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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 was proud Ms. Pierce had chosen her for it.

      So, onward and upward, impending heat cycle or not, Annabeth was going on a picnic of a trip, and she was bringing—hmmm, what was she bringing?

      Crap.

      She had to pack! Annabeth didn’t believe in doing things half-assed, and part of being prepared for this kind of—gulp—business trip meant having the right clothes for the job. What did one wear to a food services convention, anyway?

      One thing was certain, Annabeth was not asking Cornelia for advice. That feline had taste right up her ass, which was exactly how short she wore her skirts. Annabeth didn’t need any middle-aged, paunch-having weirdos slapping her butt like she was one of the female employees on Mad Men, for fuck’s sake. If there was one thing cable TV had taught her, it was the 1960s were a fucked up time to be a woman in the working world.

      No, thank you.

      “Are you still hanging around here, Golden?” Ms. Pierce snapped, and Annabeth almost peed herself.

      “I’m leaving right now to grab my luggage, Ms. Pierce. Bye-bye,” she mumbled as she raced out the door.

      Lucky for Annabeth, it was the 21st Century.
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      With her heart pounding, her nerves a complete wreck, and her brain a jumble of half-finished thoughts, Annabeth rushed around her desk gathering her purse and the light jacket she’d worn that day.

      Mother Nature liked to mess with New Jerseyans during spring. It was like the mystic goddess was playing roulette with the weather. Sometimes it was beautiful, warm, sunny, and just lovely. Often it was cold, windy, rainy, and downright miserable. The thing was, that all happened in the course of one day.

      “Whatever,” she mumbled to herself, swapping her work heels for a pair of neon pink crocs.

      Comfort whenever she could, that was Annabeth’s motto. Also, probably why she’d never been picked for this gig before. She’d only recently started wearing appropriate footwear inside the office because Toni suggested it.

      She hated what she called Annabeth’s orthopedic nurse shoes, but Annabeth did not give a fuck. Crocs were fucking awesome, and she had a dozen pairs in all colors and prints.

      Okay, focus.

      Annabeth unplugged her laptop and shoved it in her briefcase, then loaded up all her bags, only turning back to grab her cell phone. This was the first time Ms. Pierce had trusted her to represent EWLP at a convention, or anywhere, for that matter. Usually, the company only sent top salespeople, or important board members—you know, the kind of employees who were hell bent on climbing the corporate ladder.

      As in, literally anyone else.

      Annabeth was just not like that. None of the Goldens were. Maybe Toni, but that was only because she was some kind of numbers genius. Adrianna, Ariella, and Annabeth were far too easily distracted to get anywhere career wise.

      This was her chance to do big things and change the Pride’s opinion of her and her sisters. Maybe save their family name, or at the very least polish it up a little.

      Holy moly.

      The pressure just got real. Annabeth tried to steady her breathing, but she was about halfway to a panic attack. She could not fuck this up.

      She had to go home, pack, take out the kitchen trash, and make sure Adrianna had the spare key to bring in the mail otherwise Mrs. O’Reilly, her neighbor, tended to read it—nosy old bitty. Impromptu business trips were so dang inconvenient, and she had zero time to mess around.

      “Annabeth, wanna grab a coffee before you go?” Ariella called after her.

      But Annabeth was already taking off down the hall, shaking her head, she turned around to answer her sister.

      “I have too many things to do, but I’ll call you later,” she was saying, and naturally, as she spun to grab hold of the exit door, she collided with a short, very well-dressed older man, sporting the cutest white beard she’d ever seen.

      “OhMyGawdImSoSorryLookOut!” Annabeth screeched as they both tumbled to the ground.

      “Whoopsie! Are you okay, my dear?” The meticulously groomed gentleman asked, righting himself last minute.

      In fact, he hardly seemed ruffled by all the fracas. Meanwhile, Annabeth was sitting on her ass with everything she’d been holding covering the floor.

      “Crash and bash Annabeth, that’s me,” she grumbled, trying to right her skirt over the unflattering beige granny panties she had on.

      Oh well.

      It was Thursday, for Pete’s sake. She didn’t have a hot date or anything. Annabeth was a comfort over style kinda gal and would continue to choose practical over pretty but painful any day of the week. Not that she was worried about what the nice old man thought of her panty situation.

      “Oh my, you dropped your briefcase. Here, let me help,” he said and started collecting her spilled papers.

      “Thank you. I am so sorry. I would say I never do that, but I would be lying,” she only half-joked.

      “I’m sorry you probably have to be somewhere. I got this,” she began, but the older man glanced around, his blue eyes sparkling, then he touched his nose and something amazing happened.

      Annabeth’s papers began to shake and shimmy, and in the bat of an eye, they went from being sprawled everywhere, to being in a neat little pile in her hands.

