t need our help at all seeing as she’s already found him.”

      “But he’s terrified of her!” Soraya exclaimed. “Without us, she’ll probably never manage to claim him.”

      “I doubt they’re mates anyway,” Bygul interjected, hoping to cut off the argument before it got too heated.

      “What?” Soraya exclaimed. “Of course, they are.”

      “Then why hasn’t he claimed her yet? If she’s his fated match, why is he so afraid of her?”

      “Because she’s a necromancer,” Soraya, Tivali and Muezza chorused.

      “Yes, but I’m sure he would have gotten over that by now, if they were fated mates.”

      “Remember the spiders?” Tivali demanded.

      “What—oh.” Bygul had a sudden flash of memory of the long line of zombie spiders marching through Zero cafe, and of Blade, screaming like a frightened kitten when he realized they were crawling all over him. “Yes, that was unfortunate.”

      “And the trees,” Muezza said. “Don’t forget the trees.”

      Bygul had to admit, the zombie trees lumbering down Main Street had been quite the sight.

      “Personally I found the hell-kittens and roadkill a thousand times more disturbing,” Soraya said.

      Bygul grimaced.

      “Yes. Thank goddess Blade wasn’t there that day,” Tivali agreed.

      “The point is,” Bygul said, “We cannot be certain that Blade is Morana’s fated mate, nor that she will manage to find her familiar on her own. True, it’s happened occasionally, but those instances were exceptions, rather than the rule. More importantly, we are the matchmaking cats of the goddesses, and as such, we do not abandon the field and we never give up.”

      “Oh, but⁠—”

      “We matched a she-devil, a rampaging bear and a firestarter witch, for goddess’ sake,” Bygul exclaimed. “And if that’s not enough to convince you, we also managed to match a human librarian to Satan himself.”

      “All true,” Tivali said, “but none of them had the terrible habit of raising the dead.”

      “Morana deserves a happily ever after, just like the rest of her coven,” Soraya said. “It’s not fair to leave her the only unmated witch in Zero, Kansas. Besides, we also matched Satan’s daughters and one of them was a fairy hybrid! One little necromancer witch can’t possibly be as difficult to match as that unstable, fire-belching demoness from Hell.”

      This was an excellent point. “And that, team, is why we will not give up this match. Because we are the matchmaking cats of the goddesses and we do not fail, not even when faced with the most terrifying match we can possibly imagine, not even when we believe our target might be an unmatchable.”

      “Well, a necromancer witch would surely qualify for that,” Muezza grumbled.

      “Oh, don’t be so grumpy, Muezza,” Soraya said. “This is going to be fun!”
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        * * *

      

      Blade glared at Rowan and Dinara while petting Neferkitty and crooning to her, “You’re such a sweet, smart little kitty, yes, you are.”

      “Oh, come on, Blade,” Dinara laughed. “You can’t still be holding a grudge. It was just a joke!”

      Blade had no idea why she said the word still like that. As if they’d tricked him a long time ago, when it had only been that morning. “It wasn’t nice,” he snarled. “Making me think you’d transformed into a bat when you know I’ve been trying to do it myself.”

      “Are you still going on about becoming a bat?” Lassiter asked as he and Amari joined them. “You do realize that’s just a myth, right?”

      Blade scowled. “Most myths are based on some sort of truth. Isn’t that right, Neferkitty?” He stroked her under her chin and grinned at the rumbling purr he received in response. “You’re so sweet, yes, you are.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead, then glared at Lassiter. “You could be a little encouraging, you know.”

      “Encourage my best friend in his delusions? I think not,” Lassiter scoffed.

      “Just admit it, Blade,” Rowan said. “You’re keeping yourself busy so that you can avoid your mate.”

      Blade growled low in his throat. He couldn’t believe of all the humans in the world, paranormal and not, he was the one who’d ended up with a necromancer for a mate. “I’m waiting for the fates to fix their mistake.” Preferably before he ended up mated for life to a woman who thought resurrecting dead insects was a good idea.

      Dinara snorted. “Right. Even if the fates did make a mistake, do you actually believe they’d ever admit it?”

      “They don’t have to admit it, just fix it.”

      “Ah, but there’s the rub,” Dinara said. “Fixing it would be the same as admitting they’d made a mistake.”

      Damnit. Blade scowled, but said nothing, reluctant to admit that she was right.

      “Look, you’re being ridiculous,” Rowan said. “Morana’s a good woman. She’ll make an excellent mate.”

      “Will she though?” Blade demanded. “What happens if I die before her? Will she raise me from the dead? Is that what I have to look forward to? Eternity as a brain-eating zombie?”

      “Don’t be absurd,” Lassiter said. “We’re vampires. We’ve already risen from the dead. We can’t be zombified.”

      “Are you sure?” Blade demanded. “What about if we have any children? What if they die of some dread disease and then we end up the parents of zombie witch-vampire hybrids? Did you ever think of that?”

      “I can quite honestly say I have not, but now that you’ve made me think of it, I’d like to purge that thought from my brain,” Lassiter said.

