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A third-generation Manhattanite, Nina Harper grew up in a family that had been in the fashion business for generations. She did not leave New York until, aged sixteen, she went to study in France where she learned shopping in the finest boutiques, how to order wine she couldn’t afford, and the proper arrangement for indoor plumbing. It was in Rome that she discovered the joys of Italian clothes and shoes. Today Nina lives a short subway ride from Barney’s, Kate Spade and Versace. Since a girl can’t shop and sip cocktails all the time, she teaches at a local university.
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This book is for those wonderful, irreplaceable people who feed me chocolate and floofy drinks when I’m miserable and depressed, and celebrate with chocolate and floofy drinks when things go well for me. Who take my calls at 3 a.m., who listen to my miseries and tell me that I’m still good company, who will tell me when the jeans are not flattering, who will notice all my weight loss but never notice a gain and who always give me a ride, mascara, or carfare home when I need it.

 



This book is for my girlfriends, the most excellent buddies any woman ever had. I love you all, and without you my life would be unbearable.
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 chapter ONE

There I was on a Saturday night, dressed up in Prada and ready to go out, to our new favorite club in the Meatpacking District when the phone rang. It was my friend Sybil, very contrite, to say that she was down with a nasty cold and really could not make it out. And that I was welcome to come over and share her chicken soup and her germs but she was planning on bed before the A crowd would even arrive at the velvet ropes. So my choices were to stay home and watch reruns or hunt. I’d already seen everything in the latest Netflix order and I was already dressed. And I just didn’t want to look at the stack of dishes in the kitchen sink or admit to wasting forty minutes on my makeup.

So hunt it was.

A convention is always easy hunting. Like any New Yorker, I don’t like the invasion from out of state, gawkers who stand in the middle of the sidewalk staring up at the high buildings and blocking traffic, to say nothing of display windows. The out-of-towners are so wary, watching their wallets and their keys and trying to look behind their backs—but they never worry about me when I show up.

I took a taxi to a hotel near the Port Authority with  a scuzz factor to match the address. The lobby and bar were crowded with bored-looking men in Arrow polyester shirts and bad toupees. Old Spice overlaid but did not mask the scent of disinfectant and I had to resist the impulse to gag.

They turned to look at me. They always do. I am a succubus, and they can’t help it. But I knew that my clothes were way over the top for this crowd. Suddenly I was tired and depressed and thought the reruns looked appealing after all. Then I spotted my prey.

I don’t make the judgment calls, I just deliver the goods. That’s the way I think about the job. But like everyone else, I’m trying to make the world a little nicer, a little safer, so I choose men who make it . . . less nice. There he was, sitting at the bar, hooting and leering and whistling when I entered. He did it again when another woman made the mistake of passing the doors and that decided me. I walked over to him and leaned against the faux leather edging and tried to get the bartender’s attention.

I ordered a Jack Daniel’s. Somehow with these guys, that seems to indicate that I’m available and not quite respectable. I always order Jack Daniel’s but I never drink it, and it did the trick again. Before I could get the change from the twenty into my wallet he was all over me.

“Hey baby, come here often?” he asked.

And that clinched his fate. I hate to be called baby, hate it more than almost anything else. Then, to seal it in stone, he reached around and fondled my ass. Yes, the women of the world could definitely do without him.

I smiled. “What’s your name? Where are you from?” They always talk about themselves and never notice that they hear nothing about me. They think that they fascinate me and they’ve thought it for thousands of years. And for nearly that long they have been my prey, my mission.

His name was Brad and he was from . . . someplace that wouldn’t miss him. Suddenly I was bored and wanted it over. No use playing the game, luring the prey, making it appear that I had to be caught and seduced and that I was overwhelmed with his charm. Or charisma. Or whatever. “Shall we go upstairs?” I asked when he paused to breathe.

And then he blushed and looked at the condensation on the bar. “I, ummm, well, my friend said we could save money on our per diem if we shared a room and he’s a serious Christian and friendly with the boss . . . could we go somewhere else?”

“We could go to my place.” I hate taking them to my place.

He followed me out and lit a cigarette as soon as he cleared the door. Then he balked when I hailed a cab. “I don’t think that’s covered in my per diem,” he said, fingering his wallet. Cheap to boot. I sighed. “I’ll take care of it,” I said. I’d hit the trifecta: called me baby, cheap, and a smoker. The only good thing about this evening was where he was going and that he was going there as fast as I could manage.

My doorman noted that I’d returned, and with someone in tow. He looked away as I dragged Brad into the elevator and then into my bedroom.

At least he’d had a shower in the last forty-eight hours, I had to give him that. Though as he peeled off  the layers of his Kmart suit I could see that his body was even flabbier than I had imagined.

They have to come before I can deliver them. That’s the deal, and I was hoping he’d be a fast one. Fortunately, he was. I had him on his back and stripped carefully, teasing and not letting him touch as I hid my breasts with my mass of auburn curls or turned and slid my panties over my thighs. Oh, he was more than ready when I turned back and hovered over him. He lay looking up at me, plenty ready. It only took a few short strokes before he groaned.

He got his moment of pleasure, and then he ignited, bursting into screaming yellow flames that flared under my hands. In less than five minutes he was a few ounces of ash cooling on my sheets.

I dustbusted, changed the sheets, and then took a quick shower before settling in for season three of  Friends.


On Sunday morning the alarm got me out of bed before noon. I turned on NY 1 for weather and news, and started some Costa Rican shade-grown dark roast in the French press. There was still some housekeeping to do. The dirty sheets that I’d tossed into the corner belonged in the laundry pickup bag. Brad’s clothes, which also still littered my carpet, went into another bag to be dropped off at the Salvation Army on Fourth Avenue. Imitation Gucci shoes and bad knockoff of last season’s jacket and tie, pants, a polyester-blend shirt, and underwear. Yuck. Bad clothes. But someone would buy them for three dollars and be glad and no one would trace them back to me.

After removing the cash from his wallet I set the driver’s license and credit cards aside to be left on a  subway bench later. All organized and cleaned up from the night before, I poured my first cup of coffee just as Wolf Blitzer started on the latest Washington scandal.

