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      Warning: This novel contains excessive humor, action, excitement, adventure, magic, romance, and bodies. Proceed with caution.

      Fetching a cat out of a tree should’ve been a quick, easy fifty bucks in Kanika’s pocket. Instead, following one stray thought, the devil pays her a visit and leaves her with a debt to repay. 

      Owing the devil a favor is bad enough, but her life is turned upside down when it’s time to pay the piper. First, she doesn’t want the world’s sexiest firefighting, kitten-rescuing Scot as an unwilling companion. Since that wasn’t bad enough, she doesn’t know who wants him dead or why, but there’s no way in hell she’s going to let someone mar his perfection.

      Add in the fact the devil wants an heir, and there’s only one thing she knows for certain: she’s in for one hell of a job.
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            I never should’ve named my mercenary gig Whatever for Hire.

          

        

      

    

    
      I never should’ve named my mercenary gig Whatever for Hire. People took the name too literally, which explained why I was stuck in a tree fetching a cat. If I’d been thinking, I would’ve refused Miss Angorra’s fifty dollars, leaving her precious kitty Mistoffelees to fend for herself. Instead of taking her money, I should’ve told her to learn how to spell before hightailing it out of town. Mephistopheles really didn’t like when people screwed with his name. Call him the devil, call him Satan, or call him Lucifer; he didn’t care as long as you spelled his name right. Nothing pissed off the Lord of Hell quite as much as someone calling him Satin.

      It happened. I’d witnessed when an idiot thought it’d be funny to invoke Satan’s name as graffiti. It hadn’t ended well for him. Mephistopheles had appeared, wrapped the poor sod up in satin, and lit him on fire, screaming something in German about the importance of education. I had watched the whole episode with my mouth gaping open like an idiot.

      I’d learned an important lesson that day: forget summoning circles. If I wanted a quick chat with the devil, all I needed to do was get some glitter and write his name in it—spelled incorrectly. He’d light my ass on fire, but he’d probably let me live to tell the tale so others would learn from my mistake.

      For some reason I couldn’t fathom, the devil liked me.

      Mistoffelees mewed, and I was willing to bet my soul the eight-pound ball of white fluff was scolding me for not getting her out of the tree faster. Cats: couldn’t live with them, and no, no matter what people liked to say, I could easily live without them.

      “Oh, Mistoffelees,” Miss Angorra wailed. “Come home to Mommy.”

      The cat hissed, and I didn’t blame her one bit. No sane being wanted to be named—incorrectly—after the devil. It courted trouble.

      “All right, kitty. We can do this the hard way or the easy way. Pick.”

      Mistoffelees climbed higher into the sap-oozing pine. Why make it easy for me to pocket some change for once in my life? Asshole cat. “I’ll get glitter, and so help me, kitty, I’ll write your name in it. And when the devil shows up, I’m going to blame you. Sure, he might kill me over it, but it might be worth it. Must you start shit?”

      With a defiant flick of her tail, Mistoffelees climbed higher. Yep. Kitty was starting shit just because she could. How repulsively cat-like of her. “Come on, Mistoffelees. Not today. Please, not today. Let’s cut a deal. Take a rain check on tree climbing, and I’ll get you some treats. I’ll give you a five percent cut, paid out in treats, if you come down from there right now.”

      Mistoffelees rejected my generous offer and ascended to parts of the pine I couldn’t reach, at least not while human. Damn it. I didn’t want to strip and shift. The resulting disaster involving two cats stuck in a tree would either make me a laughingstock or a prime target for Miss Angorra, who probably hoarded cats while deluding herself into believing they liked her.

      Maybe if I had better control over my shifts, things wouldn’t be so bad. I could always shift, but I played Russian roulette with the results. I blamed my father’s side of the family for that; Ruska Roma to the core, he’d wandered his way to Egypt, seduced my mother, and wandered off to wherever it was gypsies roamed after making their conquests.

      More often than not, I ended up a sex kitten with killer six-inch heels, gypsy bells, a deep diving, too-tight blouse, and a satin sari skirt that accommodated my furry tail. On a good day, I got wings to go with my feline head, perfect ears, human body, and clawed hands. Well, as close to a human body as someone with silky black fur got. My mother might’ve even approved. What self-respecting Egyptian woman wouldn’t want to be the spitting image of Bastet but better dressed?

      Me, apparently.

      I wasn’t a very good Egyptian or Ruska Roma; coming to America as an abandoned infant had ensured that.

      To add insult to injury, when my shifts went wrong, they went really wrong. The real Bastet could kick my ass in a fight; my big, bad lioness warrior form weighed in at fifteen whole pounds. A Maine Coon could beat the shit out of me, and the average dog viewed me as a snack.

      No, if I shifted, I wanted my sphinx form. First, I could fly. Second, I could fly. Hell, did the rest even matter?

      I could fly.

      On the plus side, weighing six hundred pounds came in useful at times, as did my enhanced hearing, eyesight, senses of smell and taste, and my beautiful black fur and ivory wings. But when I boiled it down? If I had to go through the hassle of shifting, I wanted to touch the sky, flying as high as possible because I could.

      I blamed the cat in me.

      I hated cats sometimes.

      “Don’t make me do this,” I begged.

      Mistoffelees hissed at me and disappeared higher up the pine. Yep, the damned cat was going to make me do it. Closing my eyes, I sighed and contemplated summoning His Most Indignant Majesty, Lord Satin of Hell. Shit, Satan. Lord Satan of Hell. It didn’t count if I didn’t write it down, did it?

      Then again, death was a far better fate than endless humiliation. Regretting the day I’d founded Whatever for Hire, I stripped.
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      Few things sucked more than trying to navigate pine branches while rocking glittery red heels. I’d lucked out though; they were only three inches tall. I shifted with relative ease, and my magic dressed me in a satin sari skirt to match my shoes, but instead of adhering to the glitter motif, I wore a cascading silver coin belt, the kind belly dancers attached to their costumes. As if my belt jingling wasn’t bad enough, I had bells tied around my wrists and ankles. Adding to my woes, my red satin blouse was decorated with even more coins, drawing unwanted attention to my cleavage.

      Damn it, why couldn’t sex kitten me have reasonable breasts? My usual C cup was bad enough, but I really didn’t need the headache of dealing with double Ds. I wanted my smaller, almost manageable breasts back. Flattening my ears, I lifted my head and hissed at Mistoffelees.

      The cat hissed back.

      “Oh my word!” Miss Angorra squealed from below. “Well, I never.”

      If the woman even thought about uttering a single word from the musical she’d thieved her cat’s name from, I’d catch Mistoffelees just so I could throw her at her owner. Alternatively, I’d find a more dignified human to care for her. If the cat insisted on evading me, she wouldn’t like her express trip out of the tree.

      “You wouldn’t actually do that,” the silky, satiny, and sexily smooth voice of His Most Indignant Majesty cooed in my ear.

      Then the bastard yanked my tail.

      I roared. Mistoffelees yowled. For the first time in my life, I witnessed a cat faint. If I’d been alone, Miss Angorra’s beloved feline would’ve splattered on the ground fifty feet below. Satan plucked the falling furball out of the air, and I glimpsed a glimmer of gold out of the corner of my eye. A moment later, I wore the feline draped across the back of my neck.

      Since pulling my tail wasn’t enough to please the devil, he squeezed my ass.

      I mule kicked, and the devil grunted. When I wasn’t incinerated along with the tree and the cat, I kicked him again to make sure Mephistopheles kept his distance. “It’s my lucky day. Lord Satin of Hell has visited me.”

      Today was going to be the day my mouth would finally get me killed, but at least I’d go out with a bang. As far as obituaries went, death by Satan’s hand would turn heads.

      “You know, I have a fondness for cats. They’re delightfully rebellious creatures. Only a cat could get away with calling me Satin. Well, and my wife. My wife calls me whatever she wants, and I’m supposed to shut up and like it. I’m absolutely positive this’ll shock you, but I don’t listen very well. Maybe that’s why I like cats. We have a lot in common.”

