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Chapter 1
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I have no idea what possessed me to respond to the email from the temp agency about a job titled Kitten Fetish Actress (No Contact) with ‘Sure, sign me up!’

Okay, actually, I know exactly what possessed me—rent. The pay was good, and it was one of the few jobs that hadn’t been snapped up the instant the email went out (gee, wonder why).

I had read the description carefully. And so far, it’s been accurate. Location: Teraton’s trendiest club, The Hound’s Tooth. Wear something all black and slinky. Show up. Put on one of those black leather cat fetish masks. Stand holding a tray of champagne or hors d’oeuvres. When the tray is empty, return to the back for more.

I don’t even have to smile or nod at anyone because apparently cats are supposed to be aloof. And even my purple hair, slicked back into a ponytail as the job description had recommended, doesn’t make me stand out—I’ve already seen a woman with pink streaks and another with a bright green buzz cut. Behind the mask, which reveals my standard issue brown eyes and the bright red lipstick that only took me eighteen tries to get right, I’m blessedly anonymous.

It’s not that I’m embarrassed to be seen here. It’s more that I’m embarrassed to be seen in general. And with temp work, always being the new person, always wearing a name tag... it’s a lot of attention.

So overall, the job itself is great—exactly as described. It’s the... rest of the event that I was not at all prepared for.

The club is awash in red light, from the black marble floor to the glass-framed bar to the shadowy balcony above the dance floor.

The patrons milling about are old. Rich. Probably too old and rich to set foot in this place except during a private event, no matter how trendy the club is. They’re dressed in dark blacks and reds and fetish gear, but they still move like bankers and lawyers and corporate VPs—stiff and stilted. I wonder if anyone from my old job is here... then I push the unpleasant thought away.

But even the attendees aren’t what’s shocking. As soon as I saw ‘kitten fetish’, I definitely expected some old white guys to be getting off on it. And as long as I don’t have to talk to or touch them, I’m fine with that.

What is shocking me to my core, what’s dragging my eyes to the center of the dance floor and refusing to let go, what’s making my chest tingle in a way that isn’t entirely unpleasant, but is certainly very strange—is the pair of performers providing the night’s entertainment.

Adriana Sanguine and the Brilliant Bura, the emcee had announced. Adriana—though that certainly isn’t her real name—is a tall and broad-shouldered woman with long dyed-red hair cascading down her back past the shiny leather corset that presses her cleavage onto full display and the matching black bottoms that don’t even try to pretend they’re going to cover more than half of her ass. Thigh-high black leather boots wrap her legs and end in wicked stiletto heels.

She stands on a temporary stage on one side of the dance floor with a little black whistle tucked between bright red lips, stark against her pale skin. The fingers resting against the whistle are tipped with an impressive set of snake scale acrylic nails.

They send a pang through me that I can’t quite pin down as jealousy or admiration... I used to get my nails done every other week—never anything that impressive, though. My job would have never allowed it. And now, with the temp work... I never really know when I’m going to need to wear gloves or type all day. Not to mention the steadily dwindling number in my bank account.

With an ache in my chest, I can’t help but stare. I think I’m forgetting how to swallow.

Bura doesn’t make things any easier. He looks like he’d be a couple inches shorter than Adriana normally, but with her stiletto heels, she towers a full head over him. He has a lean, athletic build—shoulders narrowing to a slim waist, chest bare except for a black leather harness, shiny leather shorts so tight that I’m having a very hard time keeping my eyes away from his bulge.

But it’s actually his ears I can’t stop staring at—perky, triangular dog ears, lined with ginger-tan fur, sprout from his wavy blonde hair. They twitch and rotate towards Adriana with every little note of her whistle.

A silk blindfold covers his eyes, yet he holds a tray full of champagne and steps through the crowd with dizzying speed. Guided only by the trill of Adriana’s whistle, he moves thrillingly close to collision each time before the next whistle guides him around at the last second. He distributes the champagne with incredible precision, even the reach of his hand onto the tray guided by Adriana’s notes.

It vaguely reminds me of sheep dogs, and how their keepers send whistles across the field to guide the dog and therefore the herd, but that’s the only resemblance. Nothing about this has me thinking about peaceful countrysides or heaps of wool.

