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        He’s the leader of his Pride. She’s a normal with no idea Shifters exist.

      

        

      
        Calling a Magical Matchmaking Service isn’t exactly ideal, but Hunter Maverick is desperate to find his mate.

      

        

      
        If he doesn’t have control of the eight-hundred-pound Tiger living inside him, he can’t run the Pride. The best way to manage his beast is to claim a female as his own, but no one in his Pride calls to him. Only his fated mate will do.

        There’s just one problem.

      

        

      
        He has no idea who she is.

      

        

      
        Elissa Phoenix has hit rock bottom. When she’s cajoled into accepting a blind date, she finds herself in one lousy situation after another. Bad manners and lewd suggestions leave Elissa no choice but to leave on her own.

      

        

      
        Stranded in the rain on the side of the road, Elissa is startled when an elderly stranger in a limo offers her a ride. She knows she should run, but her gut says get in. With no other prospects, what does she have to lose?

      

        

      
        Uncle Uzzi has found the purrfect mate for the big bad Tiger of Maverick Point, New Jersey, wandering on the side of the road, but it’s up to the growly Neta to win her heart.

      

        

      
        Can Hunter convince Elissa she’s his purrfect mate?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Welcome to Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service!

          

        

      

    

    
      Uzzi Stregovich sat at his dining room table and perused the comic section of the Sunday paper with his usual steaming mug of black tea and a heaping plate of cookies beside it.

      Richard, the housekeeper, came in once a week to keep the old Witch stocked, and his efforts were appreciated. His services had been a gift from Uzzi’s beloved wife, Betty, when she’d been in hospice.

      “You see, liebling, they still have Dagwood in the funnies during the holiday season,” he mused aloud.

      Humming to himself, Uzzi ignored the first tingle of awareness that buzzed along his skin. It was always that way when the Magic wanted his attention. For eighty-three years the Witch had been matching up supernatural pairs, and he was still going strong.

      Though, to be fair, he had lost some oompf when his own beautiful wife had passed on to the next part of her existence.

      Uzzi often got requests, but that was not the way his Magic worked. This was no on demand service. He wasn’t Netflix, for pity’s sake.

      He was a Witch. A direct descendant of the Goddess of Love herself, in her many incarnations, truth be told. As such, he had special talents.

      Finding fated mates and bringing them together, was of course more than a talent. It was a gift and a responsibility. After he found his own soul in his sweet Betty, he’d made a vow to help others. His wife had been all for it. She’d even designed his business cards.

      Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service was happy to provide consultations. Of course, after he met with prospective clients, Uzzi’s Magic was the final decision maker.

      It chose whether or not to take on such and such as his next project. If a client was rejected, it was usually because the timing was not right. On rarer occasions, it was because that person did not have a fated mate. Sad for sure, but Uzzi knew better than to question the powers that be.

      The Universe had its own ideas of who deserved a fated mate and when and where such mates should meet. Uzzi preferred to not work against such an ever present force. He was merely there to assist.

      Working with the Fates, the Muses, and the Universe at large was always better for business, and for his clients. Harmony, balance, duty, honesty, and honor were tantamount in his business, and necessary for his Magic to work.

      Magic had its own way of letting him know which clients to choose next, and since his skin was tingling right then, he knew. His next project was coming, and soon. Uzzi made a few calls, packed a bag, and then sat down to wait.

      It wouldn’t be long now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Uncle Uzzi logged onto his new laptop with a sparkle in his eye and winked at his dearly departed Betty’s picture that he kept in a silver frame on his desk.

      “Twenty years without you, love, and I still remember the day I took that picture, liebling,” he whispered.

      Being a male Witch, and the indirect-direct, depending on who was telling the story, descendant of the goddess of Love, Aphrodite herself, Uzzi had been gifted with many talents in his lifetime. Finding fated mates for supernaturals, including himself, was one of them.

      If only Uzzi had known that he would have to live without his Betty for so long, he thought and shook his snowy white head. His locks were just as full and thick as when he’d been a young man, but instead of brown, they were white. His full beard, too.

      “Someday, liebling, I will join you. At least I have my work,” he said, and told Betty about his newest case.

      The supernatural community had been contacting Uzzi Stregovich for years, hailing his Magical Matchmaking Services as the premier place to find a mate.

      What could he say? He had a gift, and he insisted on sharing it with the world.

      “Ah, here we are. Maverick Point, New Jersey. Ooh, I wonder if that is near the famous Bear Claw Bakery,” he mused.

      Uzzi scrolled through his email and clicked on the email he’d received. It seemed the Maverick Pride Neta needed help finding a mate. Now that was something Uzzi could do beyond a doubt. After another lengthy perusal over the message from the unfortunately mate-less Shifter, Uzzi felt his Magic spark and sizzle.

      “Tiger, tiger, burning bright,” he said aloud, and grinned at his own joke.

      “Let’s see, Maverick Point, yes, yes, I remember you,” he told the email.

      Grabbing a picture of his wife, he kissed the image and winked. His Betty always knew which matches were worth making. She was his whole heart, even more so now that was gone.

      “Time to make another match, liebling. Come, let’s go to work now,” he told the photo, turning back to close his computer screen.

      “And as for you, I shall see you soon, my boy. Leave it to Uncle Uzzi,” he said, and clicked the power button.

      Uzzi took his cell phone out and dialed the number to his favorite driving service and ordered a car to take him to the Jersey town that very night. When there was a mate to be found, time was precious.

      “We are off, liebling. Time for some Magic,” he said and pressed a kiss to his finger before touching the glass over her cheek.

      His wife was always with him. She was his inspiration, and his compass, always pointing true.

      Nothing could stop true love, he remembered her saying with a small smile.

      It was a message he carried to all his clients, and the Tigers of Maverick Point were about to find out what that meant, starting with the Neta.

      Uzzi felt the Universe’s approval in the air around him and in his Magic. It was time.

      “Oh yes, Neta, you are going to meet your fated mate, and very soon.”
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      How the fuck did I wind up here?

      It was all Elissa could do not to slam her face down on the table as she pondered that question for the umpteenth time since leaving her cozy Hoboken apartment to go on this so called date.

      “So, babe,” the over-stuffed, heavily-cologned, and downright fugly man said.

      Her date of the evening looked like something out of a bad sitcom as he tried to lean over the stained tablecloth of the rundown hotel buffet room, he’d driven two hours to get to. Waggling his caterpillar-like eyebrows, he gave her the once over and Elissa’s skin crawled.

      Oh, hell no.

      “I got a room upstairs, you know, for after,” he told her, nodding his head, and biting his lower lip in a manner she assumed he thought was provocative.

      At best, it was nauseating.

      FML.

      How was this guy Elissa’s date for the evening? What had she done to deserve this?

      Little Gianni. Yup, that was how he’d introduced himself. And here she was. On a blind date with a guy who had the word ‘little’ in front of his name.

      Well, what did she expect? Roses and champagne? In this economy? She didn’t know where Cinder-fucking-ella got her prince, but it sure as fuck wasn’t in Jersey.

      Elissa could only blame herself for agreeing to go on this blind date. Initially, the whole Little Gianni fiasco had been intended for her roommate.

      Wait a second. Scratch that thought.

      It was all Gretchen’s fault. That ungrateful cow!

      She tried to play it off like she was some sweet little homegrown maiden. Oh, just wait till Elissa got home. Gretchen was never going to hear the end of it.

      She owed Elissa. Big time. Like a whole month of washing the dishes big time. The rat trap they shared in her hometown of Hoboken was all the two women could afford, and for the most part, they got along just fine.

      In fact, they’d grown to be close friends over the three years they’d lived together. It was the only reason she’d ever agreed to this date from Hell.

      Elissa sighed and looked over at Little Gianni. Maybe he wasn’t all that bad?

      "BEEEELLLLLLLCHHH! ’Scuse me, doll. Better out, am I right?”

      Gianni winked and Elissa wished for a black hole to open up and swallow her up right through the floor.

      OMFG.

      The man just burped out loud like he was in a frat boy belching contest, only those days passed him up about thirty years ago.

      For fuck’s sake. Gretchen, you so owe me.

      Elissa cursed her roommate and tried not to groan. But Little Gianni wasn’t quite done. The grown ass man lifted his leg and let one rip.

      Right. Fucking. There.

      Elissa was going to die before the end of the night.

      Literally.

      This is what you get when you do a friend a favor without asking for details! Idiota!

      The voice of her Italian grandmother sounded in her brain. She tried to ignore it, willing herself not to wince at the man while he sucked air, and who knows what else, noisily through his coffee-stained teeth.