      “Tell you what, Lord Satin of Hell. You stop groping my ass and run on home, and I won’t tell your wife on you.” I thought the arrangement was a good one; I lived, his wife was none the wiser about Satan’s demonic and completely expected behavior, and he returned to Hell where he belonged. It didn’t matter I hadn’t known Mephistopheles was married. I seized the advantage. I was willing to bet his wife was one hell of a woman who’d kick his ass for showing affection to any ass but hers.

      “That she is, and right you are,” the devil agreed. “Let’s bargain, cupcake. My wife’ll string me up by my wings if she finds out I couldn’t resist that satin-clad tail you’re packing. You’re going to make a man real happy one day, little lady. You should be proud of that tail of yours. It’s top grade. Anyway, if you don’t want me smiting you for calling me Satin, you’ll do me a favor.”

      There was no way in hell—Hell, even, or anywhere else for that matter—I’d do Satan a favor. I’d rather die first. Death would give my soul a chance to go somewhere other than hell. I didn’t want to become Satan’s eternal toy. “I don’t do favors, Beetlebub.”

      “Beelzebub,” he snarled.

      “So sorry, Manifesto.”

      “Mephisto!”

      “Damn it. I’m sorry, Lucy.” Since I was going to die anyway, I’d get in a few last jabs first. “If you want me to work for you, you need to pay me. None of this favors bullshit. Fair pay and right of refusal. Refusal means I can say no if I don’t like the job, for those of us who are contractually impaired. By us, I mean you.”

      “Do you remember what happened the last time a mortal called me Satin, cupcake?”

      “Sure. You wrapped him in satin and lit him on fire. That charming memory is the whole damned reason you’re here. Jesus. A girl slips once and look what happens—all hell breaks loose. All I wanted was to fetch a damned cat out of a tree.”

      “You have no idea what self-preservation is, do you? I’ll buy you a dictionary for Christmas so you can look it up.”

      “How sweet. Satan observes his rival’s birthday. That’s so civilized. Anyway, I’m up a tree arguing with the ass-groping devil. What do you think? If you want a favor, pay me a fair wage for the work. There are easier ways to hire me than harassing me in a tree, by the way. You could call me. Try it sometime. I answer my phone.”

      I always answered my phone. I couldn’t afford Caller ID.

      “How is it you survived to thirty-seven?” Lord Satin of Hell sighed.

      “Hell if I know. Frankly, I’m surprised I made it past birth. I’m pretty sure if my mother had had anything to say about it, she would’ve drowned me the instant I drew my first breath. It’s the whole resenting having slept with a gypsy thing. Long story.” I turned my attention back to my work, which involved an unconscious cat draped across the back of my neck. How was I supposed to get her down without dropping her?

      Maybe I’d done a shitty job of naming my business, but I was a grand champion of improvisation. First, I needed my jeans. With my jeans, I could get us both out of the tree alive. “Hey, Lord Satan of Hell, Your Most Magnificent and Sulfury Majesty, please pass me my pants.”

      The invisible bastard pressed me against the tree trunk, making it pretty clear Her Royal Hellish Majesty was a really lucky lady. Since it counted as rude to yell at him for doing what I had asked, I kept my mouth shut.

      Satan gave me my pants, and since I wasn’t going anywhere with the devil pinning me to a tree, I tied the legs together to fashion an impromptu cat carrier. Grabbing the white feline by her scruff, I stuffed her in my jeans, made sure she wouldn’t fall, and slung her under my arm. “Thanks, Satin.”

      “So, about that favor.”

      “Pay me.”

      “Now look here, Kanika!”

      “No. Pay me.” I eased away from the Lord of Hell with Mistoffelees contained in her jeans prison, her little nose peeking out of the denim. “I didn’t summon you. I didn’t ask for your help. You saved the cat of your own volition. I demanded, you obeyed, so I’m under no obligation to do anything for you.”

      It sucked to be the devil, but I’d seen him bargain before. I was a lot of things, but I wasn’t usually stupid. Usually. I had my moments, but when it came to the devil, I needed to play it smart or I’d end up dead. Enslaved for the rest of eternity was also a possibility, one I hoped to avoid. I eased my foot onto the branch beneath me, tested my weight, and when it held, I worked my way down and out of Satan’s reach.

      If he wanted me, he’d have to chase me, and Mephistopheles was a lot of things, but he had a severe case of lazy when it came to mortals beneath his notice.

      “Kanika.”

      I hesitated. “What?”

      “That branch is going to break.”

      Since when did the devil give away anything for free, including advice? Startled, I jerked my head up. A faint golden shimmer betrayed the Lord of Hell’s approach. A moment later, he took Miss Angorra’s cat. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”

      The devil laughed. The branch broke beneath my heels, and I fell from my lofty perch with an undignified yowl.
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      Most cats land on their feet. I belly flopped, thoroughly tenderized after smacking into every branch on the way down. The Lord of Hell laughed in my ear, set Mistoffelees on my back, and whispered, “I’ll call you, cupcake.”

      “Please don’t,” I groaned. “Ever.” I shouldn’t have wasted my breath. The devil was already gone.

      “Mistoffelees!” Miss Angorra wailed, scooping her cat off my back. The animal hissed her displeasure. “My darling angel.”

      I suspected the woman had more issues than a posse of psychiatrists could handle. I shuddered, wheezing as my chest and ribs protested their close introduction with the hard-packed ground. Would my insurance cover injuries sustained while retrieving a cat out of a tree? Probably not. “That’ll be fifty dollars, please.”

      While I liked cash, I preferred when my clients handed it to me rather than dumping it on the ground in the general vicinity of my outstretched hand. She did get points for prompt payment, though.

      “Oh, don’t forget your things, cupcake.” My clothes, wallet, and cell phone materialized beside me. “You might want to get your ribs looked at. One’s close to poking a hole in something rather important to you mortal types.”

      “Thanks, Satin. Appreciated. You’re just swell.”

      “It’d be a pity if you died before you’re useful to me. You know how it goes.”

      “Sure. I get it. You’re still paying me.”

      “What a bother. Very well. Your hospital fees—all of them for the next six months—will be your retainer. A hundred an hour for your work, including travel time. You can even keep your precious right of refusal if you absolutely must. Final offer. I suggest you take it. You’ll appreciate the retainer, trust me. Since I’m such a generous soul, our arrangement will be effective starting now.”

      “You have a soul?”

      The devil sighed. “My wife told you to say that, didn’t she?”

      Did I know the devil’s wife? Huh. If I did, I’d have to have a long talk with her about better leashing her wayward husband so he wouldn’t bother me as much. “Your wife’s probably crying into her beer because she has to put up with you for the rest of eternity.”

      “Well, she’s the one who agreed to marry me. The other bachelorettes wisely ran away. Do we have a deal, Kanika? Also, you need a last name. You also need a middle name. A good Russian girl like you has three names. You have one. Get on the ball. Three names, Kanika—pick two, any two, but give yourself a proper name.”

      “No, Satin. I’m not picking extra names because your delicate sensibilities are offended.” Even if he wanted me to name myself in the Egyptian way, following my mother’s culture and traditions, I didn’t exist, not on paper, not to my so-called family. Names were inherited by the legitimate. The Egyptian government often refused to issue birth certificates to children without fathers officially heading the family. I suspected the judgment my mother had faced because of her pregnancy had led her to ship me off to America to live with my aunt, who disliked me almost as much as my mother did.

      According to my aunt, Egyptians valued marriage above all else. For them, family was a serious affair. For me, it meant a living nightmare. At least in America, I had a birth certificate, although I legally only had one name. I liked it that way, although it made people uncomfortable when they learned I lacked a surname.

      “I wasn’t asking you to name yourself in the Egyptian tradition, Kanika, but even if I did, I’d only ask you to go back a couple of generations. Or even one. I’d accept one. Couldn’t you take your mother’s family’s name? I thought the Russian way would be easier for you. You’d be properly American.” The Lord of Hell hummed. “We are in America, right?”

