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      Hello Readers!

      Thank you for purchasing this Maverick Pride Tale featuring Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service and our favorite driver, Hank. I thought a lot about Hank’s HEA ever since he first popped up in Purrfectly Mated, and I knew from the very beginning, this sexy Shifter was more than meets the eye.

      I hope you enjoy his story.

      

      Happy reading!

      Xoxo,

      C.D. Gorri
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      Hank Garret doesn’t need any help finding a mate. Too bad Uncle Uzzi won’t take no for an answer.

      

      Driving the infamous matchmaking Witch to visit the Maverick Pride is one of his favorite duties, but lately, it’s the very thing disturbing the Falcon Shifter’s peace of mind. Watching those Tigers find their true mates is just too painful.

      

      When Uncle Uzzi recommends Hank’s services to a Lioness in need, duty calls. It was fine. He could remain professional. He just has to ignore the gorgeous spitfire in his backseat for the next twenty-four hours.

      

      Piece of cake–gulp.

      

      Annabeth Golden of the Blue Valley Pride is one frustrated Lioness. Her family’s reputation makes finding a mate hard, but is it really so bad? So, what if she accidentally on purpose almost castrated her high school boyfriend for being unfaithful? Was that cause to make her persona non grata with the entire Pride? Hard up for love and trying to win the big contest at work leaves Annabeth at her wit’s end.

      

      Good thing she runs into Uncle Uzzi of the infamous Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service. Annabeth has hit the jackpot–or so the she-Cat thinks.

      

      But what happens when the cranky Falcon her Lioness pines for claims she’s mistaken? Will this cat bag her bird?

      

      Find out in this installation of the Maverick Pride Tales.
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      “What is this? Are you getting fancy on me now, Uzzi? I swear, Betty would have a field day teasing you,” Richard grunted as he hefted the large package onto the kitchen counter.

      “Ah, my liebling would love that I am taking care of my health, Richard. Come now, open,” he instructed the ornery man.

      “Look at all this. Perfectly portioned my foot. They must not know how you pack it away,” he muttered loud enough for Uzzi to hear him.

      Richard loved to complain, but since his beloved late wife had hired him to help take care of things for Uzzi while he worked, he could not see to getting rid of the man. Besides, Richard was a wonderful chef, and he was not wrong. Uzzi loved to eat.

      “Fantastic,” Uzzi enthused, despite his housekeeper’s grumblings.

      He waited impatiently for the other man to finish opening the package, clapping his hands in anticipation.

      “Eat Well Live Proud,” Richard read the card aloud, handing it to Uzzi as he began removing the contents of the cooler box.

      Uzzi wondered if the container was recyclable—probably considering who it came from. Eat Well Live Proud was the preeminent import/export company owned by the Blue Valley Lion Pride. To humans, they were just another internationally known business, famous for their farm to table services—a trend that was very popular these days.

      Along with being a Witch and matchmaker extraordinaire, Uzzi was a foodie and loved to indulge his appetites with fresh, delicious, and sometimes healthy morsels. Eat Well Live Proud had just launched this smaller branch of their business, having only dealt with restaurants, hotels, cruise lines, and that sort of thing for years,

      They mainly worked with ranches to deliver the best organically raised beef, pork, poultry, lamb and other meats like bison and ostrich, too. But Uzzi had heard wonderful things about their new conscientious and sustainable seafood line. He could not wait to sample it for himself.

      “King Salmon? Hmm,” Richard mumbled, and Uzzi saw the wheels working in the man’s head.

      “Yes, and some bass, too. And did you know they just signed a deal with some strictly organic, non-GMO farmers to deliver produce now?” Uzzi said.

      “Uzzi, we live in the Garden State. Non-GMO organic produce is everywhere, for Pete’s sake.”

      “Yes, well, still. This is certified by Lions, Richard. How could it be anything other than wunderbar?”

      “So, will you be traveling this week? I am going to plan the menu now,” Richard informed him as he put away the various packages of fish and meat in the freezer, taking two portions of salmon out to thaw for dinner.