      “There you go,” he said, and seemed very pleased with himself.

      Annabeth’s inner Lioness chuffed. She was alert, but did not sense any threat.

      Witch, she whispered into Annabeth’s brain, and being the smooth Shifter that she was, naturally, she blurted it out.

      “You’re a Witch, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am. Come, let’s go outside a moment so I can see you are alright,” the kind man insisted. “Oh, here,” he said, bending down to retrieve the clear organizer bag she kept inside her purse.

      

      The plastic crinkled in his hand. Annabeth froze, mortification rising. Of course, the bag was translucent and revealed an assortment of pads, tampons, lip gloss, and condoms—a whole bunch of them and all were more than likely past the expiration date.

      “OMG! Kill me now,” she mumbled. “Look, I am so sorry⁠—”

      “That’s okay, dear. Best you be prepared for life’s adventures, eh? My Betty would approve,” the elderly Witch said, and his blue eyes sparkled with affection.

      “Betty?”

      “Yes. She was my wife for a very long time, and I miss her terribly. But I talk to her every day, don’t I liebling,” he said to the side.

      “That is super sweet,” Annabeth gushed.

      “Thank you, dear. Come, we can sit on this bench here and you can tell me where you were going, taking off like a rocket!”

      “Oh! I am so embarrassed,” she replied, and giggled. “I’m sorry, Mr.?”

      “Call me Uncle Uzzi,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye and took her briefcase from her overflowing hands.

      “You know, I don’t know you from Adam, but I feel like I can trust you,” Annabeth said.

      Clearly, she bumped her head on the way down or something. Since when did she trust total strangers?

      “You can trust me, Annabeth, I am great with secrets. Now, why don’t you tell me what is going on?”

      “Did I tell you my name?” she wondered aloud, but Uncle Uzzi just grinned and waited for her to continue speaking.

      “Oh well, I suppose I did. Anyway, the thing is I hate traveling, you know? Flying makes me nauseated. Trains, no way. And I would drive, but I just have zero sense of direction and, well, I get distracted by shiny things,” she mumbled and shrugged.

      Annabeth was a lot of things and honest was one of them. She was not down on herself. Hell no. She loved her faults, took them in stride, and anyone who didn’t appreciate them could just keep on moving. But this trip, ugh, this trip, had her stomach butterflies buzzing around like fighter jets.

      She felt weird. Like she was on the cusp of something big. She turned to Uncle Uzzi, trusting the strange Witch for some reason, and waited for him to say something. The older man smiled gently, blue eyes sparking with magic and maybe a hint of mischief as he patted her hand.

      “It’s okay, Annabeth. Lots of people dislike traveling,” the male Witch said.

      His agreement made her feel oodles better. So much so that Annabeth continued her tirade to the total and complete stranger. Uncle Uzzi nodded sympathetically his sapphire stare full of understanding.

      “I know it is silly but what kind of woman wants to be completely at the mercy of someone else? Planes shouldn’t even be capable of flight! And who trusts trains? We don’t even see who drives them, for Pete’s sake. Is it an engineer or a conductor, and aren’t those words we use for other jobs?”

      Okay, she was getting hysterical now. But there was just no stopping it.

      “For all we know, every time we get on public transportation, we could be trusting our lives to some self-driving contraption. Like everything is really just a giant drone or something with a twelve-year-old kid operating it using an Xbox from home!” Annabeth shouted.

      “Oh my, I never thought of it like that,” the older man said with a wry grin, but that did not stop Annabeth from continuing her tirade.

      “And you know what else?” she dropped to a mock-whisper, as she started going through the things she and Uzzi had collected from the ground, shoving them in the appropriate bags.

      “What’s that, dear?”

      “You’re a Witch, so I can say this without judgement. I’m a Lioness, right? Well, one of the biggest banes of my existence is having a freaking heat cycle. Oh yeah, you know what I mean. Propagation of the species and all that fun crap,” she mumbled.

      “Yes, I am aware of heat cycles. Can’t you use something to stop it?”

      “Been doing that since I was eighteen, but being a Shifter, my genetics make it impossible for any potion or medicine to work very long. Eventually, they become ineffective.”

      “I understand. That must be difficult,” Uzzi sympathized.

      “Oh yeah. And now my boss is sending me on this trip on the very weekend my heat cycle is due to start. Literally, any day now.”

      “What is the trip?” he asked.

      “It’s the New Jersey Convention for Quality Food Products,” she told him, and shook her head.

      “I see, and is there no boyfriend who will travel with you to this event?”

      “What? Who me? No! No boyfriend,” she replied and shook her head in denial.

      “Annabeth, have you talked to your boss?”

      “No! I can’t refuse this trip. This is my chance to finally show my boss I can handle this kind of thing. But really, can you imagine being n a hotel full of horny, and probably married, creeps, looking for a little side bae action, and going into your heat? Happened to my cousin when she was on an assignment with her best friend’s mate, and boy, was shit awkward after that weekend!”