My mouth is now unbearably dry, and I glance around and make sure everyone around me is as captured by the show as I’d been, then I grab a glass of champagne off my tray and down it quickly before anyone can see.

When Bura’s tray is finally empty, Adriana calls him back up to the stage. He kneels obediently at her side, a faithful hound in a perfect heel position. And the way his face turns up at Adriana, even though he can’t see her—the sheer devotion in the tip of his chin, the proud smile on his lips knowing he’s served his master well...

A warm, fuzzy haze spreads through my brain. Shit, I just chugged wine on an empty stomach, didn’t I? If only I’d remembered to eat dinner...

Adriana lifts her own glass of champagne and addresses the crowd.

I can’t take my eyes off her deep red lips, hypnotic against her pale skin, though I don’t process any of her words. Finally, she ends on a triumphant note with “Senator Green!” and then the crowd raises their glasses and drinks together. Still, they don’t start chattering—I must not be the only one under Adriana Sanguine’s spell.

“Now, Bura has one more trick to share with you all. Are you ready?”

The crowd erupts into cheers. I’m now getting why I had to sign a non-disclosure agreement for this gig—if this is a senator’s party, there’s probably dozens of people here who would get into major trouble with their constituents if word got out they were attending fetish-themed parties. Not that I agree with that kind of thing. There’s so many better reasons to dislike Teraton’s politicians than their choice of consensual entertainment.

Adriana leans down and removes Bura’s blindfold, and the adoration shining in the shifter’s green eyes as he blinks under the bright stage lights...

My stomach flips. I definitely shouldn’t have chugged that champagne.

“You’re very good at catching, aren’t you, Bura?” Adriana croons.

A fluffy, curled tan and white tail that I hadn’t noticed before wags behind the shifter.

Adriana reaches down between her breasts and pulls out a little plastic bag of treats, which I hope aren’t actual dog treats, though they look like it.

“Let’s show them how clever you are, hm?”

Adriana casually tosses a treat, and Bura lunges for it with dancerly grace, neatly catching it in his mouth. The next is further, faster—and the next, and the next, sending the shifter springing around the stage—until one finally bounces off his nose and onto the floor.

Bura faces Adriana again, waiting for another.

“Tsk tsk. Finish your treat before you ask for more.”

He says nothing, but looks pointedly at the treat on the floor and then back at Adriana. But I don’t want to is written on his face.

“Bura,” Adriana scolds, with a sort of measured humor that hints this is a planned part of the act.

Bura slinks towards the treat on the ground, tail drooping, then stops just beside it, staring back at Adriana.

“Go on. Eat it off the floor. You dropped it and this is the consequence.”

There are a few cheers from the crowd.

Bura lets out a groan and a huff, then finally leans down and gingerly picks the treat up off the stage floor. Applause rewards the shifter, and he smirks to himself as he returns to Adriana’s side.

“Good boy,” she says, slipping a treat directly into his mouth and cradling his cheek. “Good boys deserve rewards, don’t they?”

Bura’s tail wags again.

“I think you’ve been good enough to get to take my boots off...”

The wagging intensifies and whoops echo across the dance floor.

“But not good enough to use your paws.”

Bura huffs again, but doesn’t feign disappointment for long as he leans in and puts his teeth to Adriana’s inner thigh and the zipper pull of her boot. Leaning his weight back, he yanks the zipper down, revealing a little more of Adriana’s flesh and fishnets with each tug.

With the first zipper all the way down, the leather still resting on Adriana’s leg and teasing with the long slit down the side, he turns to the other.

The crowd holds their breath as the second zipper reaches Adriana’s ankle. She lifts one foot from its boot, flexing her toes and earning a few cheers—so there’s more than one foot fetishist here.

Then she steps down with both bare feet to the stage and turns towards the audience. “Alright. Who’s ready to get stepped on?”

The partygoers erupt into enthusiastic cheers, and Senator Green makes his way to the stage first. Others form a tidy line, guided by handlers that also wear kitten or puppy masks but have golden collars that mark the professional performers from the temp staff.

Something strange and hot and sour courses through me as Adriana touches the senator’s hair—it can’t be jealousy though, right?

No, it’s definitely the champagne on an empty stomach. I can hardly stand with my whole body hot and buzzing. Sheesh, when did I become such a lightweight?