      Ew. So gross.

      That was the perfect word to describe it. The only word, in fact. The entire date was just so fucking gross. She still couldn’t believe her sweet little roommate from Iowa, Gretchen Kaepernick, she of the wispy hair and baby blues, had set her up with this guy!

      What the actual fuck was up with that?

      Little Gianni was a slob. Actually, he looked just like her Uncle Nico, and that was not a good thing. Seriously, not good at all.

      He wore his hair slicked back in a too tight ponytail that emphasized his rapidly receding hairline. As if that wasn’t enough to put her off, he was sporting an enormous paunch. Now, being a curvy girl, Elissa appreciated food and was in no way against men showing the same appreciation.

      She liked bigger men. Always had. But bigger did not mean you had to be sloppy. Little Gianni’s stomach was literally hanging out from under a tight tan golf shirt that had definitely seen better days.

      The man didn’t even look like he had ever played a sport of any kind. With it, he wore brown polyester pants that were three inches above his ankles and unbuttoned at the waist.

      He didn’t look like he tried at all for this date. What kind of guy did that? His shirt collar was bent and wrinkled, and all three buttons were open to his chest, revealing a mat of oily, dark hair and pimples.

      Somehow, he’d managed to tuck the back of the shirt in, but the front simply would not hold in that stomach. What worried her more were the tight brown pants.

      As he sat back and stretched, she wondered if she should take cover. They looked like they were one bite from exploding off his body. Elissa shuddered at the image.

      Please God, if You have an ounce of mercy, don’t let that happen, she prayed.

      “Hang on, doll, I gotta take this,” he said, and turned to answer his cell phone.

      It was ringing to the tune of ‘70s disco music she hadn’t heard since the last family reunion. Her eyes kept going to the huge stain on the front of his shirt. It was a little game she liked to call what the hell is that.

      Coffee, she guessed.

      “Up your ass, Bruno. I gotta have it by Monday,” he cursed into the receiver.

      Elissa winced at the spectacle he was making of them both. There were only a handful of people there, but still.

      Deep breaths.

      Ew. Maybe not.

      She coughed as the strong body spray, that he’d obviously used a ton of in lieu of a shower, bad move in her opinion, invaded her lungs.

      Oh, this was so bad.

      Elissa was, by no means, a snob. But this guy looked like he’d stepped out of a bad 1980s mafia spoof film. What’s worse, he kept smacking his lips together as he hung up the phone and looked her over from head to chest.

      Thank fuck for the table, she thought, wishing she could hide her bosoms from his view.

      “Ssssss,” he hissed, like it was sexy or something.

      She just grimaced. Elissa might be able to forgive a lot of quirks, but she hated mouth noises. Really hated them. It was a super pet peeve of hers. Never mind his totally inappropriate and unwelcomed leer.

      She started counting the minutes, willing the date to be over already. Plenty of people would tell her she shouldn’t be so choosy, but really? She was not this desperate.

      Not yet anyway.

      So, she was curvy and a little mouthy too. But was it wrong to want a man with good table manners? Even if men were thin on the ground for someone like her.

      As a chef, she’d worked in a lot of restaurants and even as a personal cook for professional couples. She’d seen her fair share of unhappy couples and downright uncomfortable marriages. But as far as she was concerned, all relationships went downhill when good table manners were dismissed.

      Good manners were merely a sign that a person was thoughtful and respectful. At least, that was what Nonna had told her. Gianni here had clearly missed that lesson as a child. Elissa had to work not to groan in disgust as he slurped a raw clam down his gullet.

      Shudder.

      Was there no end to his feeding? That’s what it reminded her of. Feeding time at the zoo.

      OMG. That was rude, she scolded herself. But it wasn’t like she said it out loud.

      All she wanted to do was go home. At least she was comfortable. She’d worn her softest pair of black leggings for this disaster date, paired with one of her favorite tunics on top.

      It was dark green with tiny black buttons down the front and showed just the right amount of cleavage. She’d gone for neat and tidy as opposed to downright sexy.

      Good call, in her opinion. Elissa looked perfectly fine for a nice getting to know you dinner, which is what she thought she was getting when her roommate asked her to step in for her on a blind date that one of her best clients had set up for her.

      Elissa shuddered now, thinking how good old Gianni here would’ve reacted to the red dress and heels she’d contemplated before checking the weather report.

      Gulp.

      The lewd man was already salivating, and she was so not having it. Fending off his unwanted advances was not how she wanted to finish the night.

      Ew again.

      Elissa shivered, slightly chilled despite the fact they were indoors. It was a cold, gloomy evening, and the forecast called for even more rain later that night. Not at all unusual for this time of year in the Garden State.

      November was always chilly in the evenings, rainy too. Elissa tended to run warm, but she was glad she’d brought a jacket with her. Especially since her date refused to turn the heat on in the car.

      When she’d asked, he’d looked offended and told her it wasted gas.

      Um. Okay.

      She checked her phone. It was only seven o’clock, but the two hour drive was still ahead of them. Maybe they could make it home before ten if they left soon.

      Ugh. Did he just blow his nose?

      “Allergies, doll. Say, you gonna eat that?” he asked before scooping a fry from her dish and swallowing it down.

      Elissa was gonna kill her roomie. Gretchen was a hair and nail stylist. A lot of her clients were elderly, and they just loved her. They were always offering to set her up on blind dates with their nephews and grandsons.

      Mostly, the sweet old ladies were kind. They swore they could find her curvy roommate the right man, assuming she was single because she was new to town. Well, when Elissa got home tonight, she was going to tell Gretchen she needed to fire the old lady who set this date up from being her client.

      Like ASAP.

      No one who liked Gretchen would’ve sent her out with this guy. Gianni reached over and touched her hand and Elissa pulled back, reaching for the napkin.

      Gross.

      "I sure hope you ain’t a cold one, doll,” he said, shaking his head.

      “What?”

      “Ain’t gonna matter. I know just what you need, doll.”

      She was still wiping the greasy residue he’d transferred to her skin from the food he ate sans utensils. This was too much. Elissa was beyond uncomfortable with all the leering and bad attempts at innuendo.

      Plus, she was starving. One look at the dump he’d taken her to, and she knew she could never eat there. The chef in her wouldn’t allow it.

      To think they drove two hours for this! She’d practically frozen to death in his maroon Cadillac, listening to a CD of the Rat Pack, while Gianni crooned loudly, and off key, to the music.

      Normally, she was a fan of the famous group of legendary singers. Having grown up in Hoboken, she couldn’t not be a Sinatra fan. Though, to be honest, Dean Martin had always been her favorite.

      Still, Elissa was a firm believer that there were just some people you did not try to imitate. Especially not if you were Little Gianni. While he was belting his heart out, he’d been trying to get his right hand on her thigh. She’d asked him politely to stop.

      Twice.

      Then she’d been forced to try something a little more drastic. Like spilling her hot tea on the offending hand the third time he’d tried it. Finally, he’d removed his hand from her leg. Not making a fourth attempt, which she was grateful for.

      Elissa should’ve taken that behavior as a sign and gotten out of the car. But no. She’d wanted to do Gretchen a solid. So, against her better judgement, she gave the creep another chance.

      Idiota, her grandmother’s voice echoed in her brain again.

      The old woman had loved her. Elissa knew that without a doubt. She’d raised her after her own parents had passed on in a tragic automobile accident when Elissa was just twelve.

      Her grandmother was a no-nonsense kind of lady who dished out priceless wisdom with brutally honest insights. It was the same way she dished out huge bowls of pasta with her amazing meatballs and homemade sauce. Not to mention a side order of back-breaking hugs that Elissa still missed.

      Nonna cooked like that all the time. She made a huge pot of sauce every weekend, and she was happy to serve it to Elissa and her teammates and friends, especially after games and tournaments.

      Soccer had been her sport of choice, and cooking had soon become her favorite hobby. Her grandmother had encouraged her in both pursuits. Guiding her in one and cheering her on in the other. Elissa still missed her terribly.

      “Hey babe, ain’t you gonna eat nothin’? You know they charge twenty dollars just to sit down,” Little Gianni interrupted her train of thought.

      Elissa was forced to turn her mind back to the present, which unfortunately included watching, and hearing, him as he sucked on his teeth and stuffed another breaded shrimp down his throat.

      “I’m fine,” she answered with a polite smile plastered on her face.

      Just get home, Lissa. Just get him to take you home.

      Elissa closed her eyes when he looked back down at his dish. Thank God for small favors, she mused. At least he was more interested in eating at the moment.