      I sighed. Why, exactly, would I want to take my mother’s family’s name? The devil needed a reality check—or a swift kick in the ass. If I met his wife, I’d have to suggest she act on my behalf. “We’re in Tennessee. Yes, Tennessee is in America.”

      “Ah, good. It’s annoying when I get turned around, think I’m in America but found my way to Argentina instead. Anyway, do we have a deal, Kanika?”

      “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”

      “Of course you will. I’m the devil.”

      For a hundred an hour plus hospital expenses, I could live with a few—even many—regrets. “Sure, Satin. We have a deal.”

      “Damned cats,” the devil muttered, then he left with a faint pop and a golden flash of light. I lifted my head to discover Miss Angorra had wandered away, probably headed home with her poor cat. The distant wail of a siren promised more suffering, but I’d endure as always. What else could I do?

      I needed to work to eat, but I needed my ribs and my internal organs intact so I could work, so I waited patiently for the ambulance to arrive.
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      The doctor and nurses at the hospital had no idea what to make of me and my almost human anatomy, although their fancy machines confirmed one of my ribs was perilously close to puncturing something important. Normal people called the organ a lung. While I refused to owe the devil for something freely given, I’d remember his help when he came hiring.

      Like it or not, the first job he gave me I’d agree to do. That seemed fair to me.

      The surgeons needed magic to fix my ribs, an expense my insurance company wouldn’t cover. I couldn’t afford the policy. True to his word, Satin authorized the hospital to bill him for my care. The doctor called him Mr. Santana, and when I laughed so hard I cried, he didn’t understand what I found so funny. There was nothing Hispanic about the devil and his hell, although I supposed hundreds of years of religious migration ensured my unwanted client had global notoriety.

      Ugh. I had the Lord of Hell as a client.

      Four hours later, following one surgery to return my ribs to their proper places and fuse my broken bones together, the hospital released me. The incision, with the help of more magic and an ointment, would heal in a few days. Scowling at the towering stack of paperwork didn’t make it go away, nor did it change my species entry. While ‘mixed’ for my race was accurate, why couldn’t they have listed the correct species?

      The hospital refused to acknowledge I was a sphinx. The doctor had tried to convince me there was no shame in being a lycanthrope, especially since I had such a beautiful hybrid form. Infuriated, I’d insisted on a scan to check my lycanthropy virus levels, thus proving I wasn’t one. No virus meant no lycanthropy, so they’d written panther shapeshifter as my species. Me? A panther?

      Not even roaring or waving the tufted tip of my tail in their faces had convinced them I was a black lioness. How many times would I need to shift to prove the truth? My driver’s license listed me as a humanoid, the nice way of saying I only looked human.

      Damn it, I was a sphinx, a benevolent guardian and a treasure of Egypt, a stranger far from what should’ve been my desert home. When human, my skin was much paler than my aunt’s brown, and my hair had come from my father. While many Egyptians had dark hair, my family’s hair was a rich brown. Mine was as black as the night and prone to frizzing.

      I loved my hair. Sometimes, I pretended I was Cleopatra with her glorious wig, ready to rule her empire. Unlike her, I didn’t need a wig to pull off the look. All I had to do was trim my bangs and braid jewels into my hair.

      In reality, I clung to what had been denied me because of old traditions and modern prejudices. Shoving the papers into a plastic bag with my jeans and shirt, I headed for freedom. There would be time for fury later, after I secured more work. A retainer fee of paid hospital bills wouldn’t cover my hotel room or fill my belly. If matters became dire, I’d check out and shift, hunting to survive until my phone led me to more work. I had two weeks left on my prepaid hotel stay.

      I wouldn’t be forced to hunt as a miniature lion again if I had anything to say about it. I hated it. I hated questioning every decision I’d made since escaping my aunt’s house at sixteen. No one, not even me, had known I was a sphinx, a good thing in my opinion. Tired of me wasting space and costing her money, my aunt declared I would marry an appropriately wealthy businessman so I could take his name and get out of her life.

      Yeah, right.

      My midnight escape had ultimately led to the discovery of my true self. Sphinx. Gypsy. I was both without truly being either. In true gypsy fashion, I roamed, though I did so out of necessity. One day I’d plant roots and build a home.

      I’d make it happen one day. Sometimes, when I stayed in one place for more than a few weeks, I rented an apartment, testing the waters. It didn’t happen often, but I liked the idea of permanency.

      Permanency was a long ways away. Fifty extra bucks in my pocket wouldn’t get me far. Nothing clarified my situation more than a good look at rock bottom. I reminded myself I liked my life when I wasn’t acting like a broken record. Tightening my hold on my bag, I marched into the late afternoon light, striding towards the cab stand.

      I liked my life. I liked my life. Damn it, I liked my life.

      My phone rang and jarred me from my thoughts. I grimaced at the number of people passing me on the sidewalk but dug the device out of my blouse anyway. At least my gypsy magic accounted for my breasts and helpfully included a bra with my attire; one day, maybe my magic would acknowledge the usefulness of pockets. Without bothering to look at the display, which chronically reported ‘unknown caller,’ I answered, “Kanika, Whatever for Hire.”

      “Has anyone ever told you that’s a ridiculous business name, cupcake?”

      I would never again assume my day couldn’t get any worse. “I see you found my number, Satin.”

      “Accept the job offer you’ll receive in five minutes. My pay’s on top of whatever deal you cut with the caller.”

      Excellent. I wouldn’t have to wait to fulfill my moral obligation to play nice with the devil. “You got it, Lucy.”

      I loved hanging up on the devil, smiling as I returned my phone to my blouse. With laughter bubbling out of me, I spun, my bag whipping out while my sari skirt flared around my legs. If I allowed it, my father’s blood would take control of my feet and transform my coins and bells into the sweetest music. I indulged on my way to the cab stand, not caring who watched or if they approved.

      My dancing didn’t hurt anyone.

      When I arrived, I yanked open the back door of the first car in line and slid into the seat. “Garden View Hotel, please.”

      “You got it, lady. Sure don’t see many lycanthropes out in the open round here.”

      “I don’t have lycanthropy.” The lingering wild joy of my short dance kept my voice pleasant. “I’m a sphinx.”

      “You sure don’t look like no sphinx. You look like a gypsy cat goddess.”

      I almost smiled at that. “It’s easier to get around this way.”

      Lie, lie, lie. As a sphinx, I could fly. It took work, but I could fly.

      “I reckon you’re right. Next stop, Garden View Hotel.” He started the engine and pulled away from the stand.

      “Great.” I retrieved my phone and waited for the call Satan claimed would come. Right on schedule, my cell rang. “Kanika, Whatever for Hire. How can I help you?”

      “Can you make someone disappear?”

      If I hadn’t promised myself I’d help the devil with the first job he threw my way, I would’ve hung up. Since starting my business, I’d done three assassinations, and I’d done them as a vigilante, refusing to accept pay for a murder. The men I’d killed, murderous assholes who’d escaped the law, needed to die. They hadn’t escaped from me.

      Well aware I had a witness listening to my every word, I answered, “For how long?”

      “I don’t want you to hurt him, cousin and all, but I need him out of town. He won’t leave, not without a fight. So, I want you to relocate him for me. I’d do it, but he’ll kick my ass if he gets his hands on me. The idiot won’t hit girls, and your site said you’re a girl.”

      My website said I was a woman of indeterminate species, as I thought it was amusing to keep potential clients wondering. It landed me jobs, too—no one assumed I was a vanilla human, and that translated to competency for some reason.

      Flattery often got me everywhere, and I planned on milking my new client for everything he was worth. “I have no idea why he’d do such a thing. You seem like a nice gentleman to me, concerned for your family. Please tell me more about your cousin.”

      “You’ll do it?”

      “If the price is right, I see no reason I can’t help your cousin with his move.” There. Unless the driver was freakishly suspicious, he’d think I was helping someone move to a new home. “What’s your name?”