      “I see,” the man said, reaching into his coat for his cell phone. “What’s your address, Annabeth?”

      “Oh, 645 Willow Avenue,” she told him, and stared wide eyed. “Oh my, you must think I am insane! I am so sorry for basically kidnapping you, and dragging you outside, and making you listen to my nutty rant⁠—”

      Annabeth gasped. She slapped a hand over her mouth.

      Crap.

      She’d just had a full-blown panic attack and in front of a complete stranger.

      “Not at all,” the stranger smiled. “Now, I told you to call me Uncle Uzzi, but let me formally introduce myself. I am Uzzi Stregovich of Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service.”

      “Oh my Gods! You’re famous,” she gasped.

      “Ha ha. Well, it is nice to be recognized, Annabeth Golden. But come now, listen, I think I have a solution to at least one of your problems.”

      “You do?”

      “I believe so, sweet Annabeth.”

      “You know, I’ve heard of you a lot lately,” Annabeth told him, cutting him off. “You’re like the rock star of matchmakers!”

      Uncle Uzzi smiled widely, then laughed at the apt description. He leaned forward, and Annabeth did the same, meeting his sapphire stare with her own clear, amber-hued gaze.

      “You mentioned the inconvenient timing of your heat cycle and having no boyfriend. Now, I know of a Witch and a scientist who have teamed together to make custom elixirs for stopping said cycle, but that will take time. I am afraid it won’t be ready for this weekend,” he began.

      “But that’s amazing. If you have any information, I would be happy to reach out to them,” she said, nodding.

      “Indeed, I do. It is part of why I am here to meet with some members of your Pride. I am, of course, also here to offer my services as a matchmaker for those interested. Now for another, rather personal question,” he began. “Do you like sex, Annabeth?”

      “Sex?” she squeaked. Annabeth felt her cheeks burning. This was so embarrassing. The man was like a sweet grandfather figure, but here he was, talking about nookie and darn it, how was she supposed to reply?

      “Y-yes,” she said awkwardly. “I mean, yes. I can talk about this. I am an adult. Anyway, what’s not to like?”

      The Lioness blushed, and nodded, convinced he wasn’t getting fresh with her. Not this sweet old man.

      “Good. And love?”

      “Oh, um, sure, I think it exists, but I’ve never actually been in love, Uncle Uzzi.”

      “Never?”

      “No,” she said, and shook her head ruefully. Annabeth looked down at herself and sighed.

      “Most men I date think I should be grateful that they even notice me. I get propositioned, but no one has ever made a declaration of love to me before. I doubt it will ever happen to someone like me.”

      “And just why not? What is wrong with you?”

      “Mr. Stregovich⁠—”

      “What did I say? Call me Uncle Uzzi, please,” he said, offering a kind smile. Annabeth blushed again and nodded, tucking her hair behind her ears.

      “Okay, I’ll explain,” she said, more for herself than for him. “I’m a Golden. My sisters and I have a reputation in this pride, and well, a lot of the males—okay, all of them—steer clear when it comes to us.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Welllll,” she began. Oh, how to explain? “Uncle Uzzi, my sisters and I have been known to play pranks, get in trouble, and did I mention that whole phrase there is no fury like a woman scorned thing is literally about us?”

      “You all sound positively delightful,” he said with a grin.

      “Well, thank you, I think, but no Lion male feels that way. Especially not any Lion in the Blue Valley Pride, I can assure you. Also, there are the obvious reasons I am still single. I mean, duh,” she said, looking down at herself.

      “What reasons? You will have to explain.”

      “Oh, come on. Fine, I will say it, but understand I totally love my body. It’s just, well, men want the unattainable and I’m not exactly a model here. I have thick thighs, no gap, except for the label on some of my jeans at home. Also, I have a huge appetite, Uncle Uzzi. I eat. And I mean, I eat actual food. Last date I went on, the guy demanded I pay for it since I ordered more food than he did.”

      That had been one helluva night, and Annabeth’s pride still hurt a little. The guy had been a Shifter too. You’d think he would’ve been used to a woman who could pack away three orders of wings with no problem.

      Sigh.

      “Sounds like you’ve been dating the wrong men, Annabeth. Now, I know exactly what you need, but first, let’s solve your traveling problems,” the male Witch said and nodded.

      “Alright, I suppose. But forgive me if I am not exactly hopeful.”

      “Nonsense. First, you do not have to beg forgiveness. Second, there is always hope, little one. Now, I assume you have no problem being around Shifters since you are a Lioness?”

      “Of course not. Are we talking about mates? Cause I always imagined I would mate with a big, sexy Lion. But the Golden reputation has been a major cockblocker, er, pussyblocker?” Annabeth whispered, wondering which word was correct.

