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      BLURB

      Gretchen has spent a lifetime searching for love. Now the only man she wants thinks he’s a Tiger!

      Cut It Out is open for business! Moving to Maverick Point for affordable rents and to be near her bestie was a no brainer. But Gretchen had no idea her first client was going to be six and a half feet of gorgeousness. 

      Hot or not, the man is desperate for a trim and shave. Not a problem. Well, it wouldn’t be, if she could stop staring at all those muscles and focus on his unkempt locks instead. But a girl’s got needs…

      Reg has been trying to make amends for past mistakes, neglecting other things in the process. Like his hair and beard. Not good for a Tiger chosen to guard the precious Nari of the Maverick Pride.

      When Uncle Uzzi comes for a consultation, he orders the Tiger to get his overly furry butt to the new salon pronto. Reg isn’t too convinced the Witch knows what he’s doing, until the second he enters the salon and scents his mate.

      There is just one problem. The sassy stylist doesn’t know a thing about Shifters. Can Reg convince her to be his? He has no choice.

      This Tiger won’t rest until the fiery little human is purrfectly trapped.
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      Uzzi StRegovich has been working with the supernatural community for decades, offering his Magical Matchmaking Service to anyone with an open mind and loyal heart.

      Finding true mates was what the old Witch did best, and the Tigers of Maverick Point, New Jersey had been the focus of his last two successes.

      Mail was piling up, but Uzzi could not seem to think about anything other than the Tiger Pride. After successfully matching the Neta up with his beautiful Nari, followed by the Bear Shifter and his lovely she-Tiger, Uzzi was feeling quite chuffed about himself.

      “Who will be next?” the Witch wondered as his magic buzzed and hummed.

      A blessing, that was what his liebling had called Uzzi’s particular talents for sniffing out mates, though it was the Shifters he catered to who did the actual sniffing.

      “A joke,” he whispered, knowing how his dearly departed wife would have rolled her pretty eyes at his humor.

      But Uzzi always knew when the makings of true love were afoot, and he relished the adventure that was about to start!

      Ah yes, sometimes a little tough love is needed before we start the fun.
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      Hmm. What to do first?

      Uzzi StRegovich, or Uncle Uzzi as his clients lovingly referred to the elderly Witch, sat at his desk contemplating his next case. He had so much work at the moment, but for some reason he kept coming back to one particular group of pussies.

      Snickering at his own clever use of the term, he blushed as his gaze raked across the photo of his liebling on their wedding day.

      Oh, she’d been the picture of beauty and grace. Too good for a crass Witch like him, but he’d loved her. How he’d loved her! Still did, in fact. His Betty was a treasure unlike any other.

      A descendent of the goddess of love herself, as some in his family tree had declared and often, Uncle Uzzi was gifted with a certain talent for bringing fated mates together. It was difficult at times, especially when his clients proved ornery, or even worse, clueless.

      His mind wandered back to that Tiger Shifter Pride out in Burlington County, New Jersey. They were a handful, but he absolutely adored them. Especially the Neta and Nari of the Maverick Pride.

      Elissa and Hunter were like honorary family to Uncle Uzzi, and they felt the same about him. He knew from the frequency with which they wrote, and the fact that, being a Witch whose talent involved matters of the heart, Uzzi had a nose for these things. No wonder he couldn’t stop thinking about them.

      Settling in with a delicious cup of tea and one of the special double chocolate fudge cookies his housekeeper had baked, Uncle Uzzi scanned his runes and muttered a spell.

      Yes. That is the one.

      He reached for the confounded vunderbox, or cell phone, as they were called and opened his electronic mail thingamajig. This is the note he’d been searching for, he thought with a crunch of the delicious cookie. Uncle Uzzi clicked on the message, double checking the name of the sender first.

      Gretchen. Gretchen? Ah, yes!

      She was a close friend of Elissa’s, the Nari of the Maverick Pride. He skimmed the email quickly at first, then re-read the missive slowly. A small smile teased at the corner of his lips, and Uncle Uzzi chuckled to himself. This was going to be perfect.

      Dear Uncle Uzzi,

      My name is Gretchen Kaepernick. You might have heard about me, you see, I’m Elissa Phoenix-Maverick’s former roommate. Well, I suppose I should just get right to it.