      “Bubba. Bubba Eugene Stewart, ma’am. My cousin’s Malcolm Findlay Stewart. Uncle Boyd’s a wee bit more of a traditionalist than my pa. Bottom line’s this: he’s just not doin’ the Stewart name proud. Pa says my cousin needs a lickin’. Uncle Boyd thinks Mal hit his head a few too many times as a child. I think he needs some fresh air and some space. He’s drivin’ us all batty. We can offer ten thou for you to take him out west, find him a nice place near a lake, and dump him in. Fresh water, none of that salty nonsense, you hear?”

      What on Earth? Why would I dump someone in a lake? Since I wasn’t going to drown someone for ten thousand, I decided to take the vague approach. “Sure, I can find him a nice lodge near a lake for that much. Will he need help settling in?”

      “I reckon not. You could just dump him in the water and bail; he’ll be fine on his own. Little lady like you couldn’t drown that rat even if you tried. Trust me. I’ve tried.” Bubba sighed. “It’s damned hard finding a lady merc willing to take a hike anywhere. They’ve all got themselves family and won’t leave. Can’t really blame them. You seem perfect for the job.”

      Me, little? In my heels while doing my Bastet impersonation, I towered over people. One day I’d measure myself, but I was over six feet. Fortunately for both of us, I didn’t need to like my clients to do my job.

      “I’m going to need more information from you, Bubba.” The cab slowed, and I glanced out the window, startled to realize we’d already arrived at the hotel. How had so much time passed already? Damn it. I scrambled for cash, glancing at the meter. I owed eight, so I fished a ten out of the wallet tucked in my cleavage, handed it over, grabbed my bag, and headed for the lobby.

      To my relief, no one was outside the lobby having a smoke break. I waited for the car to leave before asking, “How many people will be looking for him?” I loitered by the glass doors, something I commonly did when on the phone so the hotel staff wouldn’t think twice about it.

      A gusty sigh from Bubba warned me of trouble. “A few.”

      “Define a few.”

      “He runs a business in town. Them workers of his’ll figure out he’s gone pretty quick.”

      I’d have to find out which town and state, although judging from Bubba’s thick accent, I wouldn’t have to go far to fetch his cousin. “Ten grand’s starting to sound like you’re lowballin’ me, Bubba. How long’ll I have to get this job done, and how hard will they look for him?”

      “I reckon they’ll call the coppers pretty quick like. They like him over at the firehouse, and then them folks over at that investment doohickey like his money, too. He’s gotta go, ma’am. He’s ruinin’ our turf.”

      If Malcolm Findlay Stewart was hurting Bubba’s turf anywhere near as much as Bubba hurt my head, no wonder the man wanted to get rid of his cousin. “Tell me about him. Any women? Lovers? Close family?”

      “He’s the black sheep of the family. We like him, but we like him at a distance. No ladies. He’s into that equality bullshit and only wants a high-class broad who matches him, whatever the hell that means. He hasn’t found one. The ones with money aren’t his type, and the type he likes don’t got enough money or motivation to satisfy him. He likes sayin’ if he wanted arm candy, he’d hire himself a hooker, but he won’t do that because the hookers only want him for his money.”

      Ah. Malcolm was a wise, wise man. “In short, he wants a go-getter, but a smart, ethical one.”

      “You know him, lady? That’s the same type of shit he says. If a broad wants to ride him all night long, he should let her. Ain’t that what studs are for?”

      Dear God, I’d found a man I hated more than the devil. “If you say so. If you want me to do this job, I’m going to need everything you know about your cousin. Listen carefully, because this is really important. I’m going to need his height, his weight, rough body fat ratio, and species metabolism level. If he’s ever gotten medication from a pharmacy, his metabolism rating is on the bottle. Look for MRL and a number. Better yet, get your hands on one of his prescriptions and take a picture of it for me. I’m also going to need an idea of his diet and habits.”

      “What do you need all that for?”

      I snorted, ignored his question, and replied, “I’m also going to need to know where he goes, who he’s usually with, his work hours, a list of who he knows in law enforcement—anything you think might be useful. Too much information is better than not enough information. Once I have everything, I can plan his vacation.”

      With the important requests out of the way, I headed into the lobby, waving at the employees, who grinned at me. Since checking in almost three weeks ago, they’d grown accustomed to my furry forms—all of them. I’d even spent a few hours as a sphinx beside the pool between jobs.

      It’d been too long since I’d indulged in carefree shifting, and I treated the hotel like a resort. I pressed the up button for the elevator and waited for the old, rickety thing to arrive. It would take a while; taking the stairs to the fifth floor would’ve been faster.

      The silence on the phone dragged on, then Bubba sighed. “That’s a lot of stuff you need.”

      “It’s required. No exceptions, unless you want to be attending his funeral.” I meant it, too. I could think of a few ways I could kidnap a man, but they were risky. The safest method involved the use of a potent drug, one the public wasn’t supposed to know about. If I dosed Bubba’s cousin appropriately, he’d be drowsy, functional, and pliant. I could tune his dose to the minute and make him completely obedient to my every command.

      “I’ll get it for you. This needs to be done fast.”

      The light for the elevator blinked, showing it was on the eighth floor and on its way down. I glared at the panel, tapping my foot while I thought through Bubba’s opening offer of ten thousand dollars. The Lord of Hell wanted me on retainer and had shown up mere hours before Bubba’s call. The six-month time frame stuck out to me. When it came to the devil, there was no such thing as a coincidence.

      Mephistopheles answered summonings at his whim and his whim only. No matter how powerful a practitioner believed himself, Satan took orders from no one, not even God.

      I’d met him in the flesh three times, although I’d tried to forget about our second meeting.

      The elevator dinged and opened, and I stepped inside, tapping the button for the fifth floor. The door closed with a clunk, and the damned thing groaned its way up. “All right, Bubba. Here are my terms. I don’t feel comfortable leaving your cousin alone, so if I’m doing this, I’m keeping him busy for six months, starting now. You’ll pay me ten thousand up front. In addition, you’ll pay me ten thousand per month while I’m keeping him company, to be paid on the first of every month, so seventy thousand total.”

      “That much?”

      “If he wins fights against other men, he’s going to be a handful, and even the most chivalrous of men make exceptions when it comes to punching women. This isn’t going to be an easy job. Seventy thousand dollars, Bubba. Are you in or out?”

      “In,” he snapped.

      “I have rules. You’ll obey them. Understood?”

      “What rules?”

      For a change, the elevator wasted no time getting me to the fifth floor. I marched out, striding to my room, my heels clicking on the worn hardwood floors. “No one in your family hires anyone to interfere with him. If your family has already hired someone, sever their contract. I’m working a live job, and I mean to keep him breathing. No allies outside your family will interfere, either. I understand Malcolm has friends he can’t control, but I won’t tolerate anyone acting against him. For the next six months, he belongs to me. Understood?”

      “What would happen if someone broke your rules?”

      I smiled. Imitating Bastet involved showing off a lot of sharp, pointy teeth. “They die. It won’t be pretty, Bubba. I take my job seriously.”

      At my room, I dug my key card out of my wallet and swiped it, pushing inside when the light flashed from red to green. Piles of neatly folded sari took up way too much space, turning the once bland room into a riot of color. I’d have to do something about my clothing hoard again, damn it.

      “You have a deal, ma’am. I’ll call you with all that stuff you need tomorrow night. I’m texting you now. Reply with your banking details. I’ll transfer the funds tomorrow.”

      I licked my lips. “Perfect, Mr. Stewart. I’ll give you an email address you can use to send any necessary pictures or documents to. I look forward to doing business with you.”

      Not.

      I hung up and tossed my phone on the bed, my gaze settling on my one splurge purchase, my laptop. Twenty-four hours wasn’t a lot of time to prepare. I really should’ve charged Bubba Eugene Stewart a million. I’d earn every penny and then some by the time this gig was over, of that I was certain.
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      If I ever figured out how to reliably shift back to human, I’d be set. Having to strip before shifting annoyed me, but I hated the discomfort of wearing extra layers of clothes. How many sari, bells, belts, and shoes did a girl need? I took the lingerie happily, though.