      Yum.

      “Yes, I am planning to be here. But, Richard, take another piece of salmon out. We are having company tonight.”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Uzzi picked up his cell phone, his fingertips tingled with anticipation as he scrolled through his contacts. Something very important was happening in the universe, something leading him to this moment.

      Part of Uzzi’s talents lied in his ability to trust in the Fates to guide him. Right now, everything inside of him was screaming at him to make a call. His magic hummed and buzzed excitedly, blue sparks crackled at his fingertips.

      Wonderful inventions, cellular phones, but they could be so temperamental. On and on, he perused the thousands of names saved inside the little gizmo. He’d met so many people over the years, helped scores of them to find their fated mates, too.

      It was his burden and his gift, to bring together couples the universe had selected to be together. A worthy vocation, indeed. Suddenly, his magic heated, the buzzing grew louder, and then—zap!

      Uzzi stopped scrolling and read the name of the contact that popped open on the small screen of his smart phone. Ah ha! He grinned widely.

      Of course.

      It was about damned time, too, in his not so humble opinion. Beneath the business, Falcon Limousine Service, was the name Hank Garrett. He was the owner of the car service, Uzzi’s own trusted driver, and his honorary nephew.

      The Shifter was the son of a man whom Uzzi had owed a favor to, once upon a time. Though he’d drifted from the parents, Hank had remained a favorite of his. The young Falcon had worked hard to build up his company, and Uzzi was proud to hire him whenever he needed.

      Time and again, he’d offered his own services to the younger man, but Hank insisted he needed no help to find his mate.

      Well, we shall see about that, dear boy.

      “Hello, Hank? Yes, it’s Uzzi. I wanted to invite you to dinner… Tonight… Yes. You’re free, then? … How wonderful!”

      Wunderbar, indeed.
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      Annabeth gritted her teeth and waited impatiently for her boss to finish with the weekly meeting at the offices of Eat Well Live Proud.

      The Blue Valley Lion Pride’s corporation was responsible for procuring and delivering quality, organic, sustainably harvested, and eco-friendly meats and fish to restaurants, hotels, and just recently, private homes the world over.

      With the launch of their new EWLP Direct Line, as in direct to your door, every Lion and Lioness in the company was working overtime. Not ideal for the thirty-something female who was days away from going into her heat cycle.

      Speaking of heat, what the heck was the thermostat on, anyway? Annabeth was practically melting.

      Pant. Purr. Gasp.

      She rolled her eyes at her melodramatic Lioness. Her inner kitty could be a bit extra at times. Like now.

      Grrrr.

      Oh sure. Now she was pissed. Whatever. Annabeth flicked her gaze from one corner of the room to the other. She felt stifled in the crowded space. The walls were closing in on her.

      How did no one else feel cramped? She bit back her sigh as Maggie Pierce, the big boss lady, rambled on about some convention she was sending some lucky—ew, make that unlucky—feline to represent EWLP. As if dressing up for another corporate bash was anyone’s idea of a good time.

      Who the hell wanted to go to another boondock town down the shore, anyway? Not Annabeth. Blue Valley was just under central Jersey, and she hated everything below it. At least here, she could still get to Manhattan once every couple of months for a Broadway show or to get some really delicious pizza, or dirty water dogs.

      Grrrr.

      Okay, so her inner kitty had a thing for questionable cuisine. She was surrounded by the good stuff 24/7. It was natural she’d crave junk food constantly, right?

      Looking at her plus size curves, she frowned. Okay, fine, so maybe she should cut it out with the hot dog binge eating sessions in NYC so she could fit into one of her formal gowns and maybe go on trips like the one Maggie was talking about.

      Whatever.

      It didn’t matter, anyway. She hated traveling. Especially flying. But she also did not do well driving long distances. Buses were too crowded for her Lioness. And trains were just unnatural.

      Like, who was really driving those things, anyway? She’d never seen a conductor or train engineer in person. Just people who played them on children’s TV shows. So yeah, travel by train? No thanks.