      He’d taken her to the rattiest looking hotel and casino she’d ever seen in her life. And the buffet room?

      Ew.

      Seriously, the place had to be violating at least a dozen health codes. When Gianni had said Atlantic City, she’d thought at least the atmosphere would be exciting. But they were so far from the real glitz and entertainment, they might as well be anywhere else.

      She sighed, looking at the plate she’d made for herself. Elissa couldn’t even fake an interest in the food. As a chef, it was hard enough to dine out.

      She was always judging the food, the service, the ingredients. How could she not? It was her business. And that was when the food was good!

      This was not good. Not at all.

      She’d been to hospitals that served better food. Old yellow lights buzzed and blinked around the buffet, giving it an abandoned kind of feel. The menu was made up of mostly frozen then fried or baked cuisine.

      Reheated actually. It was like a giant TV dinner buffet where every item was previously frozen when already cooked and warmed up in an oven.

      It was the kind of food sold cheap at restaurant supply stores in bulk. Yeah, this was much worse than hospital food, in her opinion.

      There was a worn carpet on the floor, a handful of scattered tables in the dining room, elevator music on in the background, and the entire place smelled like canned soup.

      Not to mention not one of the five people there besides them was under sixty years old.

      “Gianni,” she said, leaning forward so as not to hurt his feelings.

      “I thought you mentioned something about seeing a show tonight. Is it here?”

      Please don’t be here.

      If he was taking her somewhere else, she could beg off and hire a cab to take her home. There was no way she was sitting through anything else with this man. Not now. Not ever.

      “Ah, I see, babe, you want some entertainment first, I get it,” he snickered loudly, and she blanched.

      Whatever he thought was going to happen wasn’t. She needed to disabuse him of the notion, and fast.

      “Alright, alright. Lemme finish this, babe. Then we’ll go up to the room I got for us,” he said.

      Before she could make sense of the ludicrous statement, he slurped another fried shrimp, don’t ask how. Then he grabbed her arm and yanked her from the seat before she could even react.

      Elissa tugged on his hold, but the man was immovable. Tossing a five-dollar bill on the table, Little Gianni snatched a toothpick from the hostess stand before dragging her outside.

      Great, he was a cheap tipper, too.

      All she wanted was to go home. Figuring the best way to do that would probably be to get him to the car, she let him lead the way.

      Once inside, she would ask him to drive back to Hoboken so she could wring Gretchen’s neck. Fuming, she pulled her arm out of his hand and walked behind him.

      The rain was really pouring, and the cheap bastard had refused valet. Elissa ducked her head so she wouldn’t get so wet. Of course, the jacket she’d brought was light and had no hood.

      Gianni had an umbrella, but he didn’t offer to hold it for her, and honestly, she did not relish the idea of getting any closer to him than necessary.

      Seriously, not happening.

      Now all she had to do was break the news. She had no intention of watching a show or returning to the hotel with him.

      What could go wrong?
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      Uzzi Stregovich grunted happily as he opened the box of sweet-smelling, fresh pastries.

      "I promise, liebling, I will only have one,” he said aloud to his dearly departed wife.

      Betty understood him well, and his love for sweets was no secret. Ah! How he missed the scrumptious little spiced cakes she used to bake for him on special occasions. Filled with currants and nuts, they were simply delicious. No one made them quite like her.

      But it wasn’t spiced cakes that had him salivating now. It was a box full of tasty treats from the flagship Bear Claw Bakery store in Barvale, New Jersey.

      “Hank?” he called to his driver. “Are you sure you don’t want?”

      “No thank you, Uncle Uzzi. Better keep my eyes on the road,” his driver replied.

      Hank was one of his favorite honorary nephews, but the man did not know what he was missing.

      Hmmm, Hank. No, no. That is for another time, Uzzi told himself.

      His Magic buzzed around the small cab in the back of the limousine, but he was able to quiet it as he opened the thin cardboard box and peered inside. Sugary goodness wafted in the air, and Uzzi inhaled and sighed enthusiastically.

      “It’s been awhile, you know,” he explained to no one in particular.

      Hank was focused on the road, and no one else was there with him, but Uzzi peeked around before snagging a delectable Bear Claw napoleon from the box.

      “Oh! Perfection,” he mumbled around a bite of custard filled, chocolate and vanilla glazed goodness.

      The Bear Claw Bakery was one of the best in the entire country.

      Hands down.

      Once that one was gone, Uzzi grinned and dove for the fresh honey almond pastry, whose fragrance tantalized and tempted, even though he knew he should not have another. Not yet anyway. But how could he resist?

      “I’m only human, liebling. Well, mostly,” Uzzi said, conversing with his beloved Betty again.

      He grinned, looking over the goodies and rubbed his hands together. What to try next? Such a big decision!

      Wunderbar!

      He thought and took another one from the box. This one dusted in powdered sugar and topped with a ripe strawberry slice.

      Mmmm.

      The pastries were just wonderful. There was nothing like the infamous Devlin brothers’ sweets and Uzzi should know. He was a self-proclaimed pastry connoisseur.

      The flagship store was a good hour out of the way from where he was headed, but worth it. So worth it.

      They had the very best of what the brothers had to offer, in his opinion. Sometimes they were even made by one of the brothers themselves.

      Like tonight. Lucky Uzzi.

      That special little sixth sense he had told him that would be the case tonight. Magic had always been a friend to Uzzi Stregovich. When he asked Hank to make the detour, Uzzi hadn’t been surprised to see the Alpha Black Bear of the Barvale Clan himself wiping his big hands on his apron before coming out to greet him.

      He’d been friends with the Bear’s father since back in the day. Marcus Devlin might have met his mate by chance on vacation, the Bear knew Uncle Uzzi’s offer to consult with any members of the Clan was good for any time in the future. So long as Marcus promised to provide Uzzi with his decadent pastries whenever the old Witch was in town.

      Like tonight.

      Uzzi opened his cell phone while he took his first decadent bite of his third, or was it fourth, pastry? The famous black forest bear claw, he moaned and sighed. Cocoa powder and cherry filling had been added to the delicious morsel, making it a sinfully delicious way to end his gorging.

      No more after this, liebling, I promise.

      Just as he’d expected. The old Witch took another bite and reread the email he’d received earlier that week.

      “Well Hank,” he said aloud. “It seems the big bad pussy of Maverick Point has finally admitted he needs Uncle Uzzi’s help to find a mate. Ha! What do you think about that?”

      “Sounds like Hunter Maverick is making sense to me, boss,” Hank replied.

      Well, it wouldn’t be the first time a pussy cat needed a Witch’s help. Still, this was a special case. The Neta, or Alpha of the Maverick Tiger Pride, was having an issue with controlling his inner beast. That was never a good thing since Shifters, well, the whole supernatural world at large really, were kept secret from the humans, or normals as they were called by Magical beings.

      This was not good. Rumors were spreading in Magical circles that Hunter’s ability to control the Pride was waning. If whispered in the wrong ears, challenges would be issued. With challenges, came war, and how could anyone expect to keep a war secret in this technological age?

      A problem, for sure! But Uzzi knew this was something that could be solved by finding the Neta his mate. A mated Tiger was a powerful, controlled Tiger. With something as precious as that to lose, no one would stand a chance against the naturally dominant male.

      As it was, word had gotten around that the unmated Tiger was losing ground within his inner circle. Rumors were spreading that he was too weak to lead. Hunter’s beast was on edge, and he was looking to Uncle Uzzi for help.

      

      Shifters usually did at one time or other. A male Witch with a gift for matchmaking was rare for any age, but Uzzi had taken to his talents like a pro. He loved his work, and almost anyone would agree, it was a very interesting job. Besides, he could trace his roots back to the Goddess of Love herself.

      Shifters operated a little differently than Witches, but not much has changed in the past hundred years far as Uzzi was concerned. It was troubling that so much talk was going on about the Neta of the Maverick Pride.

      “Hank, correct me if I am wrong, but are open challenges still the preferred way for a Shifter to go after leadership of a Pack or pride?” he asked.

      “Far as I know, yes,” the driver replied.

      “Hmm. Interesting. So if a Shifter has a leadership position, what is it based on?”

      “Dominance for one,” Hank explained. “Our animals can sense when a beast is more dominant. Challenges typically arise when two or more Shifters in the same group exhibit the same level of dominance.”

      “And if the position was inherited?”

      “It doesn’t matter, Uncle Uzzi. You only keep power if you can beat everyone else. It seems pretty base, but there it is. Only the strongest earn the right to rule.”

