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        The matchmaking cats of the goddesses

        are at it again!

      

      

      They’ve found the purrfect human for the traumatized cat they're determined to match next. Dr. Mari, a renowned animal therapist, couldn't be more pawsitively purrfect for Pounce whose emotional baggage is heavier than a fully stocked treat cabinet.

      

      But the fates have a cruel twist in store. The matchmaking cats are astounded when they discover Dr. Mari doesn't provide therapy to animals. Instead, the animals are the ones providing comfort and healing to the humans. 

      

      Add in a very grumpy grizzly who hates animals and just so happens to be the fated mate of Dr. Mari, and the matchmaking cats of the goddesses are convinced this match is doomed. Good thing they specialize in the impawsible.
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      Bygul wasn’t sure about their plan to match this particular cat.

      It wasn’t that the cat didn’t deserve to be matched because as far as Bygul was concerned, every cat deserved the joy of having a home and someone to purr for.

      Unfortunately, this particular cat was traumatized, and thus, wasn’t a particularly good candidate for matching. He’d been abused, for certain, and didn’t trust anyone. Not other earthbound cats, not the matchmaking cats of the goddesses, not even the goddesses themselves. And certainly, under no circumstances, did this cat trust any human whatsoever.

      This made things terribly difficult for the entire community of matchmaking cats.

      Every one of them wanted to save this cat, but none of them could get near him, let alone catch him for matching.

      “I hate to say it, but maybe we should just move on,” Muezza said.

      “No!” Soraya wailed. “He’s so thin and scared. We have to help him.”

      “Soraya, be reasonable,” Tivali said. “We already have a waiting room filled with cats needing homes, and there are endless more on the streets just waiting for one of us to notice and care enough to intervene. This one, however, doesn’t want to be helped, and we’re just adding to his trauma every time we try to catch him.”

      “But I love him and he needs help!”

      Bygul had never seen Soraya so upset, and that was saying a lot, considering melodrama was her middle name.

      If she were human, she’d no doubt be crying actual tears by now. As it was, her ears were laid flat and her tail was swishing back and forth across the floor in agitation.

      “We should just use goddess magic to scoop him up,” she said between low growls.

      “You know Freyja said we should only use her magic as a last resort,” Bygul said. “She doesn’t want us scaring him more than he already is.”

      “Yes, but chasing him through the streets, shouting that we’re not going to hurt him hasn’t worked, and now Tivali’s saying we just made everything worse!” Soraya wailed.

      It was a good point.

      “That’s why we should just leave him alone,” Muezza said. “The cat has the right to live out the rest of his days in freedom.”

      “Technically, South America isn’t even our territory,” Tivali said. “We shouldn’t even be trying to match a cat from here.”

      “But Fannar asked for our help!” Soraya exclaimed. “And no one else has even gotten close!”

      “Neither have we,” Muezza muttered sourly.

      “We got closer than the other cats,” Soraya hissed.

      “Yes, but he still ran away,” Tivali said.

      “Again,” Muezza said.

      “We’re making progress,” Soraya insisted.

      “Look,” Bygul finally interrupted. “You’re right, Soraya, we have made progress, but that doesn’t mean we’re close to catching him.”

      “Oh, but⁠—”

      “And even if we do manage to accomplish that miracle,” Bygul said over Soraya’s protest, “we still don’t have a match for him. What human could possibly have the patience necessary to fully bond with him?”

      “But that’s just it,” Soraya said, “I’ve already found the purrfect human.”

      Oh, great.

      These were words Bygul always dreaded hearing from Soraya because they usually meant a detour from protocol, which was always stressful, and often quite chaotic as well.

      To give Soraya credit, though, her plans tended to work out more often than not, though every once in a while, they were an unmitigated disaster.

      Bygul just hoped this wasn’t one of those occasions.

      With no small amount of dread, he asked the question the others wouldn’t. “All right, Soraya, let’s hear it. Who is this purrfect human?”

      “Dr. Ysyry Mari!”

      “Never heard of her,” Bygul said.

      “She’s a doctor?” Tivali asked. “Will a doctor have the amount of time necessary to bond with this particular cat?”

      “That’s the most purrfect part!” Soraya exclaimed. “She works with animals all day long, so she can just bring Pounce with her.”

      “Pounce?” Muezza growled.

      “You’re not supposed to name the cats, Soraya!” Tivali admonished.

      “I know, but I got tired of calling him The Cat. He deserves better.”

      “Never mind that,” Bygul said impatiently. “So the human’s a vet?”

      “A vet could be a good choice,” Tivali said. “She’d have access to meds if she needed them.”

      “Drugging the cat into compliance isn’t much of a life,” Muezza growled. “I don’t like it.”

      “I have to agree,” Bygul said.

      “She’s not a vet!” Soraya exclaimed.

      “Well, then what is she?” Tivali asked.