      Traveling just wasn’t her thing. No sane Lioness wanted to put her life in the hands of some over-caffeinated pilot or driver—who she wouldn’t trust to make her a sandwich—to operate a couple of tons of heavy metal with her in tow.

      Hard. Pass.

      Hell to the no, her she-Cat agreed.

      This Lioness was not leaving the safety of the hard ground beneath her feet or paws. She sighed, openly relieved when Cornelia’s name came up in the conversation. That Lioness deserved to be stuck traveling to East Bubblefuck, New Jersey, for some boring ass conference.

      She was a rude bitch who had it out for all the Golden sisters. But being the gracious female her mother raised her to be, Annabeth was sure their nemesis had some good qualities too.

      Not, sniffed her inner pussy cat.

      Okay, seriously though, if Cornelia was willing to run all over the world at the beck and call of Eat Well Live Proud—which is a heck of a lot more than Annabeth was willing to do—the female was okay in her book.

      “Ms. Higgins,” Maggie said to Cornelia, who was grinning like the stuck-up little brown noser she was, casting shade at the other people sitting there. Annabeth supposed she just could not help herself. Once a prat, always a prat.

      “I want you to remain here. I have an assignment for you⁠—”

      “But Ms. Pierce, I’m already packed—” Cornelia began, practically choking on her shock.

      Annabeth winced, embarrassed for the usually haughty little miss. How dreadful! She hated being the center of attention herself, but Annabeth could not even imagine being so publicly deflated.

      Served her right for thinking she was better than all the others. The Blue Valley Pride was close knit as fuck. Almost everyone she’d grown up with worked for the company. In that way, EWLP was sort of an extension of high school—and every bit as awful from a social standpoint.

      Ugh.

      Her sister, Ariella, elbowed her in the ribs, and Annabeth turned her attention to Cornelia. Holy cow. The woman was completely losing her shit.

      “This is the best thing I’ve seen in days,” her sister whispered as Cornelia ran to Ms. Pierce and grabbed her arm with her claws almost extended.

      “I always represent EWLP at the annual convention. I’m already packed. My dress was dry cleaned. I got my car detailed. Uh, everything is ready⁠—”

      “And yet, you aren’t going,” Ms. Pierce said with a slight growl in her voice. “In light of some recent contradictions in your quarterly reports, Ms. Higgins, you have been grounded. Your task this week is to perform an audit of all of your accounts.”

      The entire room gasped, shocked at the insinuation. If perfect Cornelia had to perform an audit, what would that mean for everyone else? Annabeth bit her lip. She would stand by her numbers, but this was truly worrisome. The entire Pride had a stake in the company. If things were not done properly, that could mean a lot of money for a lot of people.

      “Well, that was not the way I wanted to announce this, but yes. Audits are happening this week. You will each receive an email with your tasks while this is going on. The company has decided to do small sections at a time, Cornelia just happened to be first. Now, I have made promises to the CEO, and the entire board, for that matter, and I will make sure that everything going on in this company is on the up and up. So, remember, while you are making your reports that I will be watching you.”

      “But about the convention⁠—”

      “It will go to someone else. Cornelia, I need you to meet with the liaison from the EWLP auditing team coming in from Florida today. They will start going over your accounts first.”

      “What? But why?” screeched Cornelia, clearly the female was not thrilled with her new assignment.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Higgins?” the boss lady asked.

      “Um, no,” she mumbled.

      “Does anyone here have an issue with how I run things here?” MS. Pierce asked louder.

      Every feline eye in the room is tuned and focused somewhere else. From windows, to dust motes, to lint on the carpet—gazes flicked around trying to find anywhere to land other than on the angry she-Cat.

      Snort.

      All eyes flicked to Annabeth. Uh oh. Did she just snort out loud?

      “You are in trouble now,” whispered Ariella unhelpfully.

      “Ms. Golden?”

      “No. Um. Present? Uh—I mean, yes, Ms. Pierce? Can I help you?”

