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      PIRATES ON THE PAGE ARE AWESOME. IN REAL LIFE, NOT SO MUCH. IF YOU OBTAINED THIS BOOK LEGALLY, EITHER THROUGH PURCHASE, READING THROUGH THE KOBO PLUS PROGRAM, OR AS PART OF THE AUTHOR’S ARC TEAM, THANK YOU! IF YOU’VE DOWNLOADED IT ANYWHERE ELSE, YOU’RE READING A STOLEN COPY WHICH PUTS THE AUTHOR’S ABILITY TO PUBLISH ON AT RISK. SHITTY MOVE.
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      STEALING EBOOKS ISN’T A VICTIMLESS CRIME, AND IF YOU’RE DOWNLOADING THIS BOOK FROM ANYWHERE BUT A LICENSED RETAILER OR MY ARC TEAM, YOU’RE AN ASSHOLE. KNOCK IT OFF.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader,
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      “Normality is a paved road: it’s comfortable to walk, but no flowers grow” - Vincent Van Gogh

      

      This is the very first attempt I’ve ever made at writing a shifter story (though a younger sister to Atlas, named Nyx, will get a story soon). So, having said that, pretty please be gentle! I had a lot of fun writing this story, and in the upcoming book with Nyx, I envision much more time with characters in their animal forms.

      Until next time,

      XoXo,

      Layne
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        Cohen Remmet

      

      

      “I’m just asking if you’ve heard why she’s here. That’s all. Jeez, there’s no need to snarl.” Hank’s one of my best customers and a busybody. Most days, I think the reason he’s bellied up to my bar’s rail so often is so he catches all the gossip.

      “Yeah, well, ‘just ask’ somewhere else.” I’m sick of hearing everybody yammering on and on about why a cougar would move to Bernton, a town overrun with Kodiak shifters. Our sleuth is larger and more social than most, a fact I lament daily.

      Is a little peace and quiet too much to ask for? I mean, seriously. It’s a Monday. Bar’s closed on Mondays. I’m only here to do inventory and process payroll. Goddess forbid, there be a light turned on above one of the booths, though. I get ten minutes of quiet before there’s a tap-tap-tapping at the window. Hank and a handful of others want to come in, sit down, and run their mouths about nonsense.

      “I’m not askin’ somewhere else, son. I’m asking you. Don’t take that short-tempered tone with me. I ain’t your daddy. I’ll put you in your place.” Hank’s eyes flash green with his glare. His bear rousing at the hint of a disagreement. Since I was little more than a cub, the old timers never let me forget I’ve been more dominant than the bear who sired me. His shame in being a submissive bear with a dominant progeny has been ground up and gristed through the rumor mill enough to turn it to dust a hundred times over.

      “You and what alpha, Hank? I’d have your guts for a scarf if I didn’t love Ms. Bernice as much as I do.” The sow’s got a lot to put up with, being mated to the nosy shit-starter.

      Much as I’d love to shift and throw down with Hank for a tussle to let off some steam, the risk of hurting or embarrassing him isn’t worth the stress relief. Besides, I’ve got paperwork to get through. The Timber Flask ain’t gonna run itself.

      “Funny, kid. That reminds me, Bernie wants to know when you’re gonna stop by. She’s back to experimenting in the kitchen. Says my palate’s not picky enough to figure out what’s missing from that new cake she’s working on.” His mate owns the bakery in town, and she makes it her personal mission in life to keep all the unmated boars fed. She always says a well-fed man doesn’t leave. Since keeping unmated males from departing in search of their true mates is the only way to keep the sleuth strong enough to defend its territory, she takes the job seriously.

      Not that I’m liable to go anywhere. I’ve spent the better part of three decades searching the world for my One. To no avail, I visited every sleuth that would welcome guests, hoping to find her. At this point, I’m over it. I’ve got my bar, a couple acres that open to the forest, and some good friends to run with when the need to shed humanity overtakes me.

      Expecting anything more from Fate is asking for trouble. The last thing I want is to wind up forcing Fate’s hand like my own father did. Pushing for a mating when the Goddess hadn’t blessed it left him tied to a sow more dominant than him. It ate away at him until the shame of being too weak to protect his mate and cubs drove him from the sleuth and back into the wilds of Alaska where basic bears of our Kodiak genus are indigenous.

      “Tell Ms. Bernice I’ll stop by this afternoon. Once I’m done with this paperwork. Which, I’ll be done with a lot faster when customers pay attention to the closed sign on the door.”

      “Ah, so that’s why I’ve been standing here for a spell and still don’t have a glass in my hand.” Hank winks at me, and my exasperation bleeds away. We don’t stand much on ceremony here in Bernton, but our elders are important. Hank might be a busybody, but he was there for my family after my father took off. Closed or not, I’d never truly ignore him if he came ‘round.

      “Grab a beer on your way out, old man, and tell Ms. Bernice I’ll see her soon.” He takes me at my word  and reaches over the bar top to snag a beer from the still-packed crate sitting atop the cooler. He could get a cold one from the walk-in, but Hank’s not the fussy type.

      “Oh, and stop gossiping about that cougar. Doesn’t make a lick of difference what brought her here. She’ll take off once she realizes there’s no kinfolk for her around Bernton. This place never collects any stray shifters but ursas. Soon enough, she’ll figure that out and be on her way.”

      It’s not that we won’t allow others blessed by the Goddess to be here. It just never works out that any stick around.
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        Atlas Kovar

      

      

      I’m not irrational. Not unhinged. Or whatever else my ma and the rest of the range want to think. Cougars aren’t meant to live in groups with one another the way other cats do. We have matriarchal ranges where mamas and their kits group until it’s time for some distance. Believe me, it is time for some distance.

      I may not know why the tiny town of Bernton is drawing me like a moth to the porchlight, but I’m here nonetheless. Nearly all of my business is handled remotely, so moving the headquarters here just means I’m making sure there’s enough internet connectivity to oversee the company. Creature Comforts practically runs itself these days, a reality I am unbelievably thankful for. With perfect timing for the thought, my phone chimes with an incoming message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tell me again how your business, the one you call your precious baby for crying out loud, Atlas, will survive you moving to the back of beyond like this?

      

      

      

      

      

      Go figure. Now, my mom is worried about the company. One she continually says is silly and below a woman like me, descended from feline royalty. She met her fated mate, her tom, when they were kits being raised in the same range. Their mothers were best friends, and my mom and dad knew from the time they went into their first heats that they’d be mates.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’ll be fine, Mom. Bernton isn’t in the middle of nowhere. It’s nice. You should visit once I get settled in.  Bring Nyx. Maybe she can find herself a local bear to snuggle up with.

      

      

      

      

      

      My sister is two years younger than me, and much to my mother’s dismay, a partner with me at Creature Comforts, though she elected to remain in the city when I decided to relocate here.

      When I started the company, the idea was to offer physical connection, cuddles for lack of a better explanation, for shifters who haven’t met their fated mate yet. Most of us are incredibly tactile creatures. While it’s possible for us to make our own matches for the purpose of procreation and companionship, only true mate pairings are Goddess blessed and capable of reaching the highest level of bonding. That’s why, for the most part, shifters are celibate until we find our mates.

      Sure, most of us give the ol’ horizontal bop a try once or twice in our youths, just to see what the fuss is about. Empty orgasms with partners who aren’t fated mates lose their shine real quick. I’m fifty-four years old, though thanks to cougar genetics, I hardly look a day over eighteen. Which was about the age I decided I could give myself just as good of an empty orgasm as a random dude could.

      I didn’t want to fuck men, but I longed for physical touch. And about ten years ago, I decided to do something
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