      That shit was expensive, and my magic provided me with a bit of everything from seductive lace to comfortable cotton. I tossed most of the thongs, kept the boy shorts, and decided on a case-by-case basis for the rest. My shift went better than usual; I could work with black, and the bra did nice things to my breasts. For a rare, appreciated change, I got a pair of traditional Ruska Roma slippers, comfortable on the feet, durable, and meant for long travel.

      I disliked omens, but I believed in them enough not to ignore the blessing or the warning. That was the problem with omens; they could go either way. The shoes meant change, and that was that. I believed change was coming my way. Bubba’s call had made a mess of the few plans I’d had.

      I’d done one kidnapping gig before, hired by a teen’s parents to teach the girl why it wasn’t wise to venture into the worst part of Detroit alone. One scare later, their daughter had learned a very valuable lesson about protecting herself. Her parents had paid me a thousand. I might’ve done it on the house if they hadn’t been so eager to give me their cash for solving their problem.

      So many things could go wrong during a kidnapping. Grabbing my target would be the easy part. Keeping him would be the problem. If I believed Bubba, I’d need a body of fresh water. Did it have to be a lake? I hoped not. Unless I carted him to northern Canada, lakes attracted people. If my target had aquatic talents, he’d cause me a lot of problems. The first thing I needed to do was figure out why Malcolm needed to be near water. How long could he be away from it? Would I need to stop along the way to expose him to his element?

      Could he be a nymph? Despite legend and lore, there were male nymphs. They could charm the skirt off a girl faster than an incubus. I wouldn’t mind being stuck with a male nymph for six months. I’d enjoy some of the best sex of my life without any risk of pregnancy.

      Unlike incubi, nymphs weren’t compatible with humans. They only looked human. Unless a fertile female nymph was around, the males fired blanks, and according to the male nymph I’d been lucky enough to net, there hadn’t been a fertile female in over a thousand years.

      He thought it would be a few more centuries before their breeding season began.

      If Malcolm Findlay Stewart was a nymph, I’d need a net. When caught in a net, nymphs fulfilled any reasonable request. I doubted Malcolm was a nymph with his lack of ex-lovers; nymphs would sleep with anything, and they weren’t picky about species or gender. However, it would explain Bubba’s stud comment, although no self-respecting nymph called himself a stud.

      According to the nymph I’d netted, they were gentlemen until the pants came off.

      If I delved into the non-human pool, what sort of species would call themselves studs?

      Incubi topped the list, followed by minotaurs, and I really, really hoped the Stewarts weren’t a Greek minotaur clan. I’d spend the next six months keeping him out of my pants, although it’d simplify matters for me. A minotaur would pursue a female for months if he thought he might get a son out of the deal. Minotaurs were more aggressive than nymphs, though; they viewed reproduction as their sacred duty, and they’d impregnate any girl stupid enough to sleep with them.

      Fortunately for women around the world, minotaurs were rare. Unlike what the myths implied, they played fair. They only bred with consenting females, although they didn’t necessarily tell the girl she was consenting to more than just wild sex. I knew better.

      Damn it, everything circled back to the Lord of Hell. Thanks to him, I knew minotaurs were real, although I never wanted to see the insides of one again. I’d caught a glimpse of the devil in his full glory that day.

      I shied away from my memories of that image, but two things had stuck with me: he’d been as beautiful as he’d been terrible.

      If I hunted a minotaur, somewhere remote would work, somewhere most wouldn’t go for fear of death. I wouldn’t lose a minotaur; they loved mazes almost as much as they desired a son. For the lost, there was no better guide. A windowless cellar at a farmhouse would work, especially if I could rig a pond for him. But why would a minotaur want water?

      The requirement for water threw me off my game—and potentially eliminated minotaur as Malcolm’s species.

      “Who are you, Malcolm Findlay Stewart?” I muttered, turning my full attention to my computer.

      The internet knew all, and if Malcolm was anywhere near as popular as his cousin thought, I’d find information on him. I sat at the desk, cracked my knuckles, and touched my fingers to the keyboard.

      My phone rang.

      “Really?” Muttering curses, I fetched the device. “Kanika, Whatever for Hire.”

      “You need Caller ID, cupcake.”

      “And I need a bonus three-month retainer to cover any injuries sustained as a result of the shit job you’ve saddled me with. We don’t always get what we want, Satin.”

      “It’s yours under one condition.”

      Alarm sirens blared in my head, and idiot cat I was, I couldn’t help but ask, “What condition?”

      “I have papers I want you to sign without reading.”

      “No.” What sort of idiot signed a binding agreement with the devil without reading it first? Scratch that. What sort of idiot signed a binding agreement with the devil? “No.”

      “You said no twice. Once was sufficient.”

      “I wanted to make certain you heard me.”

      “Why not? It’s a good deal for you.”

      I scowled and shook my head. I was willing to bet the devil was spying on me in some fashion. Displaying my middle finger in case he was watching, I took several breaths to calm my nerves. “Only an idiot signs papers without reading them, Lucy. Also, did you really have to use Santana as your surname? It’s ridiculous. Have you even been to South America?”

      “A time or two. And yes, I did. Would you prefer Mephistopheles?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes, I would, Mr. Mephistopheles.”

      “Never was there ever⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. I’m not signing anything without reading it first.”

      “Are you sure about that, cupcake? In addition to the bonus three-month retainer, I’m willing to pay you half a million dollars in the form of a bank card you have permission to use, which will disintegrate after you’ve spent the money you’re entitled to. I’ll also allow you to ask me any questions you like, which I’ll answer with complete honesty. I’m willing to have an angel verify the truth prior to you signing.”

      With half a million reasons to become an idiot, I thought about it. If I picked my questions carefully, I wouldn’t have to read the document. I’d still be an idiot, but I’d be a rich idiot. With that much money, I could roam because I wanted to rather than because I had to.

      I could find a permanent home for myself.

      “Half a million dollars after taxes and no limit on the number of questions I can ask. If I don’t like the answers, I’m not signing—and the truth. The complete truth. I’ll be asking an angel to confirm the truth of every last one of your words, starting from the instant I answered the phone.”

      “Done. Ask your questions.”

      I’d start with the obvious. “Will I be signing over my soul in any fashion?”

      “No. Your soul is safe. Signing won’t influence your fate.”

      Huh. The devil hadn’t tried to buy my soul? Interesting. “Will I come to any harm as a result of signing?”

      “It’s possible. You are signing a deal with the devil, cupcake. You want to ask if signing will earn you enemies. The answer is yes. Not signing will, too. You don’t want me as an enemy.”

      That didn’t sound good at all. “Will refusing to sign make you my enemy, Mr. Mephistopheles?”

      “It would pain me, but it’s possible. I’m betting on you. How many others can say they have the devil rooting for them?”

      “You say that like it’s a good thing. Honestly, I couldn’t care less.”

      “You’re cruel.”

      “Go cry yourself to sleep. I’m sure your lovely wife will tuck you into bed and give you a teddy bear so you feel better. Why do you want me to sign this document?”

      “I want to protect you and your interests.”

      The world crashed to a halt. Astonishment erased my thoughts and left me with a stunned nothingness, and my breath left me in a whoosh. The Lord of Hell wanted to protect me? Not even my aunt, my own flesh and blood, was willing to do that. She had fed and clothed me out of familial obligation, not for me. Never for me. We’d gotten to the point of mutual tolerance by the time she’d decided to sell me to an asshole, perverted business man, which had resulted in me jumping ship and swimming for shore. She had pitied me.

      I didn’t handle pity or slavery well.

      Maybe one day, I’d suggest to Satin he take lessons from Isaac Asfour, the world’s nastiest, sleaziest pervert. I still had nightmares of becoming the asshole’s young bride. No distance would be far enough away from the likes of him and the other suitors my aunt had wanted to sell me to.

      I hid my discomfort by blurting, “Are you crazy?”

      The Lord of Hell laughed, a startlingly pleasant sound. “Sometimes. Is it so difficult for you to believe someone might want to protect you?”