      “She’s an animal therapist! It’s purrfect, don’t you think?”

      “Humans offer therapy to animals?” Muezza asked incredulously.

      “Apparently,” Soraya crowed. “Admit it, Bygul. It’s a pawsitively purrfect match!”
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        * * *

      

      Ysyry stormed out of the clinic, the leads for Arf Vader and Beowoof clenched in one hand while she cradled Bunzilla close to her body with the other.

      The two dogs, as usual, seemed very in tune with her emotions and crowded close, trying to make her feel better.

      Bunzilla, on the other hand, was busy chewing the ends of Ysyry’s hair, making it clear she couldn’t care less about Ysyry’s emotional state.

      This didn’t stop Ysyry from dropping a kiss on Zilla’s head, right between her floppy ears, while ranting to the three animals as she stalked across the parking lot.

      “That idiot doctor wouldn’t know a good idea if it slapped him in the face. I should have known better than to try and reason with him. The man’s impossible!”

      She should have stayed in veterinary school, that’s what she should have done. It would have been a much better choice than this disaster that had her trying to work with humans on a daily basis.

      Never mind that these particular humans were also shifters. The fact that there was any human inside them at all was enough to make them unreasonably difficult to deal with.

      Animals—the ones without a single drop of humanity, of course—were so much more reasonable.

      Unfortunately, the first time Ysyry broke down during the clinical rotation phase of her veterinary science program, it became clear that she wasn’t cut out to be a vet. She just couldn’t handle it when an innocent animal was suffering, let alone when they actually died.

      So, she’d walked away from her dreams of becoming a veterinarian and had started studying psychology instead. It had been such a great fit that she’d spent the better part of a decade pursuing specializations, certificates and degrees in the field. She now had so many initials after her name, she no longer remembered which ones went with which degrees. All she cared about was that they qualified her to provide desperately needed therapy to members of her clan.

      Even when they didn’t appreciate it.

      And to be clear, very few of them did.

      At least they didn’t appreciate therapy with her.

      The minute she’d completed her animal assisted therapy training, though, and began bringing her animals to therapy sessions, the complaints about alpha-mandated sessions stopped, to the point that some of her clan members now came to therapy whenever they felt like it, no mandates required.

      It had been an unexpected development, for Ysyry had been braced for the clan to balk at spending time with non-shifting animals, in the same way they sniffed condescendingly around non-shifting humans.

      Instead, they’d fallen in love with her animal companions. So much so, they were willing to put up with Ysyry and her questions, just so that they could spend time with her four-legged friends.

      Except now, the clinic was under new management and that management came in the form of an arrogant, asshole doctor who’d emphatically declared the clinic off-limits for animals of any kind.

      Which was completely ridiculous.

      They village was in the cloud forests of the Andes, for heaven’s sake! Animals were everywhere, part of daily life in Villa del Ukumari.

      Of course, the idiot in charge didn’t even know shifters existed, but still, banning animals from a medical clinic in the heart of the rainforest was like trying to keep trees from growing! But that’s what the clan got when it hired a grizzly to run the clinic.

      A grizzly who’d never shifted because he’d been raised by humans. His bear was so close to the surface, it was a miracle he hadn’t already rampaged through the provinces, revealing shifters to the world.

      Qué mierda.

      So now, Ysyry was stuck putting up with the stupid, misguided, grump of a grizzly bear, who had no idea who he really was, and who’d actually had the audacity to kick her out of the clinic.

      “No animals inside,” he’d roared, his bellow causing humans and shifters all over the clinic to hit the ground, cringing.

      It was actually quite impressive. The man’s entire aura oozed alpha rage, which was disconcerting in a shifter who’d never shifted before. It really shouldn’t be possible, at least not while his bear was trapped inside him, yet here they were.

      That rage was the reason the pack council had recruited him to take over the clinic in the first place. Because it was only a matter of time before the bear took control and exploded from him in a wave of fury. When that happened, he needed to be deep in shifter territory, surrounded by paranormals strong enough to contain him until he regained his reason and his humanity.

      Having met him, though, Ysyry was pretty certain that would never happen. Reason was clearly beyond his grasp.

      She’d tried to explain that her animals were a critical component of the therapy she offered, but he’d interrupted, roaring, “Out!”

      She’d kept talking, explaining that animals could heal the worst of wounds, both heart wounds and physical ones, simply by being who they were. Innocent. Compassionate. Peaceful.

      Unfortunately, some people didn’t want peace. Or healing. Or compassion.

      Some people, frankly, were assholes.

      And the grizzly was the biggest one of them all.

      He’d actually ordered security to escort her out of the building. Security!

      There hadn’t even been security at the clinic three days before, yet suddenly there were two huge men, in uniform, marching toward her with scowls on their faces.

      Unreal!