      Could you be more awkward?

      No. Probably not, sighed her inner kitty.

      Annabeth almost died when every eye in the room landed on her. She caught sight of the crimson tint coating Cornelia’s overly made-up face and wondered if her own blush surpassed the skinny Lioness’ blazing rage. Lord knew the woman was a couple of cards short of a full deck.

      So, Cornelia got embarrassed by the big boss. Oh well, it happened. And frankly, it served that haughty feline right, walking around like she was better than everyone else! Cornelia did not work any harder than the Golden girls did, but she snatched every opportunity to kiss their boss’ furry butt.

      She’d been that way since they were all cubs in the Pride’s summer youth camp. Seriously. Always brown nosing the camp counselors. Cornelia was forever in everyone else's business.

      She had a long history of being a two-face, and Annabeth was certain she was going to be the maker of her own demise. She’d gone after her own sister’s mate at last year’s tree lighting ceremony in the center of their Pride’s gated community, like some shameless hussy, or so Annabeth’s mother said.

      Why, in twelfth grade, Cornelia had even let Annabeth’s biggest crush, Tommy Furbanks, stick his fingers where good girls should never let bad boys touch—unless they were going steady.

      Even worse, she’d found out the Lioness had only gone after Tommy after Cornelia had heard Annabeth’s plan to ask him to prom. She’d been just crushed after that and had accepted Ronald Grunkel’s hardly flattering prom-posal.

      The Aardvark Shifter had sent Annabeth a box full of live ants and a jar of chocolate sauce—sooo gross. But beggars and choosers and all that. At least she hadn’t gone to prom alone like her sister Ariella.

      Really, she should thank Cornelia for letting Tommy finger her before Annabeth could make an ass of herself by asking the dumb jock out. She was such a loyal creature, she’d likely have stayed with the creep, and she would be Mrs. Furbanks now.

      Permanently stuck with Tommy, who’d incidentally turned into a real loser. After failing to land a pro-football contract, the Lion just let himself go. Dropped out of college, started eating nonstop, and was now a hundred pounds overweight and working as a janitor at their old alma mater.

      Yay Blue Valley Lions—er, not.

      Annabeth was certain he was trying to relive his high school glory days, but alas, time was fleeting. Annabeth should know. She’d gotten a tad rounder as the years passed herself. Not like Tommy, but still. Here she was on the cusp of middle age—okay, not quite, but close enough—thirty-three and not even one, single dating prospect and her heat cycle coming up like gangbusters.

      In fact, none of the Goldens had any luck in love. Toni had come close, but she didn’t like to talk about. Ariella seemed smitten with a certain sexy Dire Wolf, who happened to make the best dang steak Annabeth had ever tasted. And as for Adrianna, well, she was rather tight lipped about the whole thing. George, their baby brother, was just hopeless when it came to most things, including romance.

      Hmm. He was a greedy, annoying cub. Always eating the last of our cereal. We could still end him, her inner animal suggested.

      Okay, soooo sometimes her inner kitty was a homicidal maniac. It was another reason Annabeth ate her feelings. Stress eating was a way of dealing with the crazy kitty who wanted to hunt her own brother on one paw, and on the other, to pounce on handsome strangers to sniff to see if they were her mate.

      Prrrr.

      Yes, her beastie was looking for a Mr. Golden, but where was she supposed to find him? Annabeth already knew everyone in her Pride. There were no eligible Lion males left. Maybe she should be like Ariella and develop a crush on someone outside their circle. If only she were brave enough.

      Sad rawr.

      “Miss Golden? Annabeth, are you listening?” Ms. Pierce repeated her name, and she jumped, turning her attention to her petite yet powerful boss.

      “Sorry,” she murmured.

      The older Lionesses were known for their wily and fierce natures. Everyone knew the females of the Pride were the badasses, and Ms. Pierce had a reputation for cutting her foes down to size without even messing up her fur. Annabeth wanted to be her when she grew up.

      “Yes, Ms. Pierce?”