I hastily pass the last few glasses from my tray to anyone who will take them, thus giving me an excuse to retreat to the back.

Through the Employees Only door, the glamorous facade of the club falls away, revealing a utilitarian prep room currently serving as a staging area for the hors d’oeuvres flowing from the kitchen and the chilled bottles of champagne.

I go to set my tray on one of the stainless steel tables, but with the shaky buzz running through me, I don’t push it onto the table enough and it clatters to the floor, rolling away through a doorway and towards the employee lockers.

“Shit!” I keep my head down, hoping nobody will notice, and chase the rolling tray.

“Let me help you with that,” laughs a smooth voice, masculine but not too deep.

I jolt upright—and find myself face-to-face with Bura. Well, more like face-to-neck. He’s a good bit taller than me—which means that Adriana is really tall.

He’s even more handsome up close. Pretty, actually. Clean-shaven with high cheekbones, reddish blonde hair falling across his emerald eyes. His dog-like ears are still out, and I finally mark the curling bristle of his tail as that of a Shiba Inu.

“This is yours, right?” he asks, holding the tray out.

“Yes,” I squeak, taking it.

“You look like you saw a ghost. I don’t have a pimple, do I?” Bura raises a hand to his cheek.

“No! No, you look great.” Shit, Sym, don’t be a creep! “Um, I j-just thought you were still on stage...”

Bura relaxes at the compliment, then brushes an invisible speck of dust off his shoulder. “I mean, I am the main event. But I don’t like being there when Ree is stepping on other people.”

Ree. He must mean Adriana. So they’re close, if he has a nickname for her.

“That makes sense,” I murmur, even though nothing makes sense right now, least of all the airy tingling in my stomach.

Bura glances down at my neck, and I swear I can feel his eyes.

“You’re not with the company,” he says lightly.

“N-no... I, um... I work for a temp agency?”

“And you took this job?” he chuckles.

“Yeah...”

“Brave.” 

I can almost fool myself into thinking there’s pride or approval in his tone, even with the sarcastic angle of his mouth.

“Or stupid,” I offer with a wry grin of my own.

“Getting more than you bargained for?” he purrs.

Apparently I’m such a lightweight now that after one little glass of champagne I’m imagining that this gorgeous shifter is flirting with me. Great. Just great.

“Uh... kinda. I didn’t expect the entertainment to be so good.” Wait, shit, am I flirting back?!

“Must be new to the scene, then,” Bura muses, stretching his fingers and examining his black-painted nails. “I’m a pretty big deal. Usually, my reputation precedes me.”

“That sounds terrible,” I murmur ruefully, realizing too late that I’ve said it aloud.

“It’s a good reputation,” Bura insists. Maybe it’s because I’ve just seen him heel next to an absolutely gorgeous woman that this level of arrogance doesn’t send me running in the opposite direction. In fact, it’s actually quite charming.

“Well, don’t take my ignorance personally.”

“You know who I am, but I don’t know who you are. That makes me the ignorant one at the moment.”

“Oh, um... I’m Sym.”

His head tilts, and the movement is so doglike I almost laugh. Oh wow, I’m losing it.

“That’s pretty. What’s it from?”

He thinks my name is pretty?! It takes my brain a second to come back online. “Well... my full name is Symphony. My mother’s a conductor. Of the TSO. T-that’s the Teraton Symphonic Orchestra. Sorry I’m rambling, people just always ask—and I’m not the best with... uh... being perceived.” Just stop talking, just stop talking.

But Bura’s still looking on patiently, green eyes sparkling.

“That’s really cool,” he says, and he sounds like he means it.

“Where does ‘Bura’ come from?”

His lips press into a smirk. “I reminded someone of a chaotic, untameable wind.”

“Oh. That’s... way cooler.”

Bura gives a light shrug. “You could do worse than being almost as cool as me.”

My cheeks are blazing and I’ve got to change the subject. “Um, do you perform like this often?”

Bura nods. “Parties this big are only a few times a year—mostly we do burlesque and some bachelor and bachelorette parties. Ree does workshops at the dungeon too.”

The dungeon. I’ve always been curious about—what had Bura called it? ‘The scene.’ I guess maybe that’s part of why I took this gig. It’s like some alternate reality, on all the same streets as mundane city life, just through a more exciting door.