      “I think pussyblocker might be apt considering you are feline,” Uncle Uzzi replied with a grin. “Now, tell me more about your family while I send this message.”

      “Well, my mother, Patricia, is, well, let’s just say she has a certain image most people run from. Rumor is she is dating someone, but she won’t tell any of us who.”

      “Ah yes, I know her well. I am actually supposed to have lunch with her later today,” Uncle Uzzi confessed.

      “With Mom? Why? Is she looking for a mate?”

      “Don’t you worry about that, dear. You said you’d dreamed of mating a Lion, but are you open to other Shifters as well?”

      “I mean, I guess so, but I don’t want anyone who would change me.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I mean, most Shifter females I run into are svelte and muscular. My sister Toni has a body like a goddess. But not me. My sister, Adrianna, spent three years in a miserable relationship trying to fit a man who would never accept her. I won’t do that. I guess what I am saying is I won’t mold myself into something new for a man,” she stated, and shrugged.

      “Good for you, Annabeth. And no real man will ever ask you to do that. Now, I see you, dear, and I have a pretty good idea what I am doing. DO you trust me?”

      “Yes, surprisingly, I do,” she said and cleared her throat. “You know, few women my age will say this out loud, but I am perfectly happy with myself. I don’t want some meathead suggesting I start exercising or stop eating carbs—heaven forbid. And I don’t want to pretend to like jazz or sculptures or whatever either.”

      “I would never set you up with a guy like that, Annabeth,” Uncle Uzzi said seriously. “What I am thinking is that you need someone to see you through your heat cycle, and you need a ride to the convention. Is that accurate?”

      “Well, I suppose that is accurate. I would definitely be happy if I could see my heat through with someone who wasn’t, you know, coerced or bribed by my mother.”

      The last time she’d had this discussion with her mother, Patricia Golden had advertised for a stud for her young daughter. Literally. Her ad read “seeking stud to sex up a fine feline—must be packing ten inches or more” and the bad news did not end there.

      Humans got ahold of the supposedly Shifter-only newspaper, and they thought it was a cat breeding service.

      Sad meow.

      Annabeth still received phone calls to that effect. Humiliating? You bet. Especially since no one in the Pride had answered the ad. Her sisters had come to the rescue, telling everyone it was a gag. But it hurt then, and it hurt now.

      “I see,” Uncle Uzzi said. “What about finding your mate? Is that a priority?”

      “I would love to find my mate,” Annabeth confessed in a low voice. “But I don’t think I have one. Not everyone gets a fated mate, Uncle Uzzi, surely you see that in your line of work?”

      “Quite the contrary, love,” Uncle Uzzi replied kindly. “Let’s talk pragmatics. Just tell me about the kind of man you are looking for to spend your heat with. I don’t want you to worry about a thing.”

      Annabeth’s eyes took on a dreamy glow as she summoned the image of her fated mate in her mind. Detailed lists she’d outlined from the time she was a cub appeared in her eidetic brain.

      “Okay, so I will go with my vanity list first. I want a man who is good looking—obviously. I am as much a fan of muscles and a handsome face as the next female. But I also prefer a man to have brains, a sense of humor, interests in things other than sports and scratching his own balls,” she said, and Uncle Uzzi laughed.

      “And should he be good in bed?”

      “Yes,” Annabeth confirmed, and felt her face positively flame. “I am not a virgin, but I’ve found sex to be seriously lacking since college. If a man could make me burn for him, like do the job so I didn’t have to finish myself after, hell, I would be incredibly surprised.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Guys my age usually expect the woman to do it all,” she blurted. “I mean, what the hell? Put in a little effort, for fuck’s sake,” she said and covered her mouth with her hands. “Sorry, I have a terrible potty mouth sometimes.”

      Uncle Uzzi took her hand and squeezed it, laughing out loud. The older man shook his head and wiped his eyes, shooting a text off before looking back at Annabeth.

      “Sorry about that. My dear, may I say I can tell you are going to be a delightful handful, Annabeth Golden. And I think I have just the man for you.”

      Annabeth stared wide-eyed at Uncle Uzzi and swallowed before nodding her head.

      “Okay. I’m game.”

      “Good,” replied the Witch, his blue eyes sparkling with magic. “Very good.”
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      “Listen up everyone, today Falcon Limousine Service is proud to announce the opening of our ninth new base of operations on the East Coast,” Hank Garret announced to the room of drivers currently lounging in the break room. “Falcon Limousine Service Station Nine is officially a go.”

      He turned to look at his crew, rolling his eyes at the smattering of applause. Fuckers. They were usually a little more enthusiastic about things like this. Especially, ever since he’d given the drivers who had been with him longer than five years stock options.