      “I see,” Uzzi replied.

      It was all quite fascinating, and very different from how covens were run. Now, the way he saw it, the person, or persons, who started these rumors were not following typical protocol. That in itself was worrying.

      Worse was the fact that since these whispers had started circulating, the Neta had been forced to ignore his business. Maverick Development was the largest demolition and construction firm in the area. It accounted for ninety percent of the Pride’s income.

      If forced to deal with the younger, and increasingly disrespectful, Pride members, to dispute these rumors, which Hunter had no choice but to do, then he was losing focus on the business. The firm needed to renew state and county contracts else take a pretty severe hit financially.

      It was almost as if someone was gunning for the man and the pride. Uzzi snorted. The entire situation was no good. Bad business all around, he thought, and wished he hadn’t eaten all of that last pastry.

      Of course, Uzzi wanted to help. Mount Maverick was a special community. A place Shifters were known as sort of an open secret. He didn’t want anything bad to happen to the wonderful little town or the Maverick family.

      That said, he’d asked Hank to drive him to South Jersey Pride to get a feel for the Neta’s needs. By nature, Tigers were secretive, even in the Shifter world.

      It was very telling that Hunter had come to a Witch with his problems at all. Serious business, indeed. Uzzi had dealt with his fair share of Tiger Shifters before, but he knew this situation would require something different.

      Not that he was worried, of course. Uzzi trusted he could do the job as he had with countless other couples. The only thing that troubled him was the Tiger had not bothered talking about love, just mating.

      Hmm.

      That wouldn’t work, but it was a detail Uncle Uzzi was sure he could iron out with the big guy. He already had a few prospects in mind for the striped pussy already, but he was still contemplating it.

      “Excuse me, Uncle Uzzi?” Hank looked at him through the rearview mirror.

      Uzzi never bothered to raise the partition between them, but he jumped all the same. Sometimes, when he was deep in thought, Uzzi was easily startled. A clap of thunder sounded overhead, and he gasped again.

      “You okay, sir?”

      “Yes, Hank, don’t mind me. It happens with increased age,” he replied grimly.

      “Oh, well, um⁠—”

      “Yes, Hank? Spit it out, man,” Uzzi wiped his mouth on a napkin and met the man’s eyes.

      “Well, I think I see someone walking on the side of the road,” Hank said, slowing the car and leaning closer to the glass of the windshield.

      “In this weather?” Uzzi asked, mouth open as lightning flashed in the sky.

      “Yes,” Hank said, slowing down even more.

      “It appears to be a woman. She has no umbrella, either.”

      Uzzi paused for a moment. His Magic was alert and zipping all around him excitedly. Whoever this damsel was, she needed his help. Uzzi had never failed to offer aid to a lady, and he sure as heck would not start now.

      Is this your work, liebling?

      A small smile teased the corner of his mouth. Uzzi’s beloved wife, Betty, had always been able to spot a mate faster than old Uzzi ever could.

      “Well, let’s stop this thing, and see if the lady needs a ride before she drowns out there!”

      Uzzi inched towards the window and peeked out, using his Magically enhanced vision to catch sight of the female his driver had spied.

      Yes, she was a woman, alright. Soaking wet, but nicely shaped. He did not mind pointing out the obvious physical attractions of the female, with all due respect, of course.

      Uzzi was a widower, a Witch, but ultimately, a matchmaker. Looks were important, not as much as what was on the inside, but important still, at least to his clients. Shifters especially had physical demands that were not for the faint of heart, or hip, he thought with a mischievous chuckle.

      Ah! What could be better than this? Helping others find love, to celebrate life, and to live in peaceful harmony until the end of days.

      So yes, he looked her over with the discerning eye of a matchmaker. The female was curvy and cute, just the way Shifters preferred their women. As the car inched over to the side of the road, Uzzi lowered his window and put on his most friendly smile.

      Big brown eyes blinked down at him, rapidly against the fat drops of rain that seemed determined to get in her way.

      “Hello there, young lady, it looks like you could use a lift,” Uzzi said kindly.
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      It was in his favor that Uzzi was older now. He had thick white hair and a beard to match, light blue eyes, and a ready smile for all and any. A good Witch, he’d used his Magic throughout the years to spread joy and happiness. His matchmaking efforts had been praised far and wide, and he truly enjoyed the work.

      Not an easy task. But when the Goddess of Love herself was an ancestor, it wasn’t as if he’d had much choice. Uzzi Stregovich was one of the lucky ones. He’d found happiness in his calling.

      “Well, how do I know you’re not a serial killer?” the female asked.

      That made Uzzi grin. The girl had spunk.

      Nice. Very nice.

      “Listen to me now, young lady, I swear on my beloved wife’s grave, killing you is the last thing on my mind. Take a leap of faith and get in. You might not be so lucky with the next car that stops,” he added.

      The woman looked at Uzzi, then at his driver. She was still mulling it over when suddenly, a deafening roar of thunder sounded overhead, and lightning struck a tree not twenty feet away from them. That got her moving.

      “Okay, I’ll get in, but if you decide to kill me, give me some warning first, okay?”

      “Sure, I promise,” Uzzi flashed a warm smile and opened the door.

      He liked this girl. She had plenty of sass. Not to mention plenty of curves that his Shifter clients were incredibly fond of. He wondered if she liked cats. Big ones.

      Hmm.

      The wheels in his head started working overtime, and with it, his Magic began to hum and vibrate. Ah, yes, this one was special. But before he got into all of that, Uzzi would have to do something about this shivering little creature.

      “Here, take this and try to warm up,” Uncle Uzzi said.

      He handed the stranger a small travel blanket that had been tucked in one of the limo’s many compartments. Once she wrapped it around her, Uzzi turned the heat on high.

      “There, that should help.”

      “Thank you. I am so sorry to get your car all wet,” the stranger said through her chattering teeth.

      “Don’t give it another thought, dear. Now, my name is Uzzi Stregovich. I am a widower, and this is Hank, my driver.”

      “Miss,” Hank said, nodding as he pulled carefully back out onto the road.

      “I’m Elissa Phoenix, but my friends call me Lissa.”

      “How did you get stranded here at this time of night, Lissa?” Uzzi asked.

      “It’s a long story,” she sighed, and shivered slightly.

      “How about some tea or coffee to warm you up? There is water in the little machine just there. Pick out your own tea or coffee pod and press the button on top,” he instructed.

      Uncle Uzzi nodded as Elissa looked over the offerings. She chose a peppermint tea pod and popped it into the amazing little gadget. Almost as wondrous as Magic, the old Witch mused.

      He waited as she filled the insulated travel mug and added a touch of honey. Elissa leaned forward and allowed the steam from the mug to warm her chilled face before returning her gaze to his.

      “I love peppermint tea. Thank you so much,” she smiled and blew on her tea from the small opening on top of the mug.

      Always a good idea before sipping any hot liquid. Uzzi approved of her methodical and careful maneuvering.

      “Better now?”

      “Yes, much. If you could just take me to the nearest town, I am sure I could find some public transportation to get back home.”

      “Where is home? If you don’t mind me asking,” Uzzi said casually.

      “Hoboken for now.”

      “Hoboken? My, that is a way away! Excellent Italian bread bakeries there. In particular, Marie’s and Dom’s.”

      “My grandmother loved them! Anyway, I know it is far. Uh, it’s kind of a long story,” Elissa said, shaking her head.

      “Now, you might as well tell me what happened, unless you have something better to do?” Uncle Uzzi teased.

      “I’m sorry, of course. You see, I was on a blind date with this guy, and well, it went bad. The guy was just a real creep,” she shook her head.

      “I see. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” Uzzi asked, sitting up straight.

      He noticed Hank listening too, and the man’s eyes flashed with anger. One thing Uzzi could not tolerate was any kind of abuse aimed at a female. His own blue eyes were undoubtedly glowing with his Magic. The powers within him were zapping around in a frenzy at the idea of any woman being hurt by a man.

      “No,” she replied, quieting both Uzzi’s Magic and Hank’s beast with the simple truth.

      “He was just expecting a different kind of outcome for this evening and when I asked to be taken home, he wanted what I considered an unfair exchange. So, I slapped his face and walked out on him,” she shrugged.

      “That was very brave of you.”

      “Well, my grandmother didn’t raise me to be bullied into doing anything I didn’t want to do. And Little Gianni was definitely something I did not want to do.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse. I swear, I am going to kill my roommate when I get back home. And judging by the email I just got from our realtor, it looks like it will only be home for a little while longer. They are hiking up our rent again.”