      As it happens, I am moving to Maverick Point to take over the lease on the old hair salon from Mrs. Bowers. The owner is giving me the space with an option to buy at the end of one year.

      I’ve always wanted to run my own salon, and this is a great opportunity. Everything is in perfect order. I just have a few changes in furniture and appliances, and bam, I am ready to move in. I should have it all up and running just in time for spring haircuts and prom season! LOL.

      Now, to get to the real point of this email. You see, I haven’t had much luck with men in like forever, and I was wondering if you could arrange for me to meet a nice one? I am a bigger than average girl, and I don’t want to settle for anyone who thinks they can change me into something else.

      Pardon my frankness, but I’m not looking for a dietician or a gym instructor. I’m looking for a man who can handle and appreciate all this goodness.

      It is true, I can come on a bit strong and, okay, well, I’m just plain blunt when it comes to how I feel about my size and looks. They just aren’t up for discussion.

      Praise—yes. Hints about how I can look better—hard no.

      Elissa tells me I am too frank, but I can’t help it. I turn all my dates away with talk of wanting a future and a family someday. But it’s the truth, Uncle Uzzi. It’s what I want.

      You did such a wonderful job with helping Elissa, I wanted to contact you about maybe helping me find my own happily-ever-after?

      So, what do you think? Can you help me, Uncle Uzzi?

      Thank you for your consideration,

      Gretchen K.

      Uncle Uzzi clicked the button on the tiny box in his hand, turning the screen black.

      Well, how about that? He thought with a full grin on his face.

      Things were certainly going to heat up in the Pride with this feisty little human moving in, and wouldn’t you know it, Uncle Uzzi had just the Tiger in mind for the sassy female.

      He stirred his tea, foRegoing more sugar, and began to make plans. Plotting was ninety percent of any good matchmaker’s bag of tricks. And Uncle Uzzi was the best, to hear others tell it.

      There was only one slight issue to be concerned with. Would this little normal, who had no knowledge of Shifters, be as open as her friend was to the possibility of being mated to a man who also turned into a beast?

      “Gretchen Kaepernick, I have got just the man for you,” Uzzi said to himself while sifting through the notes he’d taken on each member of the Pride.

      His magic began to tingle, little lightning bolts of blue and gold sparking from his fingertips as he scanned names and recalled faces.

      Suddenly, Uncle Uzzi stopped skimming. His blue eyes were blazing as he found the name he’d been looking for.

      Ah, yes.

      This was the one. The Tiger who was meant for the beauty salon owner. He chuckled to himself as he recalled the man’s face. True, he had issues with the pride, but he’d been young and naive. The Neta had assured Uzzi, this man was as good as they came. He would not represent him otherwise.

      That said, it was quite possible Gretchen would have a mate before the end of the week.

      Poor little pussy, Uzzi thought again, snorting at his joke. The Tiger had no idea what he was in for, Uncle Uzzi chuckled and sipped his tea.

      Sorry, liebling, I will try to behave.

      But his blue eyes were sparkling with mischief as he called to make an appointment with his driver for the following day. They had a trip to take.

      Back in Maverick Point…

      “Well, what did you learn?” Hunter Maverick, Neta of the Maverick Pride stood before his most trusted men and waited for them to report their findings.

      “The streak couldn’t have been working alone, Neta,” Brayden, his Beta and also the only Black Bear Shifter in the Pride, spoke first.

      “They knew exactly where to find the women at their most vulnerable, without any of us there to protect them,” Lance added.

      He was the youngest Tiger in the Neta’s guard of elite warriors. He’d chosen only the best, and Lance, though young, was already deadly with claws and fang. He was a valuable member of Hunter’s Guard and the Maverick Pride.

      “I suppose we are lucky they grossly underestimated our females then,” Reg said with a grin.

      “Jessica and Kylie dished out quite the ass kicking,” Brayden grinned.

      “The Nari was placed in danger because of these rogues. As was my sister, and a new member of our Pride. Ass kicking or not, I won’t risk them again. None of us will rest until we have all the answers,” Hunter’s voice was low and deep with his beast.