      Then again, the mood around Falcon Limousine Service Station One, located in Manhattan, had been a bit melancholy ever since Antonio was dumped by his ex. The Cougar Shifter had been so distraught, he’d packed his shit and left a note saying he was done. Last Hank had heard, he’d gone back home to West Virginia somewhere.

      Poor guy.

      “Oh shit, really? That the one by Maccon City, boss?” Carter, a Lion Shifter from Blue Valley, jogged Hank from his reverie with his enthusiasm.

      The man was the size of a bus. Literally. Hank could see why as he watched him slap together a triple decker peanut butter and strawberry jelly sandwich.

      Fucking Lions.

      Hank’s Gyrfalcon bristled. The feline Shifters were always large, not to mention nutty. Not that he was lacking in the size category. Hank was tall and muscular as they come and not without good reason.

      His inner beastie was the largest breed of falcon found in nature, and since Shifters often outweighed their wild cousins in animal form, it stood to reason they did in human form as well.

      He was as muscular as the feline, but that was as far as the comparison went. Lions, especially the ones from Carter’s Pride, were a handful. As a rule, he steered away from the rascally furballs. Especially when it came to dating them.

      “So,” Carter interrupted his musing, taking a monstrous bite. “Company’s really making it then, huh, boss?”

      Strawberry jelly dripped out the corner of his mouth and the Lion winked, giving Hank a lopsided grin. The Falcon inside of him closed his eyes, wishing like hell he could unsee the half-masticated sandwich the feline was currently chomping on.

      “Yes, Carter. The company is solid.”

      Hank had a thing about sloppy eaters. As in, he couldn’t bear to look at them. The raptor half of his dual nature agreed with a shake of his deadly beak.

      Sigh.

      The Lion kept on chomping without wiping his mouth. Hank almost lost it, but he was rescued from having to strangle his employee and figuring out how to dispose of the body by Henrietta. Apparently, Hank wasn’t the only one who had issues with watching the messy Lion eat.

      “How can you do that?” Henrietta, a Rabbit Shifter, shook her head at the admittedly absurd amount of strawberry jelly on the man’s sandwich, and more importantly, on the front of his shirt. Slob. The female growled and grabbed a paper towel from the roll, wiping it hard across Carter’s face.

      “Ow! Fuck, Hen, you took off my freaking skin with that!” Carter growled, shoving another enormous portion in his mouth and swallowing it down in one bite.

      “Dude!” Hank shook his head at the man and tossed him the rest of the roll.

      “Thanks, boss,” Carter replied and winked.

      Hank rolled his eyes, wondering if he didn’t do it on purpose just to rile him. Of course he did. Fucking pussy.

      “Change your shirt before you head out. And to answer your other question, yes, it’s the Maccon City station. The ten cars I sent arrived, and I will be conducting interviews today for a manager.”

      “That’s real good news, boss!”

      Carter smiled again and Hank’s eyes widened. The Lion’s smile was a thing of pure horror, considering he had just shoved the other half of his sandwich in his mouth. A gory mess of peanut butter and red goo. Like some B-horror film meant to torture rather than terrify.

      Yuck.

      “I thought cats were neat,” Henrietta said and made gagging noises. Hank just frowned.

      “Only when we eat,” Carter said, waggling his eyebrows.

      “You’re kidding, right?” the Rabbit Shifter flicked her hair over her shoulder and turned her nose up at the feline’s antics.

      “You know, I might visit the new station sometime soon, if I can get the time off. Maybe apply for manager,” the Lion said.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Hell yeah! We’re a family, man. Anything I can do to help, you know that.”

      “Okay then. I’ll look for your application,” Hank replied and nodded.

      It was touching the Lion thought of their little car company as family. Hank was not so sure he was management material, but he could be wrong.

      Family.

      The word stuck in his head like a neon sign. Hank’s father had some very particular ideas about what constituted family. Such as species and genus.

      Maybe he was bigoted, but Hank’s father was a good man. Right? Hank cupped a hand over the back of his head and exhaled sharply. He’d recently discovered a breathing regime designed to help ease his anxieties, and he could not deny, his father was a major fucking source of angst.

      He'd been pissed when Hank had decided to open a business—and not just any business, but a driving service. Of all the things for a flight Shifter to be into, cars were something his old man just didn’t understand.

      It shouldn’t matter what his father thought of his company, but he could not help but feel he let him down. Sure, Hank loved what he did. But he missed his parents. He still wished he could have made them proud when they were alive.

      His Gyrfalcon stirred, and Hank took a moment to settle the beast. His inner bird always wanted to Shift when he thought about his parents. Their relationship had been difficult, but Hank tried to be a good son.

