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        A matchmaking cat may be Jefferson’s only hope  for a happily ever after.

      

      

      Jefferson wasn’t thrilled when his sister-in-law hired a new receptionist for his auto repair shop without first consulting him. He was even more annoyed when he realized the new hire was a bear, and not just any bear. She was Kate Worcester of the Worcester bears and even worse, the only sister of Mason Worcester, the scariest grizzly of them all. And to top it all off, Jefferson was pretty sure Kate Worcester was his mate.

      

      Kate Worcester was sick of her brother’s interference in her life. His latest antics included tossing a client out a window simply because he was standing too close to his baby sister. If the only way she could end this ridiculousness was to quit her job and go to work for a panther mechanic, then that’s what she’d do. Even better if that mechanic turned out to be her mate.

      

      Cleocatra has a mission: keep Jefferson to herself. He’s her human companion and no one else’s. That bear needs to go find herself someone else to snuggle up to because Jefferson belongs to this kitten and no one else!
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      BYGUL WAS THE top matchmaker at Pawsitively Purrfect Matches. Of all the matchmaking cats in the place, he was legendary.

      Until recently, however, this hadn’t been a good thing. In fact, the other cats had looked down on him for meddling in human affairs, which as far as he was concerned, made no sense at all.

      After all, their entire mission at PPM was to match homeless cats to their purrfect human companions. If this wasn’t already meddling in human affairs, he didn’t know what was.

      Meddling or not, though, Bygul took great pride in bringing his matches to the next level. Not satisfied to simply match his cats with a human companion, he also insisted on mate-matching those humans as well. After all, PPM was in the business of happily furever afters.

      Besides, being the cat companion of a goddess gave Bygul insight and skills the other matchmaking cats lacked. Skills that honestly made him a matchmaking genius, one who brought endless joy to the world.

      So Bygul did what he did best.

      He matched cats to their human companions and he matched their companions to their true mates. It was the whole true love thing that most of the other cats (and to be entirely honest, the goddesses as well) objected to.

      Bygul had his suspicions as to why the goddesses objected the way they did. He had no doubt it had something to do with power and control. True love, after all, should be the purview of the gods and goddesses (and the occasional demons and demonesses), but as Bygul continually pointed out, he was the cat companion of a goddess, and therefore, he acted on her behalf whenever he mate-matched a human.

      He wasn’t sure Freyja completely agreed with his logic, but she didn’t try to stop him either, so as far as he was concerned, that was as good as giving him permission.

      Then, he made the match of the ages.

      A human, so completely withdrawn from the world, that matching her to a cat was a true challenge. Yet, Bygul managed to match her in such a way that she forged bonds, not just with the cat, though she did, and not just with her true mate, though she did that as well, but also with an entire community of shifters.

      Suddenly, everyone at PPM was realizing what Bygul had always known: he truly was a matchmaking genius.

      Now everyone wanted his advice and half the cats at PPM had it in their heads that they too could bring true love to the masses.

      And that’s when Bygul’s genius backfired.

      Ceridwen, that interfering goddess from hell, came up with the brilliant idea that Bygul should offer mate-matching classes for the cats interested in expanding their services.

      Ridiculous.

      Bygul had tried to protest, explaining that it was an innate ability, not something one might learn, but Bastet had smirked and agreed with Ceridwen that this was a fabulous idea.

      Freyja, outnumbered by the other two, had sighed and agreed.

      So now, five times a week, Bygul was responsible for teaching an hour-long class on mate-matching humans.

      He blamed the human, Maggie.

      If she hadn’t been so stubborn and difficult to match, no one would have recognized his genius and he could have continued to mate-match under the radar and been perfectly content. Instead, he was standing in a giant classroom at the center of Pawsitively Purrfect Matches, trying to wrangle fifty matchmaking cats into a semblance of order.

      “For goddess’ sake, Tivali, would you settle down?” Bygul bellowed as Cleopatra’s idiotic cat companion barreled around the room, chasing some unknown demon only she could see.

      This was going to be a nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      “For goodness sake, Maggie!” Jefferson bellowed. “Stop being so rude to the customers. You’ll drive all my business away!”

      Maggie glared at her brother-in-law. He had a lot of nerve, complaining about her customer service skills. “You do realize I’m only doing this as a favor because you’re my mate’s brother and he begged me to help you out. So really, I’m doing this as a favor to him, so he doesn’t have to listen to you whine anymore.”

      “Yes, well, I had no idea this favor would involve you hanging up on my customers⁠—”

      “He was rude!”

      “—insulting their vehicles⁠—”

      “It’s ugly as sin!”

      “—and refusing to answer the phone more than once an hour!”

      “It rings entirely too often!”

      “How is this any better than me not having a receptionist at all?”