Vincent the doorman rang for the ashes.

Well, he’s Vincent this week. Next week it’ll be Jose or Michael or Vitale. Likely Vitale. Satan seems to like names that start with V, at least for doormen. Anyway, this was his first day so he came up to introduce himself and pick up the bag himself.

“And if you need anything, Miss, remember that my number one priority is to look after you.”

Ack! Had this guy been in advertising or retail? Where does She find them?

And I know his number one priority is to look after me. Literally. Watch my movements, see who I bring home, take out the ashes in the morning, and send the sheets to the cleaners and drop off the clothing donations and wallets in anonymous locations. I mean, I can’t complain about the service and it does improve my quality of life. After all these centuries I should be used to it by now, but there are just some aspects of the job that I’ve just never become really comfortable with, and having a doorman who knows way too much about me is one of them.

At least he’s cute. They’re always cute. This one had chestnut curls cropped short, and sherry-dark eyes. I do have to bow to Satan’s class—She has never given me a dud doorman yet.

He stood there, smiling. “My name is Vincent.”

“You said that already.” I was late. Was he waiting for a tip?

“Will you be wanting a cab this morning? In fifteen minutes, perhaps?”

I was running late and Sybil would kill me, because there wouldn’t be a table open at our usual restaurant and they won’t even take us in line until the entire party is there. I’d made a real effort this morning, actually got up with the alarm and had even picked out my Seven jeans and the rose-colored lace camisole the night before.

“Thank you, Vincent. Fifteen minutes would be perfect.” He smiled as broadly as any of the gentlemen, excuse me, creeps, I picked up for the delivery service.

I was in the lovely white marble lobby of my building in thirteen minutes flat and Vincent already had a cab waiting. Efficient and useful. I hoped he would stay around for a while, but if he discharged all of his duties so well he would be promoted by the end of the week. Well, I’d enjoy it while it lasted. So I sailed out the door and relished the sight of the young man running from the building to get the door to the cab as well.

“I knew you’d be late.” Sybil sighed as I ran up to her on the sidewalk. She stood in front of the steps leading up to the restaurant and shivered slightly in her thin spring jacket. She should have worn a coat, but it was one of those perfect almost-spring days that New York has in the late winter, just to tease the natives who should know that there are at least six more weeks of slush to go. But when the sky is a clear, perfect blue and it’s warm enough to wear a jacket instead of a coat it’s easy to pretend that spring is just a few weeks away.

Of course, Sybil looked disappointed at my late arrival. Her large blue eyes were almost brimming with tears at my delay. Guilt, guilt, who could help but feel horrible at making this lovely, sweet-looking woman so miserably dejected by the ultimate sin of Being Late.

“Wait a minute,” I said, looking at her. “What about your cold? You were too sick last night to go out and—Sybil, we’re demons. We don’t get sick.”

She shrugged. “I really felt awful. If you’d come over you would have seen it. I’m not like the rest of you. I’m not a sex demon, I’m just a greed demon. So I do catch colds.”

Sybil always seems to feel left out because she’s the only one of us whose duty is not sex. Maybe she did have a cold. Or maybe she had just been feeling sorry for herself, which happened at times.

“What about Desi and Eros?” I asked, trying to distract her.

“Already inside, trying to pretend that we’re all here so that we can keep our place in line. They lied and said that we were just outside having a cigarette.” She shuddered delicately, and I agreed. Tobacco, ugh! I couldn’t abide the smell. It was all I could do to swallow my revulsion if one of my deliveries was a smoker. I cannot understand why anyone smokes anymore. It’s such a social liability.

We raced inside and joined our friends in the crush at the trendy poured-concrete hostess station that was separated from the entrance by a glass wall. Desi waved us over. She had snagged one of the dark wooden seats in the waiting area that was artfully reminiscent of a cross between a Victorian  gentlemen’s club and a Victorian train station. Though the press of bodies obscured the antique brass lockers and the deep mahogany desk, I could see the hostess shaking her head and studying the seating book that lay open in front of her. “Probably twenty minutes,” Desi said, “Did you have a hard night?” That last was directed to me, and was genuinely sympathetic. I love Desi for that kindness more than anything. The others all think that I’ve got the easy gig, but Desi understands that the ashes-to-ashes business has gotten very old.

“At least this one had taken a bath,” I said, and watched with some satisfaction as my friends winced a little. “I think he was with some convention. He wore a polyester-blend shirt and Drakkar Noir.”

“You are so strong,” Desi said, patting me gently on the shoulder. “I couldn’t have managed that. I’m allergic to Drakkar Noir.”

“We’re all allergic to Drakkar Noir,” Eros announced. “And I’m starving. Pancakes and French toast and Bellinis, everybody.”

There are advantages to being an immortal succubus. To make up for the miseries of vigilant doormen (named Vincent or otherwise) and being required to take home men who wear drugstore perfumes and polyester, I can eat all the cake and chocolate and steak and French fries I want. The body is a requirement of the job so Satan has given me a permanent size four. At least until the style changes. One hundred years ago I weighed two hundred pounds and was considered exquisite. And I had a collection of Worth gowns that were the envy of more than one duchess. Well, some things don’t change.

We were seated in ten minutes and had our order in less than five minutes after that. For a few minutes I simply savored the glory of fluffy blueberry pancakes swimming in sweet wine sauce and relished my poached quince, a crisp counterpoint to all that gooey goodness.

“So how many this week, Lily?” Desi asked me.

“Three,” I answered. “What about you?”

Desi smiled. “Oh, for me it’s not numbers, it’s all the little provisions of the contract I get them to sign. I have to bring them along, you know, before they’re ready to sign up for eternity in Hell. So I’m still working on Peter.”

“The one from last week?” Eros asked. “The investment banker with the mole on his hand?”

Desi rolled her eyes. “Yes. That’s the only Peter at the moment.”

“Well, I certainly hope that’s not the only peter,” Eros replied tartly.

We all laughed. Maybe the Bellinis made it funnier or maybe just being in the company of friends made us laugh at the lame joke. Knowing them for hundreds of years and knowing that they wouldn’t abandon me no matter what was about the only thing that had kept me sane.