      Maps had always fascinated him as a kid, and he’d spent countless hours making up routes to get from one place to another. Now, Falcon Limousine used sophisticated software courtesy of Graves Enterprises, protected by the highest security firewalls by Draco Fortis, in order to get his clients the fastest, safest, and most discreet luxury rides of their lives.

      “Okay, let’s get to work,” he grumbled when he noticed everyone still standing there.

      Hank clapped his hands loudly, and everyone got moving, including Carter, who whipped off his shirt before leaving the room. Hopefully, to change into a clean one.

      “Holy cow,” whispered Henrietta as he exited the room.

      Her gaze flashed to her boss and her cheeks heated at being caught ogling the man. Hank was so not getting into that conversation, so he just nodded at her to move it.

      Fucking Lions.

      Carter failed to note the effect his shirtless state had on the females who worked with him. Hank wished he was just as oblivious, unfortunately, he was not. But because he was a good boss, and a smart man, he ignored it.

      Possible office romances aside, Carter and Hen, and the rest of his crew, for that matter, were excellent drivers and loyal to boot. He would not have hired them otherwise. Those two had been with Hank since the beginning. They owned a share of the corporation and worked harder than anyone else he knew.

      When asked to head their own stations, both refused, citing almost exactly the same reason. They’d rather work with him, and the city didn’t need two Falcon Limousine Service stations. Carter’s interest in the new Maccon City station was an interesting development.

      “Okay, everyone, your itineraries will hit your tablets any second now. Back to work, and be safe out there,” Hank said, walking back to his office.

      Though he was the CEO and owned the most stock in Falcon Limousine Service, he still drove as often as he could. Yes, he was ultimately responsible for the corporation, the marketing, development, finance, and human resource decisions, but he was most at home behind the wheel of his custom enhanced Rolls Royce Phantom limousine.

      While he waited for his laptop to boot, Hank grabbed his work tablet. A familiar zing grabbed his attention, and he grinned. Looked like his Uncle Uzzi was back in the tri-state area. Hank smiled to himself as he read the older Witch’s email.

      He could just imagine what mischief the white-haired matchmaker was up to. His honorary uncle, Uzzi, was a friend to both his parents before they’d passed from a rare disease that affected bird Shifters.

      He’d been a solid figure in his teen years and later. Hank made sure to always be on call whenever Uncle Uzzi needed him. No one knew him as long or as well as the old Witch.

      The strands of gray threaded throughout Hank’s hair were a testament to that. His just reward for causing Uncle Uzzi to have more than one heart palpation when he’d been growing up, or so the man had always said. Hank was something of a daredevil in his fledgling days. At any rate, he loved the old man and was looking forward to seeing him again. As long as Uncle Uzzi didn’t try any funny business.

      Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service might be the reason the Witch was renowned throughout the entire world—and beyond—but Hank did not need his services.

      Nope. Period. End of discussion.

      When Hank was ready to settle down, he would do so without the famous matchmaker. He could find his own mate in his own time. The female he envisioned would be a lovely Falconess. One who was prepared to be a loyal wife and devoted mother.

      His perfect mate would be serene and calm. A real lady who would not complain about his need to be on the road now and then. Driving was one of his passions, just like flying. He looked forward to the day he would be a mate and father, sharing his passions with his family. His inner raptor stirred with thoughts of his own young and a woman to fill the void inside of him.

      Hmmm. Maybe it was time, after all. But a matchmaking service? Nah.

      Even a famous one run by his incorrigible, yet delightful, and beloved Uncle Uzzi was completely unnecessary.

      Hank had another reason for waiting on the whole find a mate thing. His parents were both Gyrfalcon Shifters, and immensely proud of that fact. One of the rarest species in the Shifter world, his mother and especially his father had impressed upon him the responsibility he had to continue their bloodline.

      “Our kind is rare and special, Hank. It is your duty to see us flourish.”

      Hank’s father had been a stern, severe sort of man. He told his only son the same thing from the time he was a fledgling. Hank knew it was old-fashioned, and maybe even a bit prejudiced. But he had made a promise, and his own innate sense of duty forced him to honor their wishes.

      No matter what he wanted in life, he was obligated to continue the line. When Hank took a mate, she would be a female Gyrfalcon Shifter.

      So, no, he would not need to bother Uncle Uzzi for his services. Hank did not need the old man’s help to find him one of those. He had it all worked out.

      The North American Tower, that was the official term for a group of Falcons, spanned the entire continent. With only a few hundred Gyrfalcon members, all he had to do was contact the registry and they would pair him up with an eligible female in no time.

      Hank had already sent them his resume a few months back. He was waiting patiently for their office to contact him with possible matches. Of course, they had to do the standard tests to make sure he was not even remotely related to any of the eligible females. Something that caused him endless anxiety whenever he thought about it.

      Breathe in and out.