      A good and strong leader, the Maverick Pride Neta clearly did not find anything about the recent occurrences amusing, least of all the fact that his pRegnant mate had been in danger.

      “Of course,” Brayden said, baring his throat in reverence to the male.

      “Back to the point at hand, Neta,” Mikey, their healer, said, looking at Hunter before quickly averting his gaze.

      Hunter’s hackles had been raised, and he began to growl deep and low in his chest, using that special infrasonic pitch that let others in the area know a true predator was close. Prey froze when they heard that sound, and though Mikey and the other members of the Guard were not his prey, they all bowed and bared their throats to the most dominant Shifter in the room.

      As the Neta, Hunter was the strongest of them all, but that wasn’t the reason his men submitted to him. Strong was one thing, just was another. And Hunter Maverick was the most fair and just Tiger in all of Maverick Point.

      His Shifters trusted him to protect, guide, and honor the code they lived by. The Maverick Pride was unique in that the men and women were offered voices in the form of discussions, much like a town meeting.

      They called it a circle, and all were welcome to participate. Hunter refused to run roughshod over his Pride mates. Loyalty was hard won by Alphas who used their powers to control, Hunter refused to do that. They lived by an honor code, and no one remained who was disloyal to the Pride.

      “At the last circle, I noticed many of our younger Tigers did not attend,” Mikey continued.

      “What do you mean?” Hunter asked.

      “I just think we need to keep an eye out. Maybe at the next run?”

      “Good idea. Let’s keep searching for answers then. Our friend on the Shifter Council, Dakota Miles, has agreed with our supposition that the streak had help to carry out their plans. Help from someone other than Blake,” he said and allowed that unpleasant thought to settle amongst his Guard.

      “That means there is a traitor in our midst,” he continued, and Hunter’s teal gaze landed on each and every one of his trusted men. “I want you all to be on the lookout for any signs that could lead to this person or persons. No one is above consideration. The safety of our Pride and our cherished females is of the utmost importance.”

      “Yes, Neta,” the males responded.

      “Alright. You are all dismissed, but not you Reg. I need a word.”

      The others filed out of the office and Reg stood in the room, waiting while the other men departed. His heart thudded at being singled out, but he understood.

      A heavy weight settled on his chest. But he deserved any and all discomfort it afforded. After all, Reg had disgraced himself, threatening his standing within the Pride. He had betrayed Hunter once.

      Perhaps his leader believed him capable of doing so again. Shame filled him at the thought, but he held his head high. Reg was not the traitor. Not this time. He had proved himself, and would continue to do so, with unending loyalty to his Neta and the Nari, and to the Pride as a whole.

      That was the vow he’d made to the ruling couple, to his Pride mates, and to himself.

      “Reg,” Hunter said, cocking his head and looking at the younger Tiger.

      What did he see when he looked at him? Reg wondered.

      A betrayer? Just another muscled up meathead? Or a loyal Guard?

      “I need to ask something of you.”

      “Yes, Neta? I will do anything to prove myself worthy of my position here⁠—”

      “You have done that, son,” Hunter said, gently grasping Reg’s shoulder and giving him a small squeeze. Physical contact was a part of life amongst Pride mates, and to be handled thus by his Neta was both reassuring and an honor.

      “What I need,” the Neta continued, “is for you to make sure the Nari is protected at all times, especially when she leaves the Pride House.”

      Hunter’s Tiger was riding him hard, giving a bite and urgency to his tone that had Reg’s knees buckling. The Neta’s authority shone in the power of his Alpha voice, and it pressed down on the younger male until he could hardly stand.

      It was a struggle, for sure. But Reg understood. A mated Tiger was a protective beast unlike any other. Now that he’d had a good wake up call, he was thrilled the leader of the Maverick Pride had found his fated mate.

      It gave him hope. Maybe someday, if the gods were kind, Reg would find his own true and fated someone. That person who the universe had created just for him. The other half to his soul.

      Please gods.

      But he was not all that optimistic he deserved one. After all, he was partially responsible for the damage that asshole Blake had tried to inflict on Hunter and Elissa.

      “Yes, Neta,” he grunted under the pressure, vowing again and always to protect the Nari, and their Pride with his very life.

      “Sorry about that,” Hunter said, backing off his Alpha voice as he wiped a hand over his face. “My Tiger is a bit testy these days.”