      “In a word, yes. Why would you of all people want to protect me?”

      “That’s a better question. I made a deal with someone. The price was to protect you. This is my way of meeting the requirements of that bargain.”

      “Why the fuck would anyone bargain with you over me? That’s stupid.”

      The devil cracked up laughing, snorting several times before clearing his throat. “I’m not at liberty to say even if I knew why, which I don’t. I don’t care why people want to sell their souls to me. I’m the devil, after all.”

      Crap on a cracker. What had I gotten into all those years ago when I’d witnessed someone summon Satan by spelling his name wrong? “And you having me sign this paper is the best way for you to protect me?”

      “Shockingly, yes. I don’t normally give my prey such a good deal, but some souls are worth it. In a way, that one might’ve gotten the better end of the deal. It happens from time to time.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “Everyone loses, especially you.”

      Double crap on a cracker, I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Will signing financially fuck me over later?”

      “No. It’s entirely beneficial for you, even on a metaphysical level, which absolutely disgusts me. Your agreement benefits me in the deal for that other soul.”

      “Why’s that soul so important to you?”

      “That’s another good question. Excellent. You’re learning.”

      I was? I frowned but remained silent.

      “It’s simple. I’m Mephistopheles until the end of days. Did you know several have worn the mantle of God? The current one hasn’t been around long. Don’t tell him this, but I actually like him. As far as those who have held his portfolio go, he’s a realist. Anyway, that soul will grant me something I currently lack. A freedom, if you will.”

      The devil lacked a freedom? Curiosity dug its cruel claws into me. “What freedom?”

      He sighed, and I didn’t like the way the sound made me feel. Why should I care about the devil’s discomfort? “Until now, until the possibility of you signing, I’ve been unable to have a child. You signing will change that. That’s what that soul gains me. I’m the only divine incapable of having a child. For that to change, you must willingly sign.”

      Something in my chest tightened. “You really can’t have children?”

      “Correct. I can’t have children, not until you sign.”

      “And your child. What price will Earth pay for you having a child?” Would it change his hell or the heavens? I didn’t care much if it did. Devils and angels could take care of themselves better than mere mortals.

      “What an interesting question, but a wise one. It would make me happy. That would piss off the man upstairs. That’s between just us, by the way. It doesn’t leave his heavens or my hell. As for Earth? A child of mine is but a drop of water in the ocean. Nothing would change for Earth. That’s the beauty of mortals. They make their own fate, and their choices are what shapes the Earth’s future. Could my child change the world? Yes. Will my child change the world? Not even I know. The future is a fluid thing, and it’s tiring contemplating all the possibilities. It’s rare for there to be a fixed future. Mortals change things. That’s their nature.”

      If Mephistopheles kept surprising me, I’d suffer a heart attack before I had a chance to sign the papers. “I could almost feel sorry for you.”

      “Don’t. I’m an asshole, and we both know it, cupcake. Don’t waste your energy feeling sorry for me. I am the devil. Worry about yourself. Do we have a deal?”

      “Is there another question I should be asking?”

      “There are two main questions and a few minor ones you should be asking, but only the first one actually matters.”

      “What questions should I ask you?”

      Choking sounds came from the other end of the line, and the devil whimpered his laughter. “You’re truly a jewel among mortals. You should ask me how long the contract is valid for. That’s important. The rest are details.”

      “The devil’s in the details,” I reminded him.

      “So I am. These details won’t harm you. I have to keep the lawyers happy.”

      “Heaven forbid we distress the lawyers.”

      “Exactly. No one can whine—or flood your office with extraneous paperwork—quite like a lawyer. Well, are you going to ask me?”

      “Fine. When does the contract expire?”

      “It doesn’t.”

      I frowned. “Will I ever find out what I’m signing?”

      “Oh yes. You’re going to find out, all right. I really want to see your face when you learn what I’ve done. It’ll be beautiful.”

      That worried me a lot. “That doesn’t sound good for me.”

      “Your expression will be priceless. I look forward to it. Do we have a deal?”

      It turned out five hundred thousand dollars made me an idiot. “Heaven help me, I’ll sign, but only after an angel has verified you’ve spoken the truth and nothing but the truth. If you told me a single lie, no deal.”

      “You won’t regret your decision for long,” the devil promised. “Expect company at dawn, cupcake.”

      Long after the Lord of Hell hung up on me, I stared at the wall with my phone still held to my ear. What had I gotten myself into?

      Everyone made mistakes, but mine were worse than most. I couldn’t tell what I’d missed—if I’d missed anything at all. Maybe I’d land on my feet instead of belly flopping and breaking most of my ribs again. Who was I kidding?

      I’d just fucked myself over by making a deal with the devil, and I’d fucked up so spectacularly I didn’t even know what I’d agreed to. No wonder greed counted as a deadly sin. Five hundred thousand had made me cast my common sense to the four winds.

      At least I still had my soul. That counted for something, didn’t it?
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      If I wanted to be awake for my dawn date with the devil, I’d need to pull an all-nighter, especially since I doubted I’d be able to sleep even if I tried. Despite knowing I courted trouble, there was too much to do if I wanted to pull off my job for Bubba Eugene. Worrying about signing the Lord of Hell’s paperwork wouldn’t help me kidnap Malcolm, although the extra money would make things easier.

      Signing would ensure I’d have the funds needed to pull off the kidnapping. In the worst case, I could pin the job on Satin. That thought made me giggle.

      Never had ‘the devil made me do it’ been truer. I’d savor the moment I whipped that line out in court. If I got caught, that’s where I’d end up. When I made my declaration, it would be in the presence of an angel—an angel I could request thanks to having been born human despite my species shift during adolescence. In a perfect world, I’d escape into obscurity after unloading Bubba Eugene’s infuriated cousin on his doorstep. While they fought, I’d take advantage of the excitement and run for the hills.

      Every complicated job started with a plan. Plans tended to explode in my face, so I’d layer backup plans until they blended together and formed a convoluted entity. No matter what happened, I needed a way out for me and my target. Keeping my client’s victim alive was my top priority.

      Protection gigs sucked, especially when it involved protecting someone against their will. No matter what happened, I was screwed, and my success hinged on learning everything I could about my victim.

      “Who are you, Malcolm? Why does your family want you gone?” I made myself comfortable in front of my laptop and tapped in my password. The instant I logged in, I changed my password to a variant of ‘Satin sucks socks’ for shits and giggles.

      I’d invoke the devil’s misspelled name every time I used my computer, and I’d do it with a smile. Once satisfied with my blasphemy, I went to work.

      I started with a name search and was dismayed to learn Malcolm Findlay Stewart was a very common Scottish name. On second thought, I could work with a Scot. I didn’t know a single woman who objected to the occasional objectification of a smoking, bare-chested Scot in a kilt.

      Considering the little Bubba Eugene had told me, I tossed in fireman as a keyword to see if I could narrow the two million results to something a bit more manageable. I grinned. If Scots in kilts could make a woman’s blood boil, what would a hunky fireman Scot do? Curiosity reared its ugly head and bit me in the ass, and unable to resist the lure, I checked the image results.

      A half-naked man covered in soot holding an entire litter of disheveled, soaked kittens took the top spot.

      “Holy abs,” I whispered, licking my lips and swallowing so I wouldn’t drool. It took far longer than I liked to realize the rest of his clothes were on the ground serving as a blanket for a bunch of sopping wet puppies. Clicking the image took me to an article about a fire at an animal shelter, declaring Malcolm Findlay Stewart a local hero for entering the collapsing building to rescue as many of the trapped animals as he could.

      A second picture showed more of his face, which was bloodied from a cut near his hairline. Beneath the blood and soot, I thought he was blond or a pale ginger.

      Meow.

      If my job involved kidnapping him, I’d be a very happy kitty. I’d even hunt him as a feline, since I couldn’t purr when human. Lionesses couldn’t purr, either, but I’d do my best. On looks alone, he was worth purring over. Add in his dedication to rescuing kittens and puppies and I might not ever let him go if I got my hands on him.