      “I don’t recall promising it would be any better. In fact, I’m pretty sure I said I couldn’t promise to be personable or friendly or even to do a good job.”

      “I thought you were joking!”

      “Well, I wasn’t. And frankly, if you don’t want me to be rude to your customers, then you should recruit a better set of them. I have no idea why you can’t just stick to customers from our own town.”

      Jefferson let out a furious growl, then spun around and stormed out of the office, probably back to the bay where he was working on some useless sports car. At the last moment, he yelled over his shoulder, “And stop painting your nails in my office. It reeks!”

      Maggie grinned down at her nails. They were now a beautiful shade called Lucky Lavender and they were a perfect match to the flowers on her skirt. Who cared about scents when the result was this awesome?

      She supposed she should feel bad about driving Jefferson crazy and about being rude to his customers and possibly losing him some money along the way, but really, she just didn’t.

      Because as far as she was concerned, none of this was her fault. In fact, she’d told both Jackson and Jefferson that they wouldn’t like the results of her doing this favor for them, and they just hadn’t listened.

      Okay, so Jackson had warned her that Jefferson’s shop was a ways out of town, at a crossroads between three different towns, and that one of those towns was full of humans, but that didn’t mean Maggie had to like it.

      She thought she’d left the whole customer service, dealing with strangers, human existence behind! Yet here she was, helping out her brother-in-law doing a job she didn’t need and that she absolutely hated, just because her mate had asked.

      This was what getting mated got you.

      Fabulous sex, incredible friendships, romantic picnics, a big brother and favors.

      A nudge on her arm ended Maggie’s stewing. “Oh, Genghis Khat, you’re so sweet.” She leaned over and kissed the gray forehead of the best cat in the entire world. “Sorry for all the yelling, sweetie pie. And sorry we’re stuck here in this ugly monstrosity of a building, instead of back at home in our awesome garden. Give it a few more days though. I may be his sister-in-law, but I guarantee Jefferson won’t last much longer. He’ll fire me before you know it.”

      “Um, excuse me?”

      A woman stood in Maggie’s office door, looking uncertain. She had short, black hair that kind of spiked outward in a really sassy way and was dressed in jeans and a tee-shirt.

      “I saw the help wanted sign and⁠—”

      Maggie leapt to her feet. “Come in, come in. What’s your name?”

      “Kate Worcester.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kate. I’m Maggie. So, tell me what your qualifications are.”

      “Oh, well. I don’t really have any. I mean, not as a mechanic anyway.”

      “Good because what we need is a receptionist.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t exactly have receptionist experience either, but⁠—”

      “No problem.” As far as Maggie was concerned, experience didn’t really count for anything. After all, she’d worked as a receptionist plenty of times, but was absolutely not qualified for the job.

      In fact, despite all her work experience, Maggie had negative qualifications, which meant that Kate, who probably had social skills, was higher than her on the qualifications ladder. “You’re hired.”

      Kate’s eyes widened. “Oh. Wow. Well, great. I mean—are you sure?”

      “Absolutely! Okay, here’s the deal. The phone rings and you answer it. Make appointments if they need one. Answer questions. If you don’t know the answer, make something up.”

      Kate raised an eyebrow.

      “Okay, no, probably don’t do that. Just ask Jefferson. He’s the boss.”

      “Um. Okay.”

      “I think that’s it. Have a great rest of the day. The hours are eight to six, six days a week. You get Sundays off. If you need anything, well—just ask Jefferson.” Maggie grabbed her bag, scooped Genghis Khat into her arms and headed for the door.

      Kate swung around and followed her. “So what do I say when I answer the phones?”

      “I usually just say whatever comes to mind. Usually hello. Sometimes car central or mechanics-r-us or whatever.” Maggie wrestled the office door open and stepped through.

      “Wait. Is that the name of the shop?”

      Maggie threw a grin over her shoulder at Kate. “Nope. Never bothered to learn what it is. You could ask Jefferson that as well. He probably knows. Good luck!” With that, she let the office door swing shut behind her and bounced down the two steps leading into the garage.

      Dropping a kiss onto Genghis Khat’s head, Maggie giggled and whispered, “Let’s go tell Jefferson the good news.”
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        * * *

      

      Jefferson felt like he was losing his mind and might come unhinged at any moment. This was all Jackson’s fault. He should have known not to trust his idiotic brother.

      What a terrible idea, hiring Maggie as his temporary receptionist. What had he been thinking? He’d been desperate, true, but surely not that desperate? And now what was he going to do? Fire her?

      Jackson would never forgive him.

      Then again, if Jefferson was stuck with Maggie for the rest of his life, he’d never forgive Jackson.