I know, I know, no one has any sympathy for the immortal sex demon. Especially if she doesn’t have to diet and gets to wear Jimmy Choos all the time. Which is why we all need each other, because my girlfriends know that my life is not all Prada. There are the polyester guys. And there is the fact that no man acceptable to Satan has loved me, not since I was mortal. And I don’t think I want to tell you how long  ago that was. Suffice it to say that She was known as Ashtoreth back in those days.

Satan is like our den mother and we are Her Chosen. No one can help but admire Her—everything about Her is so perfect. Her clothes, Her apartment, the hors d’oeuvres at Her parties, everything is just half a second before the fashionistas pick up on a new trend. When She’s in feminine form She’s really one of us, only better, more pulled together, more in charge. Kind of like what I imagine a big sister is when you’re a sorority pledge. So when She’s being the supergirlfriend and ultimate fashionista we call Her Martha. This decade, anyway. Once upon a time we called Her “Jackie,” and before that “Peggy.”

“I’m just flattered you like my taste,” Martha said once, chuckling softly, when we were ooohing and aaaahing over her latest place, a penthouse on Lexington in the East Seventies. “I sometimes wonder if I’m a little, you know, too classic.”

There’s no such thing as too classic, and I told Her so. I wish I looked that sophisticated and elegant in Chanel. Martha can wear a Chanel suit like no one else. And She is the only woman I’ve ever seen who makes an Hermès scarf look like a scarf and not an advertisement for the size of her bank account.

We all have our own styles and best looks, and while we all envied Satan’s perfect polish, I, at least, have learned that I do best sticking to what suits me. Which tends to be au courant, mostly Italian, and not tailored. I have vaguely messy hair and lots of it, very dark auburn with natural copper streaks from the sun. I look silly in a suit, but great in jeans or a little slip dress.

And while I adore cutting-edge fashion, I can’t pull off Comme des Garçons or Issey Miyake the way Eros can. But then, she’s got the very willowy, dare I say almost spiky, figure that is perfect for the avantgarde designers. Of course, that four-hundred-dollar haircut that looks so elegantly hacked and bleached that it could be on the cover of Vogue does help. Her pointed face and pointed hair are très moderne; no one would believe that she hasn’t been a goddess for two thousand years. Well, demigoddess, but who’s counting?

As demons, our job is to tempt humans into giving their souls to Hell. We cannot tempt those truly obedient to God, but most people have their iffy moments and we are there to exploit them. We can offer what our prey want, so long as they’re willing to sign over their immortal souls (in blood). Except for me. I don’t have to get willing consent with a contract and a signature. I tempt men with sex they can’t resist, and deliver them when they come.

Once upon a time Christians thought that succubi preyed only on good, devout husbands, back when the definition of a good Christian husband was elastic on issues like wife beating. Now any man who responds to my pheromones is valid prey, so I don’t have to select for religion and public approbation. My prey were always sleazebags, don’t get me wrong, and one of my great faves is still to hit up a convention of gospel-quoting hypocrites and deliver a few. But there aren’t a lot of them in NYC, so I tend to target drunks and the kind of men who treat women badly.

Eros used to be a demigoddess and looks it. She’s  nearly six feet tall and is always just a little ahead of the curve on everything. Her temptation is eroticism of all kinds, including porn and fetishism. Desi, Desire, is—you guessed it—a demon of desire. She personifies and tempts by a more complex set of desires; sex is certainly part of it, but so are class and social status and sometimes even respectability. Desi is the most versatile of us, but it takes her a bit longer to bring her prey to where they are ready to sign. Sybil’s specialty is greed. She was once an Oracle of Delphi with a true gift from Apollo himself, which makes her the wonder worker of Wall Street, where she is a very highly placed account manager. Which does not mean that she isn’t beautiful—she is—but she doesn’t have to have sex with anyone she doesn’t actually want to date. And, unlike the rest of us, Sybil has been married. Something like fifteen times.

So these are my friends. Being Satan’s Chosen is something like being a lady-in-waiting. We’re Her friends, Her companions when She wants someone to gossip with or to sit with Her during a manicure. We shop with Her, drink with Her, and enjoy Her company. She has favorites all over the world and from every specialty in Hell, of course, but when She’s in New York She enjoys relaxing with us. Why us? Maybe because we’re congenial and adore Her taste and admire Her for who She is personally. We don’t just love Her because She’s Satan, we love Her because She likes Bellinis and clothes and art shows and the Hamptons as much as we do.

“Is Martha coming today?” Sybil asked.

“I don’t know. You know how busy She is. If She drops by, it’ll be later.”

That’s the advantage of being Satan. She never has to wait for a table.

“I want Her advice because I hate my wallpaper,” Sybil moaned. “I sat all morning looking at it and I wanted to throw my coffee all over it just to make it different.”

“Coffee is a very hot color now,” Eros said in that knowing tone she uses when it comes to anything artistic. “But I’d rather talk about guys. Who cares about apartments?”

We all turned to glare at her. Everyone cares about apartments. Especially in New York, where they’re just about impossible to find. A decent building where the pipes don’t make thumping noises and you can’t hear the people upstairs, one with a nice view of the park or the river maybe, or a fireplace, can take decades of careful searching.

The problem is that Eros has the perfect apartment. She found it during the Depression, when no one could afford an Upper East Side co-op with four bedrooms and a separate suite for the maid. The building was built at the turn of the century, and has fourteen-foot ceilings on the main floor with elaborate crown moldings and a fireplace with an Italian marble mantel carved in the Deco style. We all envy her apartment, even if she does invite us up to roast marshmallows and make s’mores on nights when we’re just feeling a little down.

“So tell us about Peter,” I said to Desi. Des is such a romantic, and besides, it would get the conversation off real-estate envy.

Desi sighed. “I don’t know, I think that this one may like me. Maybe,” she said. “He’s an investment  banker and has an apartment on East Seventy-seventh Street and a dog. A chocolate lab named Jazz. And he does tai chi.”

“How does he dress?” I prompted, to get away from any description of an apartment in the perfect location.