      I’d met too many pretty men who couldn’t tie their shoelaces without help. This specific Malcolm Findlay Stewart jumped into burning buildings, and he didn’t draw a line at only rescuing sentients. He risked his life for unwanted pets.

      Could a more perfect man exist?

      Since he was so easy on the eyes, I made a note to check if he’d modeled for any sexy fireman calendars. I bet they made him Mr. July on virtue of him being too hot to handle. I needed every last calendar featuring him so I could properly indulge in my fledgling crush.

      It took a lot of effort, but I dragged my attention back to work. The addition of fireman to my search had narrowed my pool down to several hundred men scattered across the United States. Creating a spreadsheet, I began the tedious task of listing them by name, state, and city. Once finished, I filtered by the states I believed might have men nicknamed Bubba. I refused to believe Bubba was my client’s real name. Still, I checked his name, too, just in case a Bubba Eugene showed up on the same page as a Malcolm or Malcolm Findlay.

      No such luck.

      However, I did discover three Bubba Eugenes. Two lived in Virginia and one lived in Tennessee. I thought it safe to assume the cousins lived in the same state, thus limiting my pool of eligible Scots to six, and the rescuer of baby animals numbered among them.

      I thanked God several times for the hope I might get my filthy paws on a Scottish firefighter worthy of a second look, and not just because he—them, all six of them—looked like escapees from the high heavens. Their abs alone made my mouth water. I suspected their presence was responsible for elevating the state’s temperature by a few degrees. The men could easily explain a few things about the state’s weather, too. I bet Mother Nature summoned storms most nights to cool her jets.

      Since they all shared the same name, I went with the sexy fireman calendar theme and assigned them a month. The hottest one, Sir Kitten and Puppy Rescuer Supreme, retained his title as Mr. July. August went to a ginger with a beard. I liked beards; they reminded me of whiskers, and I liked August because of its instability. While he wasn’t quite as devastatingly handsome as Mr. July, August still smoldered.

      Who was I kidding? If one of them was Bubba Eugene’s cousin, I’d have my work cut out for me. Not only would I need to keep him alive, I’d have to make sure not a single inch of his perfection was marred while in my care.

      The title of January went to an ice god with the palest blue eyes I’d ever seen. May went to the oddball elf-thin Scot with a smile so bright it needed to be classified as a dangerous weapon. October went to a rugged man who, according to an article I’d found, enjoyed rock climbing in the high peaks.

      I figured his big hands could crush stone to powder with ease. However handsome, of the six, he was the one I didn’t want to get into a fight with. Even in my feline forms, I suspected he could smash me to pulp.

      The last of the men—and my most realistic option—lived within twenty miles of Tennessee’s Bubba Eugene Stewart. Something about the Scot’s dark eyes worried me, cold despite his otherwise pleasant expression. I named him February because of my dislike for that month, when it felt like spring would never come. With my luck, I’d be stuck with February, and no matter how handsome he was, eyes like his worried me.

      They were the eyes of someone who’d enjoy skinning me for my pelt.

      Mr. February enjoyed showing off his body—all of it—on social media. Maybe his eyes creeped me out, but I could lose hours admiring the rest of him. At twenty-four, he was younger than I liked, which did a good job of cooling my jets and convincing me maybe I should work rather than lick my chops and think of the many ways I could enjoy him for dessert. His public profiles reported he worked at a car dealership, which fit some of Bubba Eugene’s vague descriptions. Twenty minutes into my browsing, I discovered links to his online dating profiles.

      I clicked.

      Big mistake.

      If the pictures of him showing off his prowess with his equally pretty boyfriends were any indication, he had a very active and public sex life—so public he used his exploits to attract new men to his bed. To add to the chaos, he was openly engaged to two of his lovers.

      Damn. I needed half his luck. I scratched the man off my list of candidates, filing away his profile information in case I needed to drag my client over coals for lying to me. If Mr. February was Bubba Eugene’s cousin, Bubba was going to end up with a really rude wakeup call in the form of my foot up his ass.

      I hated when my clients lied to me.

      It took less than ten minutes to eliminate Mr. October from my list; he was married with children. Mr. May was engaged. Mr. August went through women almost as fast as I collected saris, leaving me with Mr. January and Mr. July as my viable options. Both were volunteer firefighters and led private enough lives. I couldn’t find them on social media; they only showed up as mentions in rare articles detailing their acts of heroism in the face of fire—literal fire.

      Deleting Findlay from my searches helped; I scored a hit on Mr. January.

      He deserved a very successful career as a fashion model. Was he my target? Did models make enough to be involved with investments? I had no idea.

      Models were way out of my league, and not because of my looks. I had the exotic market nailed down, and men liked that well enough, but when it came to public events, I became a liability. When courting wealthy companies, the rich and famous wanted pretty but generic American girls hanging off their arms.

      If Mr. January was my target, I wouldn’t have to guess his measurements. His modeling agency included everything from his species to his metabolism rating. With a rating of ninety-five percent human, it was no wonder they showed off his private information. I’d never met such a pure human before. I’d heard of them, but they were going extinct. Within a hundred years, humanity would only exist because so many different species liked sleeping together, resulting in what the CDC classified as a human but wasn’t, not really.

      Even then, hybrid children weren’t human, not really. To make matters worse for humanity, people like me existed, non-humans who’d been born human to human parents but changed during puberty into something else, further diluting the gene pool. When the magic failed again, people like me would die out or go into hibernation until the magic returned and rewrote what it meant to be human.

      Cultural divides would ultimately reset humanity back to its state before magic had bloomed and taken over Earth. If I endured beyond magic’s recession, my exotic appearance would sink my ship in European-pale America.

      I struggled enough as it was; I didn’t need my odd skin color and foreign appearance becoming the primary focuses of discrimination and prejudice. It was hard enough convincing people I was a sphinx. If prejudice turned skin deep, I’d be in trouble.

      Shaking my head, I forced my attention back to my work. No matter how many different ways I scoured the internet for Mr. January and Mr. July, I couldn’t eliminate either one of them as a possibility. I couldn’t figure out why anyone would want them to disappear. Neither had a single scandal sullying their name. At first blush, they were truly beautiful and perfect in all ways.

      Leaning back in my chair, I scowled at my laptop. If either one suggested I should hop into bed with him, I’d do it without hesitation, and not just because it had been way too long since I’d dived between the sheets with someone. Despite my father’s nature and my wandering feet, I liked the illusion of security and permanency. Maybe one day I’d find a lycanthrope to share the rest of my life with, which would solve my relationship woes. A lycanthrope wouldn’t leave me—he couldn’t. The virus wouldn’t let him, not until death did we part. I supposed I’d be influenced by his virus, too, despite my immunity to lycanthropy.

      Magic worked in mysterious ways.

      My single status boiled down to my ignorance. I had no idea how long sphinxes lived, and I didn’t want to commit to a lycanthrope when it was entirely possible I’d drop dead from old age within a year. No one knew anything of substance about sphinxes, not even the CDC. Unlike lycanthropes, who had lived in secrecy between the magic surges, sphinxes existed only in mythology, and thousands of years separated me from my predecessors.

      At least I’d been spared becoming a research subject of the CDC. I’d been born human, thus entitled to the same protections other humans enjoyed despite my change in species categorization.

      I sighed, wrinkled my nose, and closed my browser so I wouldn’t have to look at either Scottish dream come true. According to my laptop’s clock, I had an hour to blow before the devil came calling, further entangling himself in my affairs.

      What did the devil want with me, anyway?

      I sucked in a breath. What use did an almost pure vanilla human have for fresh water beyond drinking it? A body of fresh water had been critical to Bubba Eugene. Mysterious Mr. July could be anything, just like me. I only looked human. My DNA had been rewritten during adolescence, so much so I’d be surprised if a scan found any actual human in me at all.

      Could Malcolm be someone like me?