      “Oh my! But why kill your roommate?” Uzzi asked only half joking.

      He liked this girl and had a feeling he’d met her on the road for a special reason.

      “Well, for one thing, it was her date. I only took her place to be nice. As for the other, living in Hoboken is so expensive and with this new increase, I don’t know if Gretchen and I can afford to live there anymore,” Elissa sighed and shook her head.

      “I see. Tell me, Elissa, what do you do for a living?”

      Elissa looked up, and her brown eyes warmed for a second. Uzzi watched her think it over before she spoke, another good sign. Then she smiled, and he was sold.

      She likes her work. She needs sanctuary. She has much to offer. This is good. Very good.

      “I’m a personal chef. I go to people’s houses and cook and prepare them meals for the day or week, however many times a week they need. Of course, my best clients recently moved, so I am always looking for more work. Things are rough right now,” she said.

      “Didn’t enjoy working in restaurants?” Uzzi asked.

      “Not really. Too many people. I like to be one on one with my clients. To see to their personal needs. Some have dietary restrictions and I have to work with that. It is very rewarding, actually.”

      “Like taking care of a family?” Uzzi asked.

      “Yes,” Elissa replied.

      He thought he saw a glint of something wistful in her eyes. Like she was seeing a memory she seldom looked at anymore flitter through her brain.

      “I grew up with just my grandma, but we were a family. Kids from my soccer team always showed up on Sundays to eat with us because we made so much food. I love cooking for people. There is just something great about it. I hope to have a family someday to cook for, but it’s not likely.” Elissa sighed.

      “I may know of a place that is looking for a personal chef. Not a restaurant, more of a family type situation. But I warn you they have big appetites,” Uzzi hedged.

      He was not lying. The Maverick Pride Neta did ask for someone who could cook. A female who would not balk at the idea of working with and for her Pride. Someone who was nurturing, caring, who would want cubs.

      Hmm.

      Elissa was at a crossroads. Something had to give, and soon. She seemed honest, hardworking, and she was positively lovely, in Uncle Uzzi’s opinion.

      He believed in Fate, that was a must in his line of work, and so, Uzzi wondered if these two souls might not be just right for each other. Perhaps he’d know with a few more details.

      “A job for me? Really? That’s awesome. Where did you say it was?”

      “That is the thing, my dear. It is more a live-in position.”

      “I would have to live there?”

      “Yes, but I am more betting you would want to live there. If you would like to see it, I happen to be on my way there now. You could come with me and interview for the job tonight.”

      “But I’m a mess-”

      “Oh, don’t worry, my dear. You will be fine once you dry up a bit, and you can always freshen up there.”

      Elissa bit her lip. She was worried. Not good. Uzzi needed to put her at ease.

      “I would never take you someplace that isn’t safe, Elissa. Mount Maverick is just over in Burlington county. It’s a small community, and the leader there is a good man.”

      “You mean like the mayor?” She asked.

      “Something like that, Elissa,” Uzzi began. and leaned forward, trusting his instincts not for the first time in his very long life.

      “I know tonight was bad for you, Elissa Phoenix, and you don’t know me very well, but may I ask you something?”

      “Um, yeah, I guess.”

      “What kind of man are you looking to settle down with?”

      “What? Oh. Um, I don’t know.” Elissa laughed and pointed to herself.

      “I mean, I’m not exactly overcome with offers.”

      “Nonsense! You are just beautiful, young lady. A rival for my Betty, here take a look at this,” Uzzi said and reached inside his wallet for the snapshot he always carried of his liebling.

      “Awww, she’s beautiful,” Elissa replied.

      “Now, if you could pick any attributes in a man, what would they be?”

      “Okay. Off the top of my head, if I was searching for a boyfriend, I guess I would want someone who was honest, loyal, and kind. Someone who is attracted to me, you know,” Elissa told the old man who’d saved her from having to walk home from her last disastrous date.

      “What I want is someone who loves me and wants me for who I am.”

      “I see,” he said. “Very levelheaded. And what about looks?” Uncle Uzzi asked, blue eyes sparkling with interest.

      “I don’t think I should be too picky about that.” Elissa shrugged, gesturing to her curvy frame.

      “Please, a woman like you can have any man she wants! Now, come on. It’s just us, Elissa. What kind of man is a young beauty like you attracted to?”

      “That’s an odd question for you to ask,” she replied, biting her lip.

      “It might seem that way, but it is an industry thing, I assure you. Here.” The older man reached into his pocket and retrieved a business card.

      “Just think of me as Uncle Uzzi. I run a matchmaking service. Now, you would be doing me a favor if you answered my questions. What else is there to do to pass the time? Besides, I so love a good chat.”

      “Alright, but only because you asked,” Elissa said, going for broke. “I love guys with muscles. Men who are bigger than me, who are kind and smart. Not that I know many muscly guys like that who are into curvy girls. But I swear, there is just something about a big man that makes me feel small and safe.”

      “And sex? You do enjoy a healthy sexual appetite in a man, yes?” Uzzi asked.

      “Um, that’s a little personal, Uncle Uzzi⁠—”

      “Don’t be so prudish, dear. My wife, gods rest her, loved intimacy above all else. She always said couples, or mates, came together to express what words could not. To reaffirm vows and show their love for one another. Sex is natural, Elissa. It is important too. We are, all of us, physical beings when walking this earth, do you not agree? I swear, I miss intimacy with my wife as much as I miss her cooking,” he said truthfully.

      “Oh! I am so sorry for your loss. And, well, I guess I never thought about it that way. I mean, I must seem very prudish, but honestly, my sex life is a bit of a disaster. In fact, I haven’t had any great sex that I know of,” she murmured. “You know what? I agree with your wife. I suppose physical intimacy is very important.”

      Elissa blushed furiously, but Uzzi Stregovich, of the infamous Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service, was on a roll. He nodded sagely, reading between the lines. He knew it was a little different, but he would be negligent if he did not ask such intimate questions. Prospective mates needed to know the deal.

      When matchmaking Shifters, blunt talk was required. Once she noted Uzzi’s interest was not personal, Elissa had no problem opening up to him as he knew she would.

      “Oh dear, you will know great sex when you have it. In my experience, the best sex only happens where there is love,” Uzzi winked.

      “There is nothing as fulfilling as making love to someone you were made to be with. Destiny, you know.”

      “Destiny? Well, great. Then since I am thinking up this dream guy, sure, great sex is a must.”

      “Good, I think I know just the man for you.”

      Elissa laughed, and Uzzi just smiled at her. It was so sad, he thought, how many women settled for a mediocre sex life. Life was short, why not spend it with someone who could give you tantalizing days and sizzling nights?

      “How can you do that?” Elissa asked.

      “Read the card, dear,” he said, and she looked down.

      “Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service⁠—”

      “Yes! That is me,” he replied jovially.

      “Oh, no thanks. I told you about my date tonight. I am just not interested in any more blind dates.”

      “I understand but give me a moment to explain to you about my agency and I promise, you will see it’s not like the others.”

      “Yeah,” she scoffed. “Magical, right?”

      “Yes. It is Elissa. Just like me,” Uzzi replied and held out his palms.

      In the center of his outstretched hand, dozens of Magical sparkles zipped and zoomed, twirling round and round until they created a glittery, dime-sized zephyr. Elissa gasped.

      “OHMYGAWD! What is that? What are you?”

      “Think of me as your fairy godfather, Elissa. Only, I am not a fairy, you see, I am a Witch.”

      “I thought Witches were old hags who rode brooms.”

      “My Aunt Helga, for sure, but no, my dear, I too am a Witch. Males and females born with Magic are both called Witches. Now, enough about me. Have you ever heard of Shifters?”

      “Wow, I did not know that! Wait? Shifters? Like the kind in those paranormal romance novels told by writers like P. Mattern, Julia Mills, and Gina Kincade?” Elissa asked and quirked her head.

      “Exactly! What if I tell you they are real?”

      “I don’t know. Are you telling me they are real?”

      Elissa sat straight, her intense brown eyes seriously considering the possibility. Uzzi chuckled. Yes. This woman was perfect for what he had in mind.

      “Yes, I am,” Uzzi replied. “Shifters, Witches, and more than you can imagine are out there, living and breathing, sharing this world with humans like you. The real question, Elissa, is do you think you are ready to live in that world?”

      Uzzi allowed some of his Magic out. The sparks pulsed with warmth and circled the pair of them. Power would be glowing in his eyes right about then, and he waited until Elissa registered that she was seeing something very real, and very different from her norm.