“He’s a banker. Probably Brooks Brothers,” Eros said dismissively.

“No, Ralph Lauren,” Desi defended her new beau. “Do you want to meet him? I can bring him on Friday.”

Friday was the opening of the Michelos show at the Martindale Gallery. We were going because Eros adores Michelos and promised on the death of her immortal soul that there would be interesting and attractive men there (the fact that she no longer has an immortal soul notwithstanding). If Desi brought her latest it would be counterproductive, but it was her call, not mine.

“Oh, Lily, don’t look so sad.” Desi interrupted my thoughts. “You’ll find someone lovely, I know it. You’ve got the hardest job of all of us and I couldn’t manage it in ten zillion years.”




 chapter TWO

“Ohmyghod, that’s Franco Massilano,” Desi gushed, turning in her seat.

“Who?” Sybil asked.

“Don’t be so obvious,” Eros hissed. “It’s ridiculous. So what? It’s New York.”

“The famous architect,” Desi answered Sybil, turning her back as if he were of no interest to her. After all, we are not only immortal and have lived thousands of years, but we’re also New Yorkers and we’re not impressed by anyone, no matter how famous.

Then Desi pulled out her compact and trained the mirror so that she could stare at the famous man all she wanted without losing cred. I have to hand it to her, Desi has brains and originality to go with her class. Eros really wouldn’t have cared and if I’d known who it was I would have craned my neck like any out-of-towner. But Desi just went straight for the technology. A mature technology, to be sure. I bet she did things like that when she was in Catherine de Médicis’ court in France. Of course, then watching your back was a whole lot more necessary. That crowd made modern NYC look as innocent as an after-school special on the Disney channel.

“Okay, he’s a famous architect, what’s the big deal?  Lots of famous people come here.” I never have learned to be ashamed of my inability to recognize celebrities. Really, three thousand years and I still can’t tell who’s actually done something important and who just has a stunning sense of style.

Eros, much put upon, sighed at our ignorance. “Franco Massilano is probably here to accept his award for designing the new annex to the Brooklyn Museum. There was a fabulous party last night to celebrate. I went with Jason, that pretty twenty-something I picked up at Gehenna last month, and he was suitably impressed. All the glitterati were out in their best. Even Martha was there.”

Yeah. Eros gets to go to a fabulous party, even if it’s in Brooklyn, and I’m stuck at a convention bar picking up a guy in a polyester-blend shirt named Brad. Why couldn’t I go to the fabulous party?

“What was Martha wearing?” Desi asked, momentarily distracted from the famous.

“Oscar de la Renta,” Eros informed us. “A cream ballgown in duchesse satin cut down to there in the back. And pearls and diamonds.”

I sighed. With her smooth, straight brunette hair and her large dark eyes, Satan had probably looked exquisite. A class act all the way. I’ll bet that dress would look great on me, too. I wondered if She’d lend it, if I had a good enough occasion.

Desi was still looking into her compact mirror. “Oh, come on, Des, he can’t be that interesting. Besides, he’s in his fifties and he’s with a woman,” Sybil said.

“Oh, I’m not looking at him anymore,” Desi replied with some surprise. “But some really cute guy  just walked over to his table. Damn. He’s probably gay.”

He did have a great butt and nice shoulders, but then the Armani jacket emphasized the difference between the shoulder and the narrow waist. Desi was right, he was definitely worth a second look.

Sybil, who was seated in the optimal spot for observing, studied the situation. “Maybe. I don’t have good gaydar. But he’s not your type Desi, trust me. He’s—”

She stopped cold and her face went blank. When she spoke again her voice was about an octave lower and harsher, with a bit of an accent making her usually middle-American English sound guttural and exotic, and not in the most appealing way. “He has a gun under his jacket. He will try to get the famous man to leave with him.”

When Sybil used that voice she was never, ever wrong. She could not be wrong. Prophecy was her curse just as being a succubus was mine. She couldn’t control what she saw any more than I could control the way men were attracted to me.

But that didn’t mean that she always had the right explanation for why things were the way she saw them.

We watched the men intently. The younger man talked to the older one at some length, and then gestured widely enough that we could see his shoulders. Yeah, a gun was bulging under his jacket. And yeah, Mr. Famous Architect went with him. The guy was a plainclothes cop. Maybe even a detective.

“What do you think it’s about?” Desi began spinning fantasies. “Do you think he was involved in a  drug ring? Or maybe helping the police with a sting of corrupt officials. Or—he’s Italian, isn’t he? Maybe the Mafia?”

“Probably fixing a parking ticket,” I said tartly as the two of them returned to the woman who had waited while elegantly sipping her mimosa. “It wouldn’t do for a famous guest who just designed the newest la-la annex to the Brooklyn Museum to get his rental car towed.”

Both men sat, the older famous one first saying something complimentary to the woman. She smiled and her cheeks got just the soft rosy glow expensive blush tries to re-create.

“I’m going over there,” Desi announced. She got up, turned, and walked past the table headed for the Ladies’. The room was noisy and crowded, and even if the first wave were leaving it was easy for Desi to pass just a little too close and manage to drop her (open) handbag at an advantageous moment.

“Eeeep,” she said, and leaned over to start picking up her fourteen lipsticks rolling under the cute cop’s feet along with her handkerchief, keys, Treo, Luna bars, and just about anything a person would need in an emergency (including a collapsible cup, a bottle of Motrin and a tiny travel-size bottle of Scope). With amazing luck, neither her wallet nor her Tampax left the deepest confines of her Coach bag.

Desi bending over in her jeans is a sight to behold. Her legs go on forever and her butt is the product of not only supernatural tampering but hours in the gym. And her cleavage was displayed to excellent (but discreet) advantage as she tried to gather up her things.

The cop immediately understood his role, and began to chase stray lipstick cases that had gone astray on that helpful flagstone floor.

“Oh, thank you,” Desi said breathlessly as he handed her the four that had gotten farthest under the table. “I really appreciate it. I would have felt like a total idiot scrambling under that table.”

“No problem.” He smiled at her and held out his hand. “I’m Steve Balducci. And you are?”