      I’d never actually met anyone else born a human and later twisted into a non-human, although I’d heard rumors about them. Most of my papers declared my species was human despite my protests. While the idea of kidnapping someone still didn’t sit well with me, the silver linings I found made the job a lot easier to stomach.

      I wanted to know more. I wanted to know why. I wanted to discover the truth about Bubba Eugene’s cousin.

      Hopefully, curiosity wouldn’t get this cat killed.
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      The first light of dawn peeked through the curtains. Ten seconds later, someone knocked on my door. Since Lord Satin of Hell⁠—

      “Satan!” the devil snarled.

      —would just pop in if alone, I assumed he had angelic company ensuring his good behavior. While I had no problem courting death at the devil’s hands, angels scared me. Their lack of a head freaked me out every time. Bracing for the inevitable, I unlocked and opened the door.

      Two angels waited in the hall, and the devil himself lurked behind them, an ebony beauty in a designer suit. He might’ve even succeeded at playing human if he hadn’t sheathed himself in fire and given himself a spade tail, leathery wings, and a pair of ram horns. The tousled hair was a nice touch.

      Despite his efforts, the devil had nothing on Scottish firemen. “Well color me amazed and sign me up for a cruise to Scotland,” I muttered, shaking my head and retreating into my hotel room. “Come on in. Don’t mind the mess, please.”

      Sane sentients didn’t invite the Lord of Hell into their home, however temporary a home my hotel room was, but I supposed pulling an all-nighter stalking Scottish studs disqualified me by default and classified me as a little crazy.

      “A little?” Satin blurted.

      “Shut it, Lucy.” Heading to my chair, I flopped onto it and closed my laptop’s lid so they’d have to invest effort if they wanted to meddle in my affairs.

      The angels hesitated but strode into my room. It unnerved me that creatures without eyes could watch me, but I could feel their attention on me, scrutinizing and judging. With the exception of their wings, they were identical. One had blue bands on his feathers while the other’s were scarlet.

      “You call Mephistopheles ‘Lucy?’” the scarlet-banded angel spluttered.

      It creeped me out that I could tell which one of them was talking. Damn it. How could an entity speak without a head? To add to the confusion, the angel sounded male despite lacking obvious genitals.

      If I focused on the angel’s shocked splutter, I could ground myself—and find a sick sort of amusement in the situation. I’d astonished an angel. “I like calling him Satin, too. Drives him wild. I really don’t know why I’m not dead yet. Last guy to call him Satin got wrapped in a fortune’s worth of fabric and lit on fire. I must be lucky.”

      “Or he wants your soul and doesn’t have it yet.”

      “Wait. I’m not headed straight to hell yet? Now I’m really impressed. I’m Kanika. Make yourselves comfortable.”

      “Michael,” the blue-banded angel replied.

      “Gabriel.”

      My mouth dropped open. Angels couldn’t lie. They could twist words and omit the truth, but no falsehood ever left their non-existent lips. Two archangels stood in my hotel room while the Lord of Hell, the devil himself, examined my pile of sari on the floor. A single angel could smite an entire city.

      Michael alone could herald in the end of days.

      If I ran for the balcony and shifted, could I outrun the apocalypse?

      “No,” Michael replied, stepping to my bed, twisting around so he could keep tabs on Satan. “Don’t fear, Kanika. It’s a lot of work ushering in an apocalypse. I’d like to be home in time for breakfast.”

      “Of course.” Right. Archangels needed breakfast, too. “It’d be rude of me to keep you from your breakfast. Let’s get down to business. How does this work?”

      Gabriel stretched out his right hand, and a black briefcase materialized in a flash of golden light. Gripping the handle, he set it on the bed. “You’ll ask Mephistopheles your questions. He’ll answer them. We’ll confirm the truth. Should you be satisfied, you’ll sign the papers. You won’t be able to read the script, which will be covered as a precaution. The documents are written in Angelic and Demonic. An English translation will be made available upon Satan’s approval.” The archangel paused. “Few mortals dare to accuse the Lord of Lies of actually lying.”

      “They’re stupid, then. So, Satin. Stop playing with my sari and start talking. Was every word you said on the phone with me true, in spirit and in content? In short, are you trying to trick me?”

      The angels’ laughter chimed, and I held my breath until the sound faded.

      “You’re wise,” Michael complimented.

      Huh. An archangel, one of the direct servants of God, thought I was wise? There certainly was nothing wise about even considering signing a deal with the devil.

      “Don’t think too hard about it,” the devil advised. “You’ll just give yourself a headache. Every word I spoke to you was the truth in all ways.”

      “He speaks the truth,” the angels declared, and their proclamation shook the hotel.

      All right. Since when did the Lord of Hell play fair? “You’re really not trying to trick me?”

      “I’m not trying to trick you. You blind signing these documents is nothing more than a passing amusement, a game of wits and will, one that won’t directly harm you. We’ve spoken of made enemies, of course, a factor beyond my complete control.”

      “And that’s the truth?”

      Michael laughed and stretched his wings, smacking the Lord of Hell with one. “He speaks the truth.”

      Satan grunted and shoved the archangel’s wing out of his face. “Feathered menace.”

      While uncertain of the consequences of keeping my word, I nodded. “I’ll sign.”

      Neither angel attempted to change my mind, which startled me. Gabriel used my bed as a table, opening his briefcase while the Lord of Hell crossed his arms over his chest and watched. The inside glowed with a soothing, golden light.

      Curiosity dug its sharp claws deep into me. Muttering a curse that made both angels twitch, I fought the desire to ask one of the many questions rattling around in my head. As the silence lengthened, I fidgeted before finally blurting, “I thought archangels lived to thwart the devil.”

      Everyone laughed, and Michael whacked Satan with his wing again. “However much fun it is to annoy our brother, no. That’s not how it works. We’re like any other family. So, while we can’t quite seem to keep the same father over the years, we are the originals. He has his role. We have ours. This? This is a game we’ve never played before, a future without a past reflecting it. In our way, we’re rather like cats. Curious. Inquisitive. This is new to us. New is rare. I look forward to watching this new future unfold, so much so I won’t even peek. That would ruin the fun.”

      “This is just a game to you.”

      “A rare one, one we can participate in without worrying for the fate of your soul. There’s nothing for us to protest. Even the devil can do good in the world, and I rather enjoy when he gets ulcers over it.”

      I waved bye-bye to another misconception about angels. “You have a bit of a mean streak, Michael.”

      “I prefer to think of it as a rivalry with my wayward kin with a dash of brotherly love mixed in.”

      “I’m still older than you,” the Lord of Hell muttered.

      “And I thank Our Heavenly Father for that each and every day.”

      While Gabriel prepared the papers, Satan glared at Michael, who didn’t seem to care he’d incurred his brother’s wrath. I smelled sulfur and hoped the stench wouldn’t linger. Any other time, the silence would’ve bothered me, but the trio fascinated me too much for me to disturb the quiet. They seemed so at ease with each other, as though my hotel room had become a safe territory for old friends meeting in secret rather than a neutral meeting place for ancient enemies destined to battle over the final destination of souls.

      Was that what it meant to be family? I wondered if I’d ever find out for myself.

      Mephistopheles, the Lord of Hell, the devil of the Christian Bible, and the Prime Evil, flashed a grin at me and winked. “You’ll find out soon enough, I’m sure. It’s human nature to unravel the secrets of the universe, after all. Sign, cupcake. You gave your word.”

      Without a real reason to say no, I nodded. “Give me a pen and show me where to sign.”

      Two archangels and the devil produced a pen, and I laughed at the absurdity of them pulling writing implements out of thin air. Choices, choices. Which pen would I choose?

      I picked the devil’s. His wasn’t made of pure light, which I assumed dramatically lowered my chances of the damned thing smiting me before I finished scribbling my signature on the pages. Gabriel stacked the sheets on the briefcase, and curtaining bands of blue, gold, and black covered the text I wasn’t allowed to read.

      Kanika felt like a lonely name, but I signed it faithfully all the same.

      Something about my thoughts amused the three immortals, and I scowled at their laughter. What assholes.

      They laughed harder.
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