      Then there were the regular hangups. Agreeing to meet a stranger with the intention of essentially tying yourself to her for life was scary as fuck. Like what if she was boring, annoying, or hated him on sight? What if she smelled funny or made noises when she ate?

      Hank’s stomach tensed as he imagined agreeing to mate a total stranger, but it was what it was. He couldn’t imagine Uncle Uzzi wanting him to mate for anything other than love, but surely, the man understood honor. Hank made a promise. He just had to see it through. There was no other choice.

      Sighing heavily, he replied to Uncle Uzzi’s emailed invitation with a firm no. Not surprised at all when his cell phone chimed a moment later. Hank turned it off. Not in the mood for the tongue-lashing he was sure to give him. Turning to his computer, he lost himself in missives until the door to his office slammed open.

      Uh oh.

      In all his musings, Hank forgot one thing about his world-famous uncle. He never called unless he was close by.

      Gulp.

      His inner raptor shivered and ducked his head. Uncle Uzzi had the uncanny ability to make him feel like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      Fucking hell.

      And yet he loved the man.

      Sigh.

      Hank turned to face Uzzi with a chagrined smile on his face, hoping to smooth his ruffled feathers. He was not a rude person by nature, and he regretted his treatment of the elderly Witch immediately.

      “So, you are available after all, nephew mine?”

      “Uncle Uzzi!”

      Hank opened his arms to embrace the older man in a big, back-slapping hug. Uzzi’s blue eyes glittered at him like sapphires in the dingy space, and he winced as a zap of the man’s magic stung him on his butt.

      “Ouch!”

      “Hmm, you’ve annoyed me, boy,” Uzzi told him zapping him with his magic one more time, before clapping Hank affectionately on the shoulder.

      The old Witch never stayed mad for long. Thank fuck. Hank’s ass couldn’t take much more getting zapped. He gazed around his dusty office and frowned. Hank really needed to hire a maid, he thought distractedly.

      “So, Uncle Uzzi, what brings you in?”

      Hank tried for nonchalance, but one look at his expression and he knew he should have armed himself. The unbelievably girl-like screech that emanated from Hank’s lips one micro-second after his usually jovial Uncle Uzzi grabbed his right earlobe, flicking the thing with his blunt fingernails, would have been embarrassing if the office wasn’t already soundproofed.

      Fuck!

      The man was fierce as fuck when he wanted to be. A lesson Hank had learned repeatedly over the years. But he also gave a damn about him, which was more than he could say for almost every other adult in his life.

      “Don’t you hello me, you birdbrain!”

      “Come on, Uncle Uzzi. Not this again,” Hank mumbled and pulled out a chair for the old man, rubbing his own ear as he waited until he sat down.

      Uzzi always looked so smartly dressed. He had a style all his own, usually wearing white to match his hair and beard, sometimes with accents in primary colors. Today, he wore a silk ascot the same blue as his eyes. It would have looked crazy on anyone else, but Uzzi simply looked charming.

      “It is really good to see you,” Hank said, smiling genuinely at Uzzi.

      The man was the closest thing he had to actual family these days. He hated disappointing him. Hank’s heart warmed when, after a tension filled moment, Uzzi returned the look.

      “And it is good to see you too, my boy,” Uzzi said, clasping his hand before he remembered he was pissed at Hank.

      Grumbling under his breath, Uzzi flicked his finger in the air and a bolt of blue magic whizzed past Hank’s face and zapped him in his earlobe this time. Like a magical ear flick.

      “Ouch!”

      “What the hell are you thinking? Letting those feather-faced idiots find you a mate when you know perfectly well that is not how this works, Hank!”

      “Fuck. How did you find out?”

      “I have my ways. Surprising you even have to ask, my featherheaded friend,” Uzzi growled and frowned, squinting at him as if trying to read his mind.

      Dammit.

      He was a wonderful uncle, but scary too. The Witch had the uncanny ability to tell when Hank was full of shit. And as far as Hank knew, Uzzi was never wrong about mates. Sure, the old Witch believed in fated mates, but Hank was not so sure that was for everyone. And if he did, well, who was to say this was not his fate?

      “I knew you were a feather head! The North American Tower can hang itself, Hank. They won’t know what you need⁠—”

      “It is always nice to see you, Uncle Uzzi, but the Tower has already been contacted,” Hank interrupted, ignoring his tirade of bird-related insults. He’d heard them all, already.

      “Hank, you know I just want the best for you,” Uzzi began.

      “I know, Uncle Uzzi, but I made a promise to my parents,” he said, finally filling the old man in on the real reason for his decision.

      “What?” Uzzi stilled, his eyes wide as he waited for Hank’s explanation.

      “You know what father was like. I disappointed him in so many ways, but before they passed, I promised him I would mate a Gyrfalcon to secure our place in this ever-changing world. We’re too rare for me to just forego my duties. I can’t let him down, Uzzi.”