      “I understand, Neta. I would be too if I were expecting a cub.”

      “Yes,” the man replied, grinning widely. “What Tiger wouldn’t be? I want to feel joyful, to share in the bliss my mate should be basking in at this blessed time, but this whole thing is a mess. It has me wanting to interrogate every single one of our Pride members.”

      “I understand,” Reg replied. Hell. He would be that way too.

      “But I don’t want to act the tyrant, Reg. While we are still investigating, there is still reason to believe danger is lurking out there. I need to know Elissa is safe when she is not with me.”

      “I swear it, Neta, I will protect her with my life-”

      “Good. By trusting you with my mate and heir, I am trusting you with my life, Reg. Keep her safe. Keep her home if you can. That way we can all protect her.”

      “I will try, but you know how the Nari is. She does not want to stay still. The young one has her restless,” Reg replied, a knowing grin on his face.

      Elissa was a tough one. The perfect match for the Neta in every way. She’d come to him a full human, but after their mating had been blessed by the Fates with the Puspa. She was now a fierce Tiger, beautiful and powerful in her own right.

      “I know, that is why I am counting on you to watch her when I am not there. I am sending you a copy of her schedule for the week. It should help with arranging security and guards,” Hunter said.

      “Yes, Neta,” Reg returned.

      He left the Neta’s office and headed to his room. Glancing over the schedule he’d just received, he noted the next day was going to be a busy one. The Nari was expecting a guest. The elderly Witch was quickly becoming a Regular at the Pride House. Uzzi StRegovich had introduced the ruling couple and was treated like family ever since.

      Reg had no opinion on the man either way. He was fair, he supposed, and kind, and that was good enough for the Tiger. He scrolled ahead and saw the Nari had some appointments over the following weeks, but not much. Who knew part of being a guard would mean he’d have administration duties as well?

      He shrugged and tugged off his shirt. Oh well, at least they would be staying at the Pride House for the most part.

      Maybe he could tempt the Nari into staying and practicing the authentic cioppino recipe he’d scrounged up for her after emailing some distant cousins who lived off the Amalfi coast. He could have a fresh fish delivery brought to the house for the delicious Italian fish stew.

      Elissa was a chef. She loved to cook. And as it happened, the Tigers of the Pride loved to eat. Reg included.

      It was a perfect plan to keep her safe and his Neta happy. Then maybe everyone could stop looking at him as if he were still a traitor. Reg knew the men didn’t think he was aware of it, but he knew. The second those words had left Hunter’s mouth that they were looking for someone who’d betrayed them, Reg had felt their eyes on him. No matter that he'd apologized and tried everything he could to make up for his actions, they still doubted him.

      It hurt Reg that they still did not trust his motives. But he wasn’t a child. He was a Tiger. And he would prove himself by being devoted to his job and Pride duties.

      They would trust him again. All of them.

      I swear I will do everything I can to make it right.
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      “That’s the last one!” Gretchen shouted, stretching her sore back.

      “Ohmygawd, Gretch! I don’t know what you were worried about,” Elissa huffed, sitting down on a plastic covered chair, and rubbing her protruding belly.

      The shipment of bright orange, faux leather chairs had only just been delivered, and Gretchen had yet to unwrap them all.

      “Do you need a bottle of water?” Gretchen asked her bestie. She hardly recognized Lissa these days.

      Her former roommate was practically glowing. The pRegnant blonde was radiant. So much so, she was practically bursting with happiness, and Gretchen was truly glad for her. If only she wasn’t so dang lonely herself, she thought sadly, reaching into the off-white, antique fridge for a cold water.

      “Oh yes, please,” Elissa gasped, chugging from the proffered bottle greedily.

      Gretchen sighed and shook her head, looking over the chairs and the small magazine table that had just been delivered. They were arranged in an L shape, nine in total, and were perfect for the waiting area at the front of the salon.

      Colors were her jam, the brighter and happier the better. And not just as far as interior design went. Heck no! That included hair, nails, tattoos, and makeup too. So far, her salon had been repainted with new lighting installed, and she’d ordered the orange, well more like tangerine colored chairs almost immediately. The walls were a creamy white for the most part, to make the most of the space since mirrors abounded anyway. But all the accents were tangerine or pink, including the moldings.