      “You will represent Eat Well Live Proud at the New Jersey Convention for Quality Food Products this year. You will need to be there in time for the ball on Friday night. I ordered a plane ticket⁠—”

      “But Ms. Pierce, I don’t travel well,” she blurted, astounded at her own bravery.

      The older Lioness turned her golden gaze on Annabeth and took two steps forward. She felt everyone’s stares on her but was too worried about her boss to look.

      Good thing too, or she would’ve missed the telltale twitch on the corner of the she-Cat’s mouth that usually spoke of extreme annoyance. Unfortunately, Annabeth had caused said tick a time or two in the past. It never ended well for her.

      Gulp.

      “It is hardly a long distance, Ms. Golden,” Maggie growled. “I suggest you start driving now.”

      Annabeth swallowed and nodded. Ms. Pierce went over a few other points with their team, but Annabeth hadn’t heard a word. She was too busy panicking.

      Annabeth gathered her things shortly after they were dismissed, wondering how she was going to pull this off. Anxiety rushed through her veins and her stomach tightened. If only the absurd reaction could help turn her rolls into abs! Maybe then it wouldn’t be just another annoyance.

      Fuck. Fuck. FUCK.

      Since when did Eat Well Live Proud send a plump little fluff of a Lioness Shifter to represent them? Hardly common practice. Cornelia looked the part, all sleek and sophisticated. Annabeth was her polar opposite. A bumbling sort of blonde mess. Her hair lacked the telltale color base most Lionesses had, somehow, she’d been born with a medium ash brown head of hair with only a few tawny streaks, whereas most of the Pride sported full on gold locks.

      Odd duck, that’s me.

      She didn’t have dark curls like her Ariella, or the pin straight mane Toni was born with. Nope. Annabeth looked more like a tired suburban housewife with her boring wavy ash brown with overgrown highlights—natural, not from a bottle, fuck you very much.

      She wasn’t all bad, of course. Sure, Annabeth was rounder than plenty of her peers, but she was a good Lioness, loyal to her Pride, dedicated to her family, and good at her job. She might not love her life, but she was happy enough. She had friends, men and women—though none were prospects for a mate. She had her sisters, her mother, and good working relationships with her coworkers.

      Then there were her interests to keep her busy outside of work. She enjoyed reading, going to art shows, and listening to music—but Annabeth had a raunchy side too. She was fun-loving, too.

      Her penchant for skinny dipping was not tempered at all by the fact her wide ass caused quite the splash whenever she cannonballed into whatever body of water she and her sisters frequented. They did that a lot in the warmer months, breaking into the community pool or the youth center for midnight swim parties.

      It was all in good fun, and they hardly ever got caught. Mostly. The Goldens were infamous for their tomfoolery and sisterly shenanigans. George was usually too much of a goody-goody to join in.

      But the Pride usually just blamed their outrageous behavior on their mother. Patricia Golden was one hootenanny of a mother and role model.

      Because of that funny feline femme fatale’s rearing, Annabeth, and her sisters alike, all spoke their mind, cursed like sailors, drank like fish, and lived their lives to the fullest, which typically meant gorging themselves on champagne, chocolate—the sinfully rich kind, and whatever else floated their boats.

      Of all the Goldens, Annabeth was the only one who hated traveling, and spent way too much time crying over touching commercials—the ones with the kids spilling juice on the floor and splashing in it as they run away, making red footprints everywhere, but the perfect skinny mom comes in with a roll of paper towels her handsome hubby hands her and they both just sigh dreamily as she bends to clean the mess.

      Sigh. Sniff.

      Of course, if Annabeth was in charge of writing those commercials, the handsome hubby would clean the mess, pour his wife a cup of coffee, then kneel before her and massage her feet before flashing her a wicked little grin that meant bedroom shenanigans were a-happening-soon.

      Grrrr.

      But that was not her job. Nope. Her job was to go represent the company at the food convention—and Annabeth was going to do her job to the best of her ability. Hell, she
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