“Desi,” Des answered, shaking his hand.

I had a sudden jealous flash. No one ever smiled at me like that. When they smiled at me it was all loaded with lust, not with warmth or kindness.

“By the way, let me introduce my uncle, Franco Massilano, who designed the new annex to the Brooklyn Museum, and his wife Paola. Aunt Paola is a textile designer.”

“Very pleased to meet you both,” Desi said in her most demure and proper voice. “I would invite you over to our table, but my friend was just complaining about her apartment and I know she’d start asking all kinds of questions while you just want a pleasant brunch.”

Sybil gasped and might have said something if I hadn’t kicked her under the table. “Don’t,” I hissed.

“Don’t what?” she whispered back. “What would I have done? I would have liked to have met them, too . . .”

“To the courageous go the spoils,” Eros said. “Besides, don’t you like the young guy better?”

“He’s hot,” I agreed.

“Desi seems to think so,” Sybil observed, acutely. Desi was standing with one hand on his shoulder as  she sorted through her bag, making certain that they had collected all her belongings. Woe be it to all if one of her precious Laura Mercier lipsticks was missing.

Then we were quiet and could actually hear what she was saying again, though I’ll admit that demonic hearing is far better than human. And though all of us share this particular trait, we oddly often forget that the others can overhear us when we’re distracted by attractive masculine company. Naturally, we did the only loyal girlfriend thing: we shut up and listened in.

“I wish I’d met you before. We could have gone to the party last night and you could have seen the designs,” Steve told her.

“But aren’t they on display for the rest of the month?” Desi asked sweetly. “I could still see them sometime.”

“Stop salivating,” Sybil hissed. “It’s not any nicer when you do it than when she did. And green is definitely not your color.”

It’s hard, is all. I want to be all happy for my buds. They’ve been with me through everything, and I do mean everything, and I really want the best for them. In every way I want the best. I want us all to have it.

But sometimes I can’t help being jealous. After all, they are also immortal and perfectly (and effortlessly) beautiful and eternally young. They also have great jobs (both their paying jobs and their unofficial but more important positions in the Hierarchy) and apartments and bank accounts big enough to support both their shoe and handbag habits. They have all the same perks I’ve got, but they can have some romance and love, too.

Me, I just get lust.

I like lust, mind you. I like it a lot. But after three thousand years, a girl just wants a little more sometimes. For my friends, an offer of help or an invitation to coffee didn’t automatically mean bed. For me, that experience would be a huge novelty. A really nice novelty.

So I’m jealous of my best girlfriends, and I hate that about myself. Rule number one, always, is that you’re for your friends. They were all for me. Like Dumas said, “All for one, and one for all.”

Oh, right, they were Musketeers. Our weapons are a little more subtle.




 chapter THREE

If I hadn’t been drowning in jealousy I would have enjoyed watching Desi work. The sheer audacity of her approach, the precisely lowered eyelids—not closed all the way, and certainly never batted—Desi combined seduction and innocence in irresistible proportions.

Desi is the reason people buy Ralph Lauren. She personifies Old Money, the Upper Crust and the Upper East Side. She is, after all, a desire demon, and what do people desire more than beauty, youth, and wealth? She makes navy blue box-pleated skirts look sexy. Her hair is smooth and toffee-brown, just the color for the country club or the executive suite. It’s thick with only the subtlest hint of wave, just enough to give it volume and bounce without ever looking messy like mine. Which has not always been an asset—back in the French court of Catherine de Médicis she frizzed her hair into a fashionable mass of burned curls, a fashion statement wisely discarded until an unfortunate revival in the 1980s.

Because she personifies desire in its many forms, she is also intelligent and powerful.

But now, with this hunky example of New York’s Finest, she was all interest and confidence and carefully ambiguous glances. Mr. Detective never had a chance.

“The museum’s open late on Thursday,” Steve was saying. “If you’re free that evening we could go over there and take a look, and maybe catch a drink on the way back if it’s not too late.”

“Thursday?” Desi asked, as if she hadn’t a clue. “I’d have to check my calendar. Hmmm.” She thought for a few moments, then pulled a ladylike filigree gold Mont Blanc out of her bag. Interesting that that pen hadn’t appeared on the floor with the lipsticks.

She pulled out a scrap of paper from her wallet—it looked like a grocery receipt—and scribbled something on the back. Whereupon she handed it to Detective Steve with a flourish. “My e-mail address,” she announced. “Send me a reminder tomorrow or something, and I’ll check and see if I’m free.”

Honestly, the poor guy looked like he’d died and gone to heaven. Hmmm, given the context he was going to be very surprised where he ended up when this was all over.

Uncle Architect had watched the entire byplay as Aunt Mimosa pointedly ignored the interaction, but as Desi handed over her e-mail the Great Man cleared his throat. Apparently he had been out of the limelight too long, and had to direct the attention of his ravening fans back to where it belonged. Namely, on him.

Detective Steve remembered that the good people of New York were paying him for his time as he flirted with Desi and excused himself. Desi smiled innocently, like a schoolgirl. Like a nun. Steve was about to be toast—well, metaphorically speaking. I’m the only one who toasts them for real, and I make good and certain to eliminate all traces of evidence.

“So, what do you think?” Desi asked breathlessly  when we were certain that Hunky Steve was really gone and Important Uncle was paying the bill.

“About what?” Eros asked. “He’s just some guy, after all.”

“He seems really nice,” Sybil said. “And he’s employed.”

“He’s got a great butt,” I added, and the others glared at me. “Well, he does. It bears listing in the catalog.”

“He has yummy eyes,” Sybil sighed.

“Would you like anything else?” the waiter (who also had a cute butt and great eyes, and would probably say he’s an actor if you asked what he did) mumbled by rote as he laid the bill on the table.

“How about a hunky guy with a cute butt?” Eros quipped.

Desi looked mortified, but the waiter laughed. “Honey, I’ve been waiting on your table all brunch. And you’re saying you haven’t checked out my butt even once. After all that time in the gym, too.” He pouted. Cutely. Had to be an actor.