      Elissa was witnessing his powers, and he, in turn, was introducing her to the supernatural world. A punishable crime for his kind, but it was a chance he was willing to take.

      “Wow,” she whispered, reaching out to touch a spark.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Well, the fact you aren’t screaming tells me you might be just what I am looking for,” Uzzi sat back in the cushioned leather seats and began to explain a little bit about the matchmaking service and what he did for a living.

      “So, you find people their mates? That’s like a husband or wife?” Elissa asked, catching on right away.

      “Yes, I do. Now, how would you like your own muscle bound Shifter who would worship and love you no matter what? Not to mention pleasure you sexually in ways you can’t even imagine,” he smiled again, liking Elissa’s reaction.

      The young woman’s eyes bulged, and she swallowed hard.

      “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Mr. Stregovich, er, Uncle Uzzi,” she said, when he mock frowned.

      “If you could find me a match like that, I wouldn’t kick him out of my bed. Seriously though, I would certainly be indebted to you. But do you think you can find someone for me? I mean, what Shifter would want me as a mate?”

      “Oh Elissa, you make me smile, you do. And I am happy to do this thing for you. Look, I promise you I can find a mate for you. It is what I do.”

      “Okay, then. I am game.”

      “Excellent. You won’t be sorry. All of my couples wind up purrfectly mated.”
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      Elissa blinked at the elfish man sitting across from her. She looked down at the business card she still held in her hand.

      Uncle Uzzi’s Magical Matchmaking Service.

      Disbelief warred with hope inside her chest. All her life, she loved myths, legends, fairytales, and folklore. She’d waited and hoped and dreamed with all her heart, wanting to believe her prince was out there somewhere searching for her.

      Fuck being politically correct.

      Elissa Phoenix was a dreamer. Always had been. She might be short, curvy and she damn well could out cuss a sailor, but dammit, she was worthy of love.

      Was it wrong of her to want someone who made her feel feminine and cherished? Someone who wanted her body, heart, soul, and mind. A man who cared about her happiness and was thoughtful enough to ask after her feelings at the end of the day.

      Maybe dreams really can come true, Elissa thought, staring at the cheerful older man.

      She didn’t normally go with her gut, but something about Uncle Uzzi simply radiated honesty, charm, and trustworthiness. If he was a Witch, like he said, then he was a good one. She felt no ill will or bad vibes from the white bearded fellow.

      Maybe tonight was a turning point for her. It sure as hell beat most of the nights she’d endured the past few years.

      True, Little Gianni had ditched her on the side of the road when she refused to play footsies with the smelly creep. Almost immediately after jumping out of his car, rain had started pouring down from the skies in buckets.

      Thunder had roared, and lightning struck overhead, making her heart race and her pulse speed. Elissa had been cold, wet, angry, and terrified all at the same time.

      But then, just as suddenly, her luck had changed. Uzzi Stregovich and his straight-faced driver had found her on the side of the road. He’d offered a friendly smile, shelter from the rain, and a blanket to dry herself.

      The stretched limo was warm and toasty, the peppermint tea perfectly hit the spot. Elissa looked at the grandfatherly man who’d just claimed Shifters actually existed and thought about her options.

      So, not only were fairy tale creatures real, but Uzzi Stregovich ran some sort of matchmaking service for them. Elissa had been on bad dates, but she’d never considered a service before. Maybe it was time.

      “Uncle Uzzi's Magical Matchmaking Service,” she said aloud.

      “That’s right,” he agreed, his slight accent making her grin.

      Elissa could not have made this up if she’d tried. Magic was real. Holy fuck! She’d felt the little shocks of electricity racing up her arm when the elderly man had handed the rectangular bit of better than average card stock to her.

      Maybe it was the fact she was still wet from the rain. But she knew better than to try to make sense of it.

      Magic was real, she thought again.

      Anyone else and Elissa might have thought they were crazy or high on something illegal. But not him. Uncle Uzzi was simply too honest, too amiable, and too darn adorable. He really was like a tiny Santa, or a fairy godfather like he’d said!

      So, she thought, Shifters. Yeah. Reality. Gulp.

      Elissa had always been a woman of faith, and something was telling her to trust her instincts. An avid reader, she cut her teeth on romance novels growing up. Sure, she loved the big wigs like Steele and Roberts, but it was the indies who held her heart.

      Her absolute, most secret, favorite stash of books included stories about Werewolves and other Shifter heroes who found their happily-ever-afters with regular, and often curvy, women. Women who looked just like Elissa.

      Society’s representation of women had somewhat changed in the past decade, but curvy was often accompanied by hurtful and judgy comments that she was unhealthy or would look better after losing a few pounds. The world was crazy for thin people. And she just wasn’t thin.

      She was a chef, so she knew healthy food. Her cooking was full of fresh veggies, lean meats, and whole grains. It didn’t matter. Her body just loved her chub.

      Maybe Uncle Uzzi could help her find a man who would love it as well…

      Life was too short for her to not love herself. Why shouldn’t she have a piece of pie, or a bear claw, once in a while? Elissa worked hard, and she appreciated good food. Nothing wrong with that in her book.

      “Thanks,” she said, taking the proffered treat.

      “You know, you are taking this all with an even keel,” Uncle Uzzi spoke up, interrupting her reverie.

      “I know,” Elissa smiled around a mouthful of the best bear claw she had ever eaten.

      Who knew they made these things with cocoa powder in the crust? That wasn’t all, the pastry had the best cherry filling she had ever tasted. It was her favorite flavor. She made a mental note to get the address of the baker who made the amazing pastry from Uncle Uzzi. It wasn’t often she was impressed by someone else’s cooking, but this was phenomenal.

      “I guess I’ve always wondered about stuff like that. You know, the unknown. Anyway, I like to read in between cooking jobs,” she replied and shrugged.

      “I see,” Uzzi said, offering her a napkin.

      She felt her cheeks heat as she took one and wiped some cherry filling from her lips.

      “It just makes sense to me that there is more in this world than we could ever know.”

      “Well, I’m glad you feel that way. We should be there any minute,” Uncle Uzzi smiled.

      “Who are we meeting and where exactly?”

      “Maverick Point is in Burlington County. It is a mostly Shifter town with some normals. Mount Maverick looms beautifully in the background and there is a lovely creek that cuts through it. In the winter, it looks like something out of a Rockwell painting.”

      “Sounds amazing, But how is it mostly Shifters live there? Don’t regular people find out?”

      “Well, the secret is safe since nearly everyone who lives there is either mated to a Shifter or has one somewhere in the family tree.”

      “I had no idea something like that could even happen.”

      “It is a small town. We’re headed to see the Neta, that’s another word for Alpha or leader of the Pride. His name is Hunter Maverick.”

      “Maverick? I see, so he’s like the big man about town,” she said, feeling her stomach clench at the mere mention of the man’s name.

      “Hunter is a good man. He is the man I was hired to help with my special services, and the man I want you to meet.”

      “Really? But I thought I was here for a job?” She swallowed again.

      “You are, but hopefully you will find more than a job here. Elissa Phoenix, I believe you will find your destiny.”

      Elissa sat there and let his words sink in. Her destiny? Holy cow.

      “Now, listen to me, if you feel uncomfortable in any way, you say the word, and we will leave. You are under no obligation to stay there. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand. But why would you do that for me?” she said.

      “Elissa, I might work for the Neta, but my first duty is to keep you safe. Besides, we are friends now, aren’t we?”

      “I think we are,” Elissa replied after a moment of consideration.

      “Uncle Uzzi?”

      “What is it dear?”

      “You said he’s a Tiger Shifter? Like, as in a real tiger?”

      “Shifters can be much larger than their wild cousins, Elissa. He is probably twice the size of a normal tiger when he is in his fur, but don’t worry, trust your destiny. Hunter Maverick will not harm you. He couldn’t.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “When a Shifter finds his mate, his entire world revolves around her. Keeping her with him safe, happy, protected, and satisfied sexually, of course, is all his beast will tolerate. His mate becomes his primary focus,” Uzzi winked, and Elissa felt herself blush.

      It all sounded good to her. But what were the odds some sexy as sin Pride leader was going to want a very curvy, potty mouth, curly blonde-haired Italian girl with no family, from Hoboken, New Jersey as his mate?

      She swallowed hard as the limo slowed down in front of one of the largest homes she’d ever seen. New Jersey had more than its share of uncommonly large estates, but this was stunning.

      It was a sprawling three story manse with a huge, two-level wraparound porch and floor to ceiling windows on every floor. The whole thing seemed to be made of glass and wood and stone. It was structurally amazing, and so very unique, she hardly knew where to look. Even with the rain falling, it was beautiful.