      Cut It Out was truly taking shape and Gretchen could scarcely believe it was hers. Back home in Iowa she’d been a chubby little nobody living with her elderly uncle and mean spirited cousins. The Kaepernick’s weren’t known for having much in the way of compassion, but they’d taken her in when her parents had died tragically in an automobile accident.

      Iowa was as far away now as she wanted it to be. Her memories were nothing good. No, life had only truly started for her when she’d arrived in the garden State after being certified as a stylist. She’d found an apartment to rent with Elissa and had managed to save enough to complete her business degree through online courses.

      She did not want to spend her life working for peanuts for other people. Whoever said hard work paid off was not lying, she thought and looked around at the space she was already starting to love.

      "It wooks gweat, Gwech,” her bestie said with a mouthful of chocolate chunk cookie.

      Gretchen understood and beamed at her bestie’s praise. She sat down next to Lissa and hugged her around the shoulders, the two of them squealing like they did when they lived together and something good happened to either of them. She had to be careful though because of Elissa’s condition.

      Gretchen just could not believe it. Elissa was having a baby! Her rounded belly was peaking slightly over the tie-dyed waistband of her yoga pants, but Gretchen’s BFF was rocking that bump. The smoldering looks Elissa got from her total hottie of a hubby the last few days she’d been around them were proof of that.

      Yowza!

      It was enough to make a girl blush. Well, a girl who hadn’t seen anything resembling a penis in far too long. She was not promiscuous by any means, but Gretchen had always had a healthy appreciation for sex.

      Not that she’d had any kind of sex in a long, long, very long time. Anyway, wasn’t Hunter a doll to have his buddy Trigger drive Elissa over to see her? The cute guy had even offered to go out and grab them all some lunch.

      “You sure trigger’s got a girlfriend, Jessica?” Gretchen asked Elissa’s sister-in-law who’d come by to help along with her pal, Kylie.

      The big man in question had just gotten out of his truck and was heading for the door with a sack of sandwiches for the women.

      “Yep. Going on five years,” Elissa answered for her, and turned her head with a wide smile for the man himself. “Thanks, Trigger. I’m starved.”

      “Always a pleasure, Nari,” he replied, using some strange nickname for Lissa that had her blushing before he headed back outside.

      “You know, he doesn’t have to wait out there,” Gretchen began, but Lissa was already shaking her head.

      “He’s fine, really, he, um, has a podcast he listens to. It’s all good. Here, want half of mine and I’ll take half of yours?”

      “Sure,” Gretchen said, shaking her head.

      Same old Lissa. Sigh.

      She was getting pretty fed up with herself and that certain little green-eyed monster that kept popping up. She couldn’t help it. She was not jealous in a bad way of her friend’s happiness. She just wanted a little somethin’ for herself. Was that too much to ask?

      Elissa had hit the equivalent of the romantic mega million in lottery terminology. Gretchen was in awe. She still couldn’t believe her former roomie was having a baby this soon after meeting, and marrying the insanely hot, sexy as sin, construction mogul that was Hunter Maverick.

      “What?” Elissa asked.

      “I was just wondering when you were gonna teach me your secrets to living a wildly passionate and successful lifestyle,” she replied deadpan.

      “Gretchen! Stahp it,” she replied, blushing furiously.

      Her Hudson County accent always came out more pronounced when she was excited or emotional, something Gretchen thought was ridiculously cute.

      "No secrets, honest. Look, you are going to find someone who loves you for you, I just know it. Now, first things first, when will you be ready to take on clients? I seriously need a pedicure,” Elissa said sticking her swollen feet out.

      “Dayum girl! Put those crusty things away! I am trying to eat,” Gretchen teased.

      “Seriously, I got a ick thing about feet,” Jessica seconded.

      “You two are nuts,” Kylie chimed in, grabbing her turkey sandwich with lettuce, tomato, and mayo from the sack.

      Gretchen smiled at their playful shenanigans as she passed around sodas and waters to Elissa, Jessica, and Kylie. The four women had spent nearly all of that morning getting Gretchen’s salon ready for her big opening day.