I laughed. “Baby, what’s the good of looking at what I’m never gonna get?”

“Well, you didn’t specify a straight hunk with a cute butt,” the waiter positively flounced. “Talk about picky, difficult customers. I’ll bet you wanted the butter on the side, too.”

We all laughed and the tension broke. For all that life can be rough, I’m lucky and I know it. I’ve got three great girlfriends, a sympathetic uberboss with impeccable style and no worries about my figure. With all those advantages, any woman should be totally happy, right?

So why did I still have this sliver of sadness inside?  Mostly I knew life was wonderful, but I was lonely and had been for too long. So what if I was beautiful and thin and immortal and lived in New York and had fabulous shoes? No one loved me, not in the romantic way that had led Sybil down the aisle fifteen times.

We paid and left, and even left a decent tip. I wasn’t in the mood to go home and I felt restless. I didn’t know why nothing sounded like fun.

“Do you think Steve will ask me for a date today?” Desi asked.

“I just want to get my mind off feeling like I’ll never have a real date. Ever.” The dark mood had struck and I was wallowing, I admit it.

“You have plenty of dates,” Eros said snippily.

“I mean the kind where they wake up in the morning,” I moaned. “I am sick of deadbeat dates. Emphasis on the dead.”

Suddenly Desi yelped and pulled out her Treo. “Can you believe it, he’s already sent me an e-mail about Thursday night!” She could barely contain her glee. “Now I’ve got to think of something to wear . . .”

“What? Thursday?” Eros had not been paying enough attention in the restaurant, clearly.

“Steve. Famous uncle, cute butt,” I reminded her.

“Have you told him you’re going yet?” Eros asked pointedly.

“Oh, she couldn’t possibly do that until Tuesday,” Sybil replied blithely.

“Maybe Monday night,” Desi said, almost pleading.

“Tuesday,” Sybil announced firmly. “You can’t appear too eager.”

And suddenly, surrounded by wallpaper pattern  books that specialized in English floral pastels, I started to feel terribly sad.

Last night. Brad. He wasn’t the worst I’d ever delivered, either. When they were awful I felt fine. I didn’t care about the creeps, the ones I took home and turned to ash as soon as they’d gotten naked (or near enough to it that I hardly noticed). But Brad had just been some ordinary guy, the kind who didn’t respect women or maybe just didn’t know how. He probably hadn’t had much of a bank account, either. He’d come in from—now I forgot, was it New Jersey or upstate?

Maybe I was getting old. Maybe I’d been at this too long. They were pathetic, the guys I found.

Most of them were lousy lays.

But Brad hadn’t been one of the worst, which may be why I was so sad this time.

I was also sad about the fact that he was one of the better ones that I’d had in hundreds of years. At least Brad had tried. He had used his fingertips on my breasts instead of kneading them like bread dough.

I wouldn’t have felt sad about one of the kneaders.

They incinerate at the moment of their climax, not mine, so most of the time I’m not only sleeping alone but I’m still frustrated and have to finish myself up, too. Alone.

Yeah, I was always going to look like I was twenty-eight. My hair might be messy and I have a few freckles from before immortality but still—I find men. When I’m on, they can’t resist me. Succubus pheromones are completely compelling to the mortal male. They can’t help it. Even the nice guys can’t say no.

It’s no compliment to me. Their interest isn’t because  I have almost as much green in my eyes as brown, not because I can talk about movies or new media or where to find the best cocktails in New York. They don’t notice the elegant bleached hardwood floors in my apartment, or the Philippe Starck Louis Ghost chairs around my dining and worktable. They don’t recognize the Scalamandre silks on the windows or the thousand-thread Frette sheets. My taste, my mind, my personality are all irrelevant. It’s just pheromones, magic, and lust.

To have sex with me without loving me—and without satisfying me—is to turn to ash and go directly to a minor level of Hell. With a signed contract, Desi’s and Eros’s and Sybil’s prey are condemned to a major level. Some of my deliveries can even end up in Purgatory if the only wrong thing they ever did was go with me. I haven’t done a Purgatory delivery in over a hundred years, and I hope never to do one again. I don’t get any points for those.

The men I deliver usually become simple souls in torment in Hell. If they happen to be exceptionally good (except for sleeping with me), they may reside in Hell for a time before moving on to Purgatory. They never become demons. A person must make a contract with Hell, knowingly and deliberately, to earn demon status.

I do have one option that I have exercised at times. If I have sex with a man and he is generous and attentive, if he makes sure I have pleasure before he does, I can let him live. In all the thousands of years I’ve lived, there have been only a few men like that. And they never want to actually date me. We have mind-blowing sex and they never call me again.

I want someone to think I’m special, not just for my  perfect body or my Pantene-ad hair. Someone who’ll think I’m special even in the morning before I put on my makeup, even on the days when I feel fat and frumpy, someone who won’t ditch me because I get PMS and who thinks that I should go shopping when I’m feeling down.

In short, I want a boyfriend, a real boyfriend.

Satan has agreed. If someone falls in love with me and dates me without having sex with me for at least a month, and knows that I’m a succubus and loves me anyway, then I get back my soul and can be a mortal again. That’s in my contract.

Big if. In a few thousand years I’ve never even come close.

“You seem to be in some kind of mood,” Eros noted. “What’s wrong?”

“Everything,” I said, keeping my voice down although really I just wanted to wail. “Nothing. It just feels so meaningless. And lonely. You are the best friends on the planet, the best friends a girl ever had. But I’m tired of waking up alone every morning.”

“Oh, honey, yeah,” Desi said. “You’ve got a real hard time of it, we know. And it’s worse when you’ve got a bad one. Are you going out tonight? What say we rent some silly Bollywood musical and get takeout?”

“We can go to my place and make s’mores,” Eros suggested. “And paint our toenails.”

“But don’t you all have plans tonight?” I couldn’t bear any more guilt right now.

“Nothing that can’t be rescheduled,” Desi told me and Eros nodded. Even Sybil looked up from her decorating magazine and agreed.

I’ve got the best buds in the world.




 chapter FOUR

“We’ll call Martha and paint our toenails and relax,” Desi announced. “Like a pajama party. No boys,” she added with a faux junior high school sneer.