“Do you do... ‘temp work’ often?” Bura almost hides a little scoff.

Shit. I should’ve known he’d flip the question around. Wait, should I have? Why does he even want to talk to me?

“Lately, yeah. I, uh... got laid off. I’m a graphic designer and the industry is... weird right now. Still not sure what I want to do, so... temp work for now.”

“You know... the company is hiring.”

“Really? What for?”

Bura flicks two fingers towards my mask and tray in a way that is so effortlessly cool that it makes me feel hopelessly uncool.

“Like this,” he says. “But better pay, more hours.”

“I mean... if it’s to dress up and hold a tray, I can do that.”

“Can you?” Bura quips with a mischievous smirk.

My cheeks heat as I remember what even brought me into this room. “Uh... most of the time.”

He shrugs. “Should be plenty. Here. I’ll hook you up with an interview.” Bura reaches over and grabs a phone from a locker, opening it to a new contact page and then handing it to me.

He’s already put Symphony in the name box. So he really was listening.

I type in my number before I can think better of it. By now the alcohol is definitely hitting my brain—so much so that I might have even tried to keep talking to the shifter if his ears didn’t swivel towards a sound I can’t hear.

“Well, I’ve gotta go. See you then.” Bura flashes a stunning smile that freezes me in place. 

It’s only once he leaves the room that my limbs work again. I scurry back to the prep room, hastily scarf down a couple of pastry-wrapped steak cubes to keep myself from getting too drunk, and scoop up a fresh platter of cheese bites before returning to the club floor and hoping nobody noticed my absence.

Adriana and Bura are nowhere to be seen, which is probably for the best—I’m dizzy enough as it is.

It’s a good thing I don’t have to do anything but stand there, because I can’t keep my brain from buzzing like a relentless fly around that tantalizing question—

Does Bura really want to work with me?
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Chapter 2
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Teraton always bustles with energy in the evening, and I’m warm despite the late spring chill lingering in the air. This part of downtown is mostly new construction, gleaming skyscrapers reaching for the star-glazed sky. Tucked at the bottom of one building is a classy new restaurant. The satyr head chef is famous enough to have his own cooking show.

There’s still a classic touch to the styling—the hand-painted sign reads Dionysian in curling script interwoven with grape vines. I wouldn’t normally go to a restaurant this fancy. But, if it’s for an interview, they’re supposed to cover the food, right?

I hesitate just outside the door, pretending to examine the menu as I straighten my emerald blazer over a black bodycon dress. I hope I look professional. But... what type of professionalism I ought to project here is still unclear.

Bura had just texted me the location and the time, and then, Can you make it?

Yes, definitely, I’d replied.

He’d given my message a thumbs up reaction, and that had been it.

The dinner rush bustles around me, humans and centaurs and nymphs and more flowing through the streets. A minotaur woman huffs as my stillness forces her to stop short and wait for a serpentaur to move out of the way so she can keep weaving through traffic. I take a deep breath and force myself inside. My blazer’s not going to get any straighter, no matter how many times I fiddle with it.

I pause at the host’s stand. “I’m here to meet Bura?” Shit, is it weird that I don’t know his last name?

“Right this way,” nods the host, and then he guides me back to a booth table, which is angled away from the door so I only see who’s sitting at the table when I’m right next to it.

My eyes fall on Bura fist. With his trendy oversized button-down shirt, slim black tank top, and dirty blonde hair falling over his eyes, he’s somehow more intimidatingly attractive than when he was mostly naked.

But it’s Adriana across from him that steals my breath. I don’t recognize her at first, since the red hair—which must have been a wig—is gone, replaced with a dark brown feathered chin-length cut straight from a fashion magazine. She leans back in the booth, arm draping across the back of the padded seat and pulling up the edge of her ultra-cropped heavy metal band t-shirt, showing off her ribs. I hadn’t noticed the sharp cut of her jaw before, or the muscles lining her arms. She’s hitting that wavelength of androgyny that ratchets my gay panic up to eleven.

I must look like a deer in the headlights, but I can’t bring myself to move. The host has already stepped away, assured by Bura’s nod that his job is done.

Adriana’s cool grey eyes scan my blazer and my dress—and my soul, I’m sure—and while I’m reeling with embarrassment, she levels a stern look at the shifter.
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