      Huge oaks and beeches lined the front of the enormous lawn, and she was pleased to see a full dozen dwarf maples as well. Their leaves were a mix of bright red to deep purple, all beautiful and lush, proclaiming Fall in the Garden State like nothing else could.

      Oh shit.

      Was that a tiger lying across what looked like an extra wide gliding bench up on the porch? The enormous beast was staring lazily at the rain from his perch.

      Why shouldn’t he, she thought wryly. He was dry and comfy, content to just stay where he was. He was huge, with thick red fur lined with black stripes and a lighter underbelly. Elissa had seen tigers during trips to the zoo, but nothing like this.

      “Oh my,” Elissa whispered.

      She noted the gorgeous beast lazing about under the protective cover of the porch, watching them with a steady gaze that belied his demeanor. The creature was taking them in carefully, weighing the threat even as the storm began to build. Rain and lightning lashed out all around them.

      “What are you looking at, dear?” Uncle Uzzi asked as Hank came around with an umbrella to help them out of the car.

      “That sure is a pretty boy,” Elissa said, nodding towards the beast.

      “Yes, most pussies are,” Uncle Uzzi agreed with a sly grin.

      She giggled and tsked at the older man. He was so bad! And completely endearing, like a sweet, funny, and extra sassy godfather. Uncle Uzzi wiggled his nose and a few blue sparks seemed to appear out of nowhere, zapping the big cat on the butt.

      Elissa choked on the piece of gum she’d been chewing, and he patted her gently on the back.

      “Uncle Uzzi, I think you’re more troublemaker than matchmaker, for sure!”

      “My dear Betty thought so,” he agreed, and laughed aloud.

      “I think I’d like to be you when I grow up,” Elissa said, smiling as she took his proffered arm.

      “Oh no, my dear, a beard would not look right on that pretty face,” Uncle Uzzi teased.

      Uzzi winked at Elissa, and together they walked in step with Hank as he held the large umbrella overhead, shielding them as they walked towards the front door. Moving past the large wild cat without so much as a blink, Uncle Uzzi ushered Elissa into the unlocked entryway and through a large anteroom.

      “Wow,” Elissa gasped as she took in the enormous open floor plan of the space.

      “This place is gigantic.”

      “Yes, well, it needs to be, you see, this is the Pride House. A meeting place of sorts, for the entire Maverick Pride. The Neta lives here with some of his closest Pride members, though I assume he has his own section,” Uncle Uzzi explained as they walked down the hall and into a very large living room.

      “Have you been here before?”

      “Not in a very long time,” Uncle Uzzi said and looked around the almost empty room.

      A huge man with short reddish-brown hair sprung up from the couch and walked towards them with his brows furrowed.

      “You can’t just walk in here,” the stranger began.

      “Hello, Blake,” Uncle Uzzi said, one eyebrow raised at the man’s snarky tone.

      “It is Blake, isn’t it? Pride Beta and Tiger Shifter originally from Washington, D.C.?”

      “How do you know that?” he asked.

      The stranger’s mud brown eyes went wide with shock and annoyance. He barely gave her a passing glance, but he was rude and snarly as he squared off against sweet Uncle Uzzi.

      Elissa hoped this wasn’t the man Uzzi had in mind. She already didn’t think much of his attitude or bad manners.

      “You met Hunter at college as I understand it, but you have no other connections, no family or old Pride, yes?” Uncle Uzzi continued, unbothered by the growling.

      He spoke as if completely unaffected by the massive man, whereas Elissa wanted to hide behind something. The stranger’s entire vibe was hostile and unwelcoming.

      “I don’t know who the hell you two think you are spouting whatever mumbo jumbo you feel like, but you can’t just walk in here like you own the place!”

      Hank moved forward, but Uncle Uzzi raised one wrinkled hand to stop him. In awe of the small, elderly man’s courage, Elissa remained still.

      “Who I am, is Uzzi Stregovich. Now listen, you unlicked cub, go tell Hunter Maverick I am here.” Uncle Uzzi’s firm voice brooked no interruption.

      Elissa decided then and there to take a page from Uncle Uzzi’s book. She stood her ground next to the shorter man, remaining still as the stranger’s golden gaze landed right on her. She might not be a Shifter, but that didn’t mean she was a pushover.

      Hell no.
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      Blake looked from Uzzi to Elissa, his lip curled in a threatening snarl. His posture was stiff, and he looked ready to pounce.

      Elissa narrowed her gaze, eying the rude sonovabitch right back as he insolently looked her over. She cringed internally as he took his time, raking his cold brown eyes over her wide hips and ample breasts.

      Stopping to stare pointedly where she did not want him looking, Blake smirked and this time she was the one who felt like growling. He was totally creeping her out.

      If this was what Shifters were like, maybe she made a mistake coming here with Uncle Uzzi. The old Witch was kind and honest, but this guy was a fucking jerk. She knew jerks. Had dated them in the past.

      “Did you not hear me?” Uzzi repeated, and Elissa saw sparks zipping along his fingertips.

      “Uzzi, maybe we should just⁠—”

      “Listen to the human, old man,” Blake said in a deep, guttural voice.

      What the heck? Elissa narrowed her eyes at him. She certainly didn’t want to tuck tail and run. Not now anyway.

      “I will leave by order of the Neta, and no one else,” Uzzi stated calmly.

      “You sure about that, old man?”

      Elissa ground her teeth together, not liking the glint of hostility in Blake’s suddenly orange gaze. She moved slightly in front of Uzzi. Without really understanding why or where she got the courage, Elissa opened her mouth to tell Blake to back the fuck up when another stranger walked into the room.

      A resounding growl emanated from the man, though she didn’t see his mouth open. It was coming up from his chest, vibrating through his whole body, and making everyone stand at attention. She glanced at Uzzi, but the elderly Witch merely bowed his head politely, then he straightened and positively beamed at the guy.

      “Ah, there you are!”

      Oh shit.

      Was this the guy Uncle Uzzi had been telling her about? The male was enormous, larger than the first jack-hole they’d met. Taller by only a few inches, but nearly half again as wide.

      His head was closely shaved, leaving Elissa to wonder the color and texture. Was it brown or blond? Straight or wavy.? Odd to have such thoughts at a time like this, but all she wanted to do was get closer to him. To put her hand on that massive rumbling chest and soothe whatever had angered him.

      Blake had her hackles up, but this guy made her want to turn belly up and pant like a puppy, begging for attention. She shook her head, as if to break the seductive spell that had come over her with his entrance. But there was simply no denying it.

      She wanted him, and that was insane. Elissa was hardly promiscuous, and she’d never wanted to bang a guy on sight. But from the moment she spotted him, it was as if a wave of lust had washed over her. There was more to it than that, she acknowledged as she tried to categorize her feelings.

      His mere presence was soothing, calming the nerves Blake had frazzled so relentlessly. She felt safe, curious, and very drawn to him even, despite the strange situation.

      Hunter Maverick, leader of the Pride, was gorgeous. He had a healthy tan despite the season, leaving her to believe he worked outdoors. Maybe alongside his construction crew, she mused.

      Something about a man who worked with his hands really turned her on. His dark eyebrows framed his face in a natural arch over the most electrifying, teal-colored eyes she had ever seen.

      That laser like gaze of his flashed to her before going back to the other man, the one she did not like. He seemed pissed.

      Oh yes, please.

      Elissa had never been a fan of men with overly dominant personalities, and this guy was that. And so much more, she thought, even as heat filled her veins.

      He moved silently, confidently, taking up the space between her and the hostile stranger. The guy oozed power. One hundred percent alpha male. A Shifter, definitely, and she wondered how she’d never noticed them before. If they were all like this, people were bound to figure it out.

      Besides, a normal human would overdose on the amount of testosterone this guy had in his system. Judging from the look on the other guy’s face, the creep knew it as well.

      “Move,” the newcomer said in a voice so deep and growly it did funny things to her insides.

      That’s all he said.

      One word.

      Move.

      He had the air of a man who expected to be obeyed. This gorgeous stranger had simply slid into the miniscule space between her and Blake, so close she could feel the heat radiating off him in tempting waves as if he were her own personal furnace. Like he had every right to occupy that space, her space if she were being a brat about it.

      And there he stood, facing down the enemy, like he was her own brand spanking new self-appointed protector.

      Yes, please.

      Surprisingly, Elissa was totally okay with it. Sure, she believed in feminism, but there was no way in hell she was getting between two grown ass men who came with their own sets of claws and fangs.