      “Oh, Hank. Okay, I understand,” the old Witch whispered, deflated. “And you don’t care that the Fates might have another path for you?”

      “I don’t know if I believe in all that,” Hank told him honestly, rubbing a hand over his face.

      “Alright, Hank,” Uzzi said, eyes narrowed. “I will leave this conversation alone, but I did not just come here for that. I need you to do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This trip you are taking to see the Tower, it is soon, yes?”

      “Yes. I have to be there this weekend for the final meeting in their interviewing process.”

      “I see, well, I have a client in need of a driver. Would you be opposed to that? I believe it is on your way.”

      “A passenger?”

      “Yes. I have the client’s itinerary and final destination here,” Uzzi said and withdrew an envelope from out of thin air.

      Hank was still shocked whenever the old Witch did that. Magic was fascinating! But he would have to subdue his shock and awe, taking the packet from Uzzi intently.

      “Alright, Uncle Uzzi. I will drive your friend to where he needs to go. As long as I get to the Tower by this weekend. They’re meeting in South Jersey this year.”

      “Are they? Imagine that. That is exactly where this client needs to go. Well, good luck to you.”

      “Thank you, Uncle Uzzi. Hey, I’m still one of your favorite nephews, right?”

      “You know you are, even though I find you infuriating. Now, walk me out, Hank,” he said, embracing the younger man tightly.

      “Love you too, Uncle Uzzi,” Hank said easily, returning his hug as he walked him out the door.

      Now, why did that feel too easy?

      Hank had to admit, he expected the old man to put up more of a fight. He watched him get into the elevator, then walked back to his desk where he opened the envelope Uzzi had given him.

      Hank checked over his client’s schedule. He turned the page and froze, his blood boiling, he took in the snapshot of the pretty golden-eyed female staring up at him.

      “No. No fucking way. He did it anyway, didn’t he? Uncle Uzzi!” he roared, but the man was already gone.

      His heart pounded inside his chest. His blood raced like thunder, crashing inside his head. He could hardly breathe as he took in the female’s image. Then he dropped his eyes and read her name.

      Annabeth Golden.

      Even her name sounded fucking beautiful. Just like her. She was smiling at whoever had taken the picture with a twinkle in her eye, like they were sharing a private joke, and suddenly, Hank’s curiosity turned green with envy.

      Hell no.

      He shook his head, refusing to get caught up in Uzzi’s mischief. But his eyes refused to listen to reason. They dipped farther down the printed pages as if of their own accord, eager for every bit of information he could glean. Hank reread the little info passage and swallowed hard. Then, he reread it again. And that was when calm, sedate, unflappable Hank Garret really lost his fucking shit.

      “Fucking sonovabitch!” he growled, slamming his hands on his desk.

      Uncle Uzzi’s new client was not just someone. She was a flippant, foolish, furry feline from the very same Pride as that thorn in his side, Carter! A flighty, flirtatious, completely infuriating little Lioness who, ironically, was not fond of travel.

      “I won’t do it,” he growled, crumpling the paper in his hand, but even as he said it, he knew he would.

      Sure, it seemed his uncle was up to his old tricks, but there was simply no way Hank was falling for it. He was an impeccable driver, playing the role of chauffeur to perfection whenever he escorted Uncle Uzzi around. He'd always preferred Uzzi’s clients to think of him as a consummate professional—lest they try to hoist their sisters, daughters, or any other female relatives and acquaintances off on him.

      Truth was, Hank Garret was not just a business owner and a rare Gyrfalcon Shifter. He was heir to the Garret fortune. Ever since he was a young man, whenever someone found out about his inherited wealth, they always had a female relative just dying to meet him. It had been that way throughout college and grad school until he dropped out of society.

      Hiding the fact of his fortune, Hank opened his company, doing what he loved most. Uncle Uzzi supported him the entire time, and as of now, he was the only person who knew just how wealthy and influential the Garret family really was.

      Of course, nowadays he put most of his money to work for others by funding medical clinics, soup kitchens, orphanages, free child aftercare facilities that offered tutoring, and shelters for abused women, and runaway teens. Something else his Uncle Uzzi had helped him with.

      Hank did not mind working for a living. IN fact, he loved it. But no he did not have to work. He’d kept enough of the family funds for his future family, as well as the old homestead and some other properties.

      Right now, Falcon Limousine Service meant everything to him. It was the perfect place for him to hire misplaced Shifters, offering them steady work and responsibility their animals needed, as well as the added benefit from being with others, even if their species were different.

      Shifters needed community. He understood that better than most. If only his Uncle Uzzi understood his need to honor his parents request he mate a Gyrfalcon to carry on the line, then everything would be fine.

      Staring at the luscious image of his new client, Hank had half a mind to send someone else on the assignment. He had
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