      So she’d stormed out, fuming, and now she was pacing the parking lot, Bunzilla, Arf Vader and Beowoof the only audience to her fury.

      She had a therapy session scheduled at one.

      At the clinic!

      Yet, that buffoon, Mateo, had kicked her out. Of her own office!

      “Who does he think he is?” she snarled as she paced back and forth. “I’ve worked at the clinic for three years now! And how long do you think he’s been there?”

      Beowoof just watched her pace with wide, brown eyes, but Arf Vader let out a deep, “Woof-woof!”

      Without missing a beat, Ysyry raged on, “That’s right, Arf Vader. One day. One! Oh! And not even a full day at that. We’re what? Three and a half hours into the work week and he’s already kicked me out of my own office. I pay rent, damnit, and I expect to be able to use the space I pay for!”

      It was simply outrageous that because of one arrogant asshole, she was now reduced to holding therapy in the damn parking lot.

      It would serve him right if she set up her office right there, in front of the clinic, for all the world to see. Maybe she’d even encourage her clan members to attend therapy in their animal forms.

      Oooh, now that was a great idea.

      With a malicious grin, Ysyry pulled out her phone and started texting.
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      “All right, Soraya,” Bygul said wearily. “If you’re certain the therapist is the right companion for this particular cat and that she can help him.”

      “I’m pawsitive,” Soraya exclaimed.

      “So where is this doctor again?” Tivali asked.

      “She lives in Las Yungas.”

      “The rainforest?” Muezza asked incredulously.

      “Yep,” Soraya said cheerfully.

      “How on earth did you find this woman?” Tivali exclaimed.

      Soraya shrugged. “I have my ways.”

      Of course, she did. She’d probably been flirting with Fannar again, which meant he’d either done her a brilliant favor and this was going to be an epic match, or—much more likely—he’d conned her into taking responsibility for matching someone he’d deemed unmatchable. “Where in Las Yungas exactly?” Bygul asked suspiciously.

      “Villa del Ukumari. It’s a small village of maybe 300 residents.”

      “Ukumari?” Muezza asked. “Why does that name sound so familiar?”

      “I don’t know,” Soraya said. “I’d never heard of it before Fannar told me about it.”

      Great. Bygul hated it when he was right about these things. Fannar was definitely up to something. Why else would the cat give up a prime matchmaking opportunity in the rainforests of the Andes mountains?

      “The human has a therapy session in about an hour,” Soraya said. “If we can convince Pounce to come with us, he can start therapy right away.”

      “That cat’s not going to agree to anything,” Muezza grumbled.

      Bygul had to agree.

      The cat ran every time they got near him. He clearly wasn’t going to cooperate, which left them with only one option.

      “All right, Soraya,” Bygul sighed. “Go ahead and grab the cat, then you can take us to this purrfect human.”

      “With goddess magic?” Soraya meowed excitedly.

      “Just a tiny amount,” Bygul said. “Be conservative!” He hadn’t even finished his sentence when Soraya disappeared with a quick pop, only to reappear seconds later, with their target cat at her side.

      Before the cat could even react to the change in location, Soraya used a bit more magic to transport them again, this time taking the other matchmaking cats of the goddesses with her.

      Seconds later, they arrived in an empty office.

      For one brief second, all was quiet.

      Then, the cat let out a yowl of displeasure and bolted across the room.

      “Pounce, no!” Soraya exclaimed. “You’re safe here!”

      Clearly, Pounce did not agree, for he leapt onto the desk, skidding across it and sending papers and supplies flying.

      When he reached the end of the desk, he launched himself at the coat rack in the corner, where he scrambled to the top.

      “Be careful,” Soraya admonished as the coat rack swayed, then went crashing to the floor as Pounce launched himself from it straight up the wall.

      He somehow managed to hook his claws in the wall and launch himself upward again.

      A moment later, he was scrambling onto a wooden beam high above them, stretching out along it and staring down at them, as if he were daring them to follow his path.

      “Great,” Muezza muttered.

      “Where are we, Soraya, and where is this miracle human?” Tivali demanded.

      “We’re in is Ysyry’s office,” Soraya said. “She usually holds her therapy sessions out here.” She walked through the office door into a larger room that had chairs arranged in a circle at the center of the room and a few tables lined up against the walls.

      “I thought you said she had a session starting soon,” Bygul said.

      “She does,” Soraya said. “Usually, they’ve started by now.”

      “Well, that’s just great,” Tivali said. “So, we have a reluctant cat hanging out high above us and a missing therapist. If you ask me, this match is the opposite of purrfect.”

      “It is not,” Soraya said hotly. “You haven’t even met Ysyry.”

      “Yes, well, she’s not here,” Bygul said, “so we’ll need to track her down.”

      “What about Pounce?” Soraya asked.

      “He can stay here for now,” Bygul said. “Maybe if we leave him alone, he’ll come back down.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Muezza muttered.
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