      “Me too,” Rowan muttered.

      “Blade, you need to get over your worst-case scenario mindset,” Dinara said. “The fates don’t make mistakes when it comes to mates. You and Morana are meant to be. Just accept it.”

      Why couldn’t they understand his point of view?

      He didn’t want to be mated to someone he was terrified of.

      He also didn’t want to ask his mate to change for him.

      She was a witch and she deserved a mate who accepted that, who would embrace her dead-raising ways.

      Who wouldn’t shriek in horror every time a zombie snake slithered by.

      Or hyperventilate when confronted with the decomposing, animated corpse of a rabid squirrel.

      Or hide under the bed when the dead walked, as they often did in Morana’s presence.

      As if she could sense his agitation, Neferkitty stood and licked him on his cheek, then nipped his nose with her teeth. “Ow! Rude.” He chuckled and cuddled her close. “So sorry for ignoring you, darling. Let’s go for a walk, shall we?” Cradling her in his arms, he headed for the door.

      “Where are you going, Blade?” Dinara asked, but he ignored her and kept walking. As if he didn’t know why she’d asked that. He’d learned not to tell anyone his plans, lest that news reach his mate’s ears, ensuring her appearance, usually with the dead for company, wherever he happened to be.

      No, thank you.

      Neferkitty was the only companion Blade needed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bygul might have insisted the mission go forward, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t quite aware of how difficult the task before them was. His job as team leader was to minimize those difficulties  and to ensure the best outcome possible for all concerned, but especially for the earthbound cat.

      Therefore, while the others argued over which cat they should match to Morana—again—Bygul chose to sit it out.

      He was tired of the argument and knew, no matter which cat was chosen, the difficulties would all remain. No decisions they made here would change the fact that this match had been doomed from the very beginning.

      So Bygul would wait for the other cats to decide and then he’d do everything in his power to ensure the cat in question was safe and happy in his or her new home.

      With the necromancer.

      Like he said.

      The match was doomed.

      “I’m just saying these cats are our responsibility,” Tivali said. “If we were going to abandon them, we might as well have left them on the streets where we found them.”

      “We’re not abandoning them,” Soraya exclaimed. “Morana is a wonderful witch who deserves the purrfect familiar.”

      “The purrfect familiar for a witch who resurrects the dead doesn’t exist,” Muezza said.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Morana can’t possibly be the only necromancer in history to have had a cat for a familiar.”

      “I suppose we could ask her, but I’d rather not,” Tivali said.

      “You mean Hecate?” Soraya asked.

      “Shh!” The others hushed her quickly.

      This was what happened when Bygul didn’t take charge. Things went downhill until one of them was actually saying out loud the name of the goddess no one should ever speak.

      “We don’t say her name,” Tivali admonished Soraya.

      “Then why’d you mention her?”

      “To make a point. Necromancers are scary and our cats deserve absolutely purrfect matches.”

      “Morana’s not that scary,” Soraya insisted.

      Muezza and Tivali both snorted in disbelief.

      “She’s not,” Soraya said. “It’s not like she causes death. In fact, it’s just the opposite. She brings the dead back to life.”

      “Are you crazy?” Tivali demanded.

      Bygul really wanted to stay out of this. After insisting the mission go forward, he had no desire to admit that he agreed more with Tivali and Muezza than with Soraya.

      There was just no getting around the fact that necromancers were scary.

      Not that he was scared, of course. He was the top matchmaking cat of the goddesses, with access to magic far more potent than any other, including witchy magics that woke the dead.

      Still, he wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about matching one of their precious earthbound cats to a necromancer, no matter how wonderful she might be. Unfortunately, that was the job, which meant he was going to have to speak up, and worse, take Soraya’s side in the argument—again— since giving up wasn’t an option.

      “We should let the cats decide.”

      The others paused in their arguing and turned to look at him.

      “What do you mean?” Tivali asked.

      “I mean, instead of standing outside the waiting room arguing about it, we should go inside and inform the cats of the situation. Perhaps there’s a cat who would enjoy the challenge of serving as familiar to a necromancer.”

      “That’s a brilliant idea!” Soraya exclaimed.

      Tivali and Muezza, on the other hand, just gave him looks that clearly stated they thought he was mad.

      Well, perhaps he was.

      “All the cats?” Tivali demanded. “Including the ones without enough magic to be an effective witch’s familiar?”

      “Oh, I like that idea.” Muezza perked up. “If we pair her with an ineffective familiar, the necromancer’s powers won’t increase. That has to be a good thing.”

      “She also won’t gain full control of the powers she does have, which would be terrible.” Soraya looked crushed.

      Bygul let out a huff of exasperation. He should have just taken the day off and remained curled up in that patch of sunlight this morning. “Fine. We’ll focus our efforts on the cats with familiar magic.”

      “Well, this won’t take long,” Muezza muttered.

      Considering none of the earthbound cats had qualified the last time they visited the waiting room, Muezza was probably right.

      “Well, we won’t know until we check,” Bygul said. “Shall we, team?”
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