Satan, of course, was too busy to make it at the last minute. “I’m so sorry, dears, it sounds like a world of fun,” She told us, and I could hear the real regret in Her voice. “But I have some appointments that I just can’t reschedule, no matter how much more I would rather spend an evening eating s’mores and painting toenails. Next time, I promise.”

I felt badly for Her. Being the Prince of Evil was a 24/7 gig and She never got any downtime. If She didn’t have a weekly appointment for a massage and a facial at Bliss She would never get pampered just for Herself.

Once some sorcerer did a ritual in Australia right when She was in the middle of Her pedicure and tried to conjure Her to appear for some Satanic worship service. She sent Mephistopheles instead and was old Meph ever furious. He had just gotten seated for dinner at Morimoto and hadn’t even gotten his appetizer yet. That was one unhappy day in Hell, let me tell you. With the popularity of Iron Chef, it’s almost impossible to get a reservation at Morimoto, and  Meph had been looking forward to that dinner for months.

That was one of the very few times I’ve ever seen Satan actually use straight-out magic just to please a minion. She created a reservation at Morimoto for Meph for nine p.m. on a Saturday night and made damn sure that the table was ready and waiting, too. She does take care of us. And She knows the value of a topflight dinner reservation.

These so-called magicians and sorcerers and such just get things so wrong. They think that we of the Underworld can make things happen according to their desires, and some we can. Sex and wealth, no problem. Can do looks for slightly more, and eternal youth is in the portfolio but only with the right specialists at the top of the line.

Love is much harder.

Dinner reservations at nine on a Saturday night at the most popular places are almost downright impossible.

Which is a long way of saying that Martha is horribly busy and never gets any downtime for Herself, and we were more sorry for Her that She couldn’t hang out with us than sorry for ourselves for not having Her around. Satan can be so much fun.

So in a much better frame of mind I went home to pick up my pj’s and check my e-mail and MagicMirror before going over to Eros’s at seven.

MagicMirror is like MySpace or LiveJournal for Underworlders. Actually, I have a LiveJournal, too, mostly to read what the humans I know are doing, but MagicMirror is my real home territory. It’s secure—only Underworlders have accounts, or can  even find it. The URL doesn’t even exist without the right magical interface.

In fact, it’s based on the old magical Magic Mirror that we used to use before it was easier to get online. The old method, which some of the less savvy demons still use, works with a real mirror and blood and takes up loads of energy. Ours. The old-style Magic Mirror still works, but it’s limited and blood is impossible to get out of good linens. Frankly, with all the spells and magical hoopla to make it work, the system is such a bother that no one ever used it to announce movie outings or post food porn.

There were no new updates on my friends’ list. Desi probably wouldn’t mention Steve, at least not until she’d had a first date. And then it would be locked to her “Girls Only, TMI” filter.

A lot of demons don’t even bother with MagicMirror because they can’t handle the technology and don’t see the benefit. Most of us are from an era before telecommunications, let alone the computer. Truth is, many of us date from before written language.

In my own mortal existence, only a very few could read and write. Literacy was a form of magic, and a very powerful one at that. Since I was a priestess of Ishtar before Satan chose me as one of Her (high ranking) minions, I did, in fact, learn to read and write. While most men in Babylon were considered unworthy to be initiated into this most secret of arcane arts, the High Priestess and her few chosen acolytes did learn.

Maybe we were the only women in Babylon who could read and write, though it wouldn’t surprise me  if the Queen and maybe one or two of the royal wives learned as well. Wives, daughters of foreign kings who had real status in the Women’s Palace, not concubines.

Princesses were not taught to read. I’m not even sure all the princes were, except the sons of powerful wives who were most likely to inherit. I know a lot about being a princess in Babylon; I had been one. It was a fairly unspectacular position. I was the thirty-fifth daughter of the King by a minor concubine. My mother was not from one of the noble families of Babylon, nor was she a princess married off to secure an alliance. That would have given her the rank of a wife, anyway, and would have made me valuable enough to possibly marry off to some foreign satrap or one of my father’s nobles.

My mother, though, was just an exceptionally pretty girl who was bought by the Palace at the age of fourteen and served the King maybe two or three times ever. I mostly remember her as plump and satisfied with her lot. No great love, of course, but the King had over a hundred concubines and some he never even saw. Since my mother had borne him a child, even a lowly girl child, she had high rank among the concubines. She had a private room in the women’s quarters and several pieces of good jewelry that were gifts from the King.

She had come from a common farm family, so the beauty of the concubines’ quarters in the Palace, though not so fine as the wives’ residences, delighted her. She didn’t have to till and hoe and harvest, grind grain, beat flax, weave, cook, brew, make pots, milk sheep, make cheese, or bear thirteen children. She  didn’t have to worry about going hungry due to famine or drought or just bad luck. She scoffed at some of the other concubines, those who complained about never having had love or a man of their own.

“They eat every day,” she would say. “They have a home, with thick carpets and even a bed, and slaves to clean and a bathhouse with lilies in the water and they’re whining? We eat meat three or four times a week and cheese every day and we have beer and wine, morning and evening. We are very fortunate, girl, never forget that.”

And she was right. I’ve lived over three thousand years, and I’ve seen what life is like for most people on this planet. And it sucks. And women usually have it worse, married off too young, having baby after baby until they die in childbirth, eating only the leftovers after the husband and sons have eaten their fill, and still having to work the land or weave the cloth. Even today this is true in most of the world, so I try never to forget what I learned from my mother. I relish the good things I have, and I appreciate the fact that most women in the world do not live in a beautiful apartment (or palace) or have enough to eat every day, let alone food at the best restaurants in New York.

Anyway, minor princesses like me were prized applicants for the Temple service. I knew that’s what I wanted even when I was very young, so I became an acolyte at the age of seven and a novice at twelve. By sixteen I was a full priestess and was being initiated into the deep secrets of written cuneiform. Then Satan came along and offered me immortality, eternal youth and beauty, and power over men. All I had to  do was sign over my immortal soul. I did take a few days to consider the offer, but being a succubus sounded very much like being a Priestess of Ishtar, only with better options. Before the week was out I’d signed the contract with Hell. With a little extra bargaining, of course, demanding my escape clause for love and a few additional perks not included in the boilerplate.