      “Jefferson, you’re all set,” Maggie called as she swept through the shop, Genghis Khat hanging over her shoulder.

      Jefferson swung away from the car he was working on to glare at Maggie. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m all set for what?”

      Was she leaving in the middle of the day? He didn’t know whether to celebrate or mourn if that was the case. He had no one to cover the phones, but then Maggie barely covered them anyway, so it wouldn’t be much of a loss.

      “Your new hire’s in your office, all ready to go.”

      “New hire? What new hire?”

      “The receptionist I just hired for you.” Maggie grinned at him as she walked out the bay doors and headed for her car, calling back over her shoulder, “You’re welcome!”

      Jefferson shuddered. What now?

      Who could she possibly have hired in the fifteen minutes since he’d last spoken with her?

      He stormed across the garage and bounded up the two stairs leading into the office, muttering, “I bet she hired some bum off the streets,” as he slammed through the door.

      Just inside the office, he stumbled to a halt, stunned at the sight of the woman sitting at his receptionist’s desk.

      “I assure you I am not a bum,” the woman informed him.

      Speechless, Jefferson just nodded, then turned and stormed back out of the office into the shop.

      She’d hired a bear! And not just any bear, a freaking grizzly! And not just any grizzly, but Kate Worcester, of the ritzy, real estate Worcester grizzlies.

      High maintenance, snooty as hell, full of themselves Worcesters.

      Jefferson had never actually met Kate Worcester before, or really any of the Worcesters, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know about them.

      Rich. Spoiled. Completely detached from their own roots. He doubted a single Worcester had ever run through the woods in grizzly form, let alone shit in them.

      And Kate Worcester was supposed to answer his phones?

      What the freaking hell?
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      Well, that went well. Kate rolled her eyes.

      If that was Jefferson, she was probably in trouble.

      A search through the paperwork on the desk had turned up a number of invoices with JH Automotive at the top, so she had at least one question answered.

      There were so many others, though.

      Like why she was working there in the first place.

      Sure she’d walked in and asked for the job, but that was beside the point. She’d just been so angry and then she’d seen the sign. It had seemed like a message from the gods.

      But now that she had a minute to think about it, she was realizing there was no way she could do this job and everything else. On the other hand⁠—

      At that moment, her cell phone began to ring.

      Great.

      She considered ignoring it, but no. He’d just do something really obnoxious, like invade her privacy and track her down.

      With a sigh, she dragged out her phone and connected it, but didn’t say anything.

      “Well?” Mason bellowed after a few seconds.

      Kate swallowed a giggle. “What? You called me.”

      “So you don’t even bother saying hello anymore?”

      “It seemed unnecessary.”

      “Unne—whatever. Where are you?”

      “Oh, didn’t you get my note?”

      “You couldn’t possibly be referring to this ridiculous post-it note that says ‘I quit,’ now could you? I know that can’t be right because my sister would never walk out on the family business that way.” Mason’s voice rose as he spoke until he finished with a very bear-like roar.

      Kate raised an eyebrow. “I don’t see why not. I made it very clear, Mason, that one of these days you would go too far. Well, that day is today!”

      “Oh, come on, Kate, it wasn’t that bad.”

      “You threw the alpha of the McDonald clan out the window! Of a two-story building!”

      “Eh, I’m sure he landed on his feet.”

      “That’s not the point. And they’re wolves not cats!”

      “He was flirting with you.”

      “He was negotiating to buy the Wheeler property!”

      “Oh.”

      “I was this close to offloading those acres, then you came along and ruined everything.”

      “Well, that’ll teach him to keep his distance when negotiating.”

      “Oh, please.”

      “So when are you coming back?”

      “What do you not understand about the words, ‘I quit’?”

      “You can’t quit, Kate. You’re not a quitter. Besides, we need you.”

      “Well, I’m sorry, but I’ve already got another job.”

      “You what?”

      “I’ve given my word and have already started, and you’re right. I’m not a quitter. There’s no way I could leave them in the lurch, now is there? Not after they’ve gone to all the trouble of hiring and training me.” Kate hit the mute button so he wouldn’t hear her snickering.

      “Training—you only left the building an hour ago!”

      Kate cleared her throat to get rid of any telltale amusement and hit the mute button again. “Who said anything about the training happening today?”

      Mason let out a growl. “You’re making this up, aren’t you? You couldn’t possibly have found a job and been trained in the hour since I last saw you.”

      “I certainly am not making this up. I’m the new receptionist at JH Automotive.”

      “Receptionist? Now I know you’re joking! There’s no way you’d take a measly—hold on a minute. JH—are you talking about Jefferson Hewitt?”

      “I believe that’s my new boss’s name, yes.”

      Dead silence, then, “You went to work for the panthers?” Mason roared.
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