      Cut It Out was her first solo business venture, and nerves abounded. She had been in the hair biz for over a decade, but that was not the same as running a salon.

      True, Gretchen had worked for various bosses, doing hair and nails, and even provided in-home services for a while, but this was her ultimate professional dream. She was finally going to be in charge of her own business.

      Of course, Gretchen was still a bit nervous, but she was hoping with all her might that it would all work out. All her business classes really helped her create a marketing plan, and she was almost positive it was going to work. Maverick Point had been sans beauty salon for months now and Cut It Out was going to fill a void in the New Jersey town.

      It just has to be successful.

      She’d sunk every last dime she had into this venture. Including taking out a small loan to pay for a few new necessities, like the chairs, updated appliances, various hair care products, aprons, brooms, lights, marketing materials, a few small advertisements placed strategically on the internet, and in the local paper, and other odds and ends.

      “Well, I can’t wait to sit down in one of these for some highlights,” Kylie said. “Maybe I’ll get some like yours,” the pixie-cut blonde mused, looking at the chunky purple and royal blue locks that Gretchen had added to her newly dark locks earlier that week.

      “Maybe, but I think maybe you should be scheduling a pedi appointment too,” she teased her new friend who wiggled her unpolished toes.

      “What? They have character!”

      “Yeah, right? And you teased me,” Lissa said, stealing a chip from Jess.

      “I can’t help going barefoot, it feels too nice,” Kylie explained.

      The woman really did not like shoes. Gretchen shook her head and laughed. It was the first time she’d ever seen anyone move furniture without anything to cover what was probably the easiest to bruise part of any person. Her toes. But she had to admit, Kylie proved remarkably agile on her feet.

      “Okay, for all of your efforts on my behalf, I announce you shall get your first pedicure on the house. And that goes for all of you ladies!”

      All three women clapped, and Gretchen giggled, so happy she was liable to bust. She had two hairstylists coming to work, and more lined up for interviews the following week. She was going to need a lot of help. At least, she would soon once she built a steady clientele.

      All that took was some time, some good quality output, and the trust of the community. Cut It Out was going to be amazing. She was going to show the Maverick Point community that this was the place for all their hair care and beauty needs.

      “Don’t you go getting worried on me now,” Elissa said. “I told you, Hunter is going to tell all of the Pri-, I mean, all of his employees about this place. You’ll be fine, Gretch. Better than fine.”

      “I sure hope so,” she said, biting her lip nervously.

      Speak of the devil, Hunter just arrived with Brayden, Jessica’s boyfriend. The women insisted their significant others join them for lunch.

      “There is more than enough,” Gretchen said handing out some of the extra subs Trigger had bought.

      Seriously, he’d gotten like ten for the four of them. Gretchen was a big girl, but she couldn’t put away more than one-foot-long sandwich on her best day. Even if the other women had managed to polish off two each.

      “Thank you, Gretchen,” Hunter replied, his eyes on his wife as he sat beside her.

      Brayden had the same besotted look as he snuggled close to Jess feeding her bites of his sandwich, even though she’d eaten. Gretchen had never seen anything like it.

      There must be something in the Maverick Point water, she mused. Or maybe it was the mountain air? Hell, they’d even cleaned up.

      What prizes, she thought, and tried not to watch as each man held hands with their women and cuddled them close after cleaning the remnants of their mini feast. When Elissa began to yawn, Hunter moved.

      "I’m fine,” she argued.

      “She’s tired,” Gretchen said right to Hunter who seemed to growl and nod.

      “Better get you to bed,” he told Elissa who’s face had gone bright pink.

      “Whoooo! It’s getting’ hot in here,” Kylie replied loudly, and everyone laughed.

      Except Hunter. His teal eyes seemed to glow as he gazed at the love of his life. There was no doubt about it. He was crazy about her, and she really deserved to have someone like that. Perfect husband that he was, he scooped her up and brought her to the car despite her protests.

      Gretchen’s heart squeezed as she watched them. It was a helluva thing being happy on one hand and desperately lonely on the other. Maybe someday, she thought, just maybe.

      “I’ll drop by tomorrow,” Elissa shouted as Hunter buckled her in and nodded his goodbyes to Gretchen.

      Sigh. How romantic.
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