Anyway, if I can learn to use MagicMirror, someone who was born in the fifteenth century certainly should be able to master it. I have little patience with Renaissance and Age of Reason types who are constantly confounded by technology while an oldster like me can figure out how to download the share-ware to manage my schedule from my laptop.

Now, if I could just remember to sync my Treo and my computer more than once a month I’d be in great shape.

Nothing new on MagicMirror, like I said. Well, it was Sunday. Everyone had been busy Saturday night, and those who weren’t weren’t going to admit it and show up online like losers when they should have been out at a party or club or something. No one would start posting about the weekend until tonight. Except a few really boring Wrath posts about demons who started fights on Saturday night and couldn’t wait to wash off the blood to post about it.

Starting a fight in a bar on a Saturday night is nothing to brag about in my opinion. Mortals manage that well enough themselves without demonic intervention. I just do not understand demons who have to show off when they haven’t even done anything. Satan has to praise their efforts, too. She feels it’s  good management practice, even when the Wrath in question merely escalated a shouting match to a fist-fight. “My minions always should feel that they are valued and their efforts are appreciated,” She has said many times.

I only turned to e-mail after the blog, and almost missed the one actual e-mail in the pile of spam I had to clean out. To my shock, there was an e-mail from someone who wanted to talk to me about a missing person. Probably one of my guys, and I did not want to be traced. In fact, I take great care that no one has any idea of where the guys go, and that no one who sees them leave with me can remember me. And I’m very, very good, though today’s technology does sometimes worry me.

There’s more magic to being a succubus than sending a creep up in flames. I automatically fuzz myself on any security camera or device and my phone number and the other e-mail address appears only for my prey. Once the bait gets taken, any other indication of my passing immediately dissolves. When She’s in work mode, Satan is unbelievably efficient. And She has got the entire Security Division to do the work, and they’re very good—among the smartest, most efficient demons in Hell. Under the leadership of Beliel, Security has become one of the premier divisions, which has escalated the rivalry between him and Meph, who is Satan’s first lieutenant, and Beelzebub and Marduk and Moloch.

So no one, especially no human, should have been able to trace me. The e-mail spooked me for a moment and I deleted it. But not before I took note of  the address and the name of the sender: one Nathan Coleman.

Deleted.

I got my cute aqua pajamas with the fish on them and last year’s embroidered slippers with sequins and threw them all into a Dean and DeLuca’s bag. Vincent waved at me when I came downstairs again. “Do you want a cab?” he asked, all eagerness. I should see if he has an account on MagicMirror.

“No thanks,” I said. I was planning to hit the bodega on the corner for a couple of pints of Ben and Jerry’s as my contribution to the sweetfest. I’d get a cab when I got to the avenue, but I did appreciate the boy’s enthusiasm.

I got to Eros’s place a little past seven, which was being really early for me. The doorman here isn’t a minion, but he knows us, so we don’t have any problems going directly upstairs. Once I arrived I dropped my bag and took the ice cream into her outrageously luxurious kitchen. Unlike my little closet with appliances stuck together and only enough countertop to cover the dishwasher, Eros had a kitchen where four people could comfortably congregate. I stashed the Phish Food and Cherry Garcia in the freezer, where it kept company with a stack of frozen pizzas and a tiny tub of Godiva Raspberry Truffle ice cream.

I got to the living room where Sybil was already arrayed in a white cotton April Connell antique-style nightdress with enough pin tucking and lace insets to keep a Victorian seamstress at work for a week.

I thought it was a bit early for the pj’s just yet, so I started leafing through the pile of take-out menus Eros had set out on the glass coffee table. Our hostess  was in front of the fireplace carefully studying the position of her Duralog.

Desi was the last to arrive, flushed and smiling with her packages under her arm.

“You didn’t,” Eros said flatly.

“Didn’t what?” Sybil asked.

“There were already three e-mails, and I knew I was going to go. It just made sense,” Desi defended herself.

“You didn’t actually send it already, did you?” Sybil demanded.

Desi looked at the polished oak floor.

“Desire, Minion of Hell, I am ashamed of you,” Eros said in her coldest voice. “Six hundred years old and you can’t put a guy off for even a day or two? Still? You know that’s the fastest way to lose him!”

“But his e-mails were so nice,” Desi defended herself. “And we’re going to the museum on Thursday and I won’t see him before that, so it’s okay.”

“It’s not okay,” Eros said. “I can’t believe you.”

“Come on,” I tried to intervene. “We’re here to hang out and enjoy ourselves tonight. No boys was the rule. How about no getting down on our sisters, also?”

All three of them stared at me. “No one was getting down on anyone,” Sybil said. “We’re just afraid that Desi could get hurt. You can’t send them an e-mail the same day. Even the next day is not good. You know that, Lily.”


No, I thought, I don’t know that. A succubus does not play hard to get. Maybe that was part of my problem. Maybe if someone I liked had to work at it for a while he would think about me and what I was worth, and not just be so overcome with lust that he  couldn’t help himself. Maybe I had been using the wrong approach all along.

This thought lingered in the back of my head as I changed into my pajamas and painted my toenails “Mermaid Mint.” It stuck with me as I debated the merits of General Tsao’s Chicken versus Crispy Orange Beef in the take-out order and Eros lit the Duralog.

My mind wandered back again as we waited for the food to arrive, as Sybil talked about more home renovation plans and Desi tried to clear her reputation by not talking about Steve. When the log was blazing nicely, Eros laid out the supplies for s’mores on the table and pulled out the rotating, extendable marshmallow toasting sticks in brushed steel with a ball-bearing turning mechanism. Eros doesn’t cook, but she’s got every food-prep toy ever made that will fit into her oversized kitchen. She has the KitchenAid mixer and fancy blender, she has a whole set of All-Clad pots, and every gadget Cuisinart makes. And rotating, length-adjustable marshmallow sticks.
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