      Not today.

      Odd that she should feel so drawn to the man. She didn’t know him from Adam, and like she mentioned before, Elissa hated alpha-holes. On the contrary, her body really seemed into them. In fact, his macho display had a very curious effect on her. Especially her panties.

      Thank goodness she was already wet from the rain, or someone might notice. She squirmed slightly, and the man went still. His back was to her, but she swore he closed his eyes and breathed in deep, swaying slightly on his very sturdy looking feet. His very presence made the other man shrink before her eyes.

      Move.

      The word still reverberated in the air. The command unmistakable. Blake did move. Immediately, in fact. If he was his animal right then, she’d imagined he’d have tucked his tail between his legs. He’d probably run too. Far, far away from the big bad stranger. The image caused her to snort, and she covered her mouth, horrified to have made such a sound.

      The man turned to face her, amusement clear on his handsome mien. Intense teal eyes bore into hers as he turned his full attention, and, as a result, all that powerful animal magnetism on Elissa. She licked her lips and stared back.

      “Who are you?”

      His deep voice held an edge she didn’t recognize, but she liked it. He growled the words more than said them, moving in on her like a predator did his prey. Her stomach tensed and a slow, deep ache began to build inside her.

      Holy shit!

      Her nipples hardened beneath her damp shirt and bra, and her pussy positively throbbed at the intensity of his stare. She was completely aware of him as a man, and it was the first time in her life she’d ever felt anything so damn hot.

      Yes, he exuded authority, but he didn’t frighten her. On the contrary, she was turned on by all that masculinity and his innate sex appeal. He leaned in close, too close. Really, she should’ve moved away, but she was rooted to the spot.

      Was he going to kiss her? But no, the stranger turned his head, pressing his nose almost against her as he sniffed the air at the base of her neck. He let out a sort of chuffing noise, his hot breath tickling her exposed skin. Elissa nearly creamed her panties.

      His low growl grew louder. She could practically feel the vibrations through her own body. Somehow, he moved in even closer, so close they were a hair away from touching.

      Frozen like a deer in headlights, she was aware of her inability to move. But she couldn’t help it. Elissa was powerless to do anything but breathe while his eyes glittered at her. She felt hunted, not in a bad way exactly, but still. Finally, she backed up a step.

      Uh oh.

      She almost screamed when he followed. Apparently, retreating was a miscalculation on her part. Predators liked to chase. He was definitely a predator. And that would make her the prey.

      Gulp.

      “Your name?” he asked again.

      The big man lifted an impossibly large hand and held a damp lock of hair off her shoulder, pressing it to his nose. He moaned as he sniffed her golden curls, eyes questioning as he hit her with their full intensity once more.

      “Why are you wet?”

      “Uh, it’s raining,” was her immediate response.

      “Name?”

      “I’m, uh, my name is-”

      A shake of a familiar white head behind him reminded her she was not alone with the mountain of a man.

      Sad sigh.

      “Back off, Hunter. Give the lady room to breathe,” Uncle Uzzi said, clearly exasperated.

      A rounded, and short, body gently pushed its way between them, and Elissa found herself staring at the back of Uncle Uzzi’s thick white hair. He dug a stick of some sort into the man’s chest and shoved him back an inch.

      “Hunter, really, you exasperate me,” he said, but the Tiger still didn’t move.

      “Bad kitty! We do not paw at ladies!”

      “Uzzi? You brought her?” The man asked, seemingly stunned.

      “Now, I thought from the tone of your letter you needed this situation resolved as soon as possible, so I headed out to see you almost immediately. I was in the area, anyway.”

      “I see,” he said, clearing his throat and moving back an inch.

      Was it wrong Elissa wanted to shove Uzzi out of the way to get closer to the stranger?

      Probably.

      Okay, fine. Definitely wrong.

      Bad girl!

      “I apologize for my behavior, Mr. Stregovich. My Tiger is pushing harder than ever, but good news. I believe you have brought me the purrfect solution to soothe my beast,” he said, speaking in a low voice.

      Elissa still made out the slight tip of his head in her direction from where she was standing behind Uncle Uzzi. The acknowledgement made her giddy to her utmost mortification.

      “I can see that. Give us a second, please. Hunter! Shoo,” the older man said, and waved him away.

      Hunter did move back. Barely. His eyes never leaving Elissa’s face as he waited for them to converse in private.

      “Uncle Uzzi, did you see that? He’s so intense,” she whispered and shivered.

      It wasn’t with fear. Not exactly. He was literally the biggest man she had ever seen. Hugely muscled with shoulders wider than a professional wrestler’s. She felt drawn to him, mesmerized even, especially by those sexy as hell eyes.

      Yes, he was a stranger. But he was really, really potent up close. And somehow, Elissa knew almost instinctively that he wouldn’t harm her.

      Her heart thudded in her chest, and she felt butterflies knocking around in her stomach. She wanted to walk around Uncle Uzzi, to put her arms around the man just to see for herself if he was a good fit. Though, honestly, somehow, she knew he would be.

      A purrfect fit.

      It was like something inside of her recognized him. Elissa felt light as air and a happy sort of anxiety washed over her. She wanted him. Like now.

      Not to mention her knees were knocking from lusting after him so badly. Was this love at first sight? She didn’t even know if she believed in such a thing, but no one else had ever made Elissa feel this way.

      I should go.

      Her mind agreed with the thought, but her heart screamed no. The silly organ wanted her to stay. To risk it all on the man with teal eyes who chuffed at her and stared so hard it made her panties wet.

      “Look, dear,” Uncle Uzzi interrupted her thoughts. “Think a moment, please. Shifters move fast, but if you need time, I will make sure you have it. In fact, if you say the word, we will leave right now. I know a Shifter’s reaction can seem rather extreme if you’re not used to them. I assure you, he will not hurt you, but you can move at your own pace. The decision is yours to stay or not.”

      Elissa knew what Uncle Uzzi meant, but her heart skipped a beat, anyway. Besides, the Witch was wrong. Hunter Maverick could hurt her alright.

      He could break my heart.

      Elissa wasn’t exactly fond of the possibility, but she knew she would regret it if she didn’t at least see this thing through the beginning phase. People fell in love, or lust, at first sight all the time. Why should it be any different because those people turned into Tigers?

      “I’ll stay,” she blurted, and the responding chuff coming from the big man made goosebumps pop out all over her.

      “You’re sure,” Uncle Uzzi asked, his blue eyes peering into Elissa’s.

      “Yes. Will you introduce me? Please,” she added.

      Uncle Uzzi squinted at her for a moment. Magical sparks seemed to flit out from his being and circle her instantly, then he blinked, and they were gone. Uzzi squeezed Elissa’s hand and nodded.

      “Okay then, my dear.”

      Uncle Uzzi turned around and brought Elissa forward with a gentle hand on hers. He offered it to Hunter, who touched her fingertips so lightly she hardly felt him at all. The big man was trembling from head to toe, and Elissa felt as if she were in a trance.

      Something was happening right then. Something Magical and wonderful. Hunter stood tall and gorgeous, and so alluring it made her ache to be closer to him.

      I’d walk through miles of rain to get to him. Through fire, even, she thought with wonder.

      It was like she was being compelled by some unseen force, more powerful than the pull of gravity. The fates, the Universe, the creators of it all had seemed to create this moment, this man, just for her. She was completely in awe of him.

      “Hunter Maverick, this is Elissa Phoenix,” Uncle Uzzi smiled.

      “If I am not mistaken, she is your fated mate.”

      “Elissa,” Hunter said her name, drawing out each syllable as if he was making love to the word alone.

      More moisture pooled between her legs. Elissa’s heart thundered inside her chest and her pulse raced as intense need filled her.

      “Well now, dear ones, I have to run. Elissa has agreed to stay on a few days to get acquainted. However, you don’t own her, Mr. Maverick. Elissa is free to leave should she choose too. If this is not the right place for her, you will let her go.”

      “She will stay,” he growled, his teal eyes never leaving Elissa’s.

      “Only if she chooses to,” Uncle Uzzi agreed.

      Elissa wished she could find her tongue, but she didn’t seem capable of forming words at the moment. Her blood was pumping furiously in her veins, and breathing was taking up most of her thought process. Her body was reacting in a way she had never felt before.

      Of course, she was not all that experienced with men. Not men like this, at any rate. Guys like Little Gianni seemed to be the only ones interested in her back home, but she’d always fantasized about someone who could make her feel like her body was about to explode with need.

      Someone just like him.

      It was not her fault, exactly. It was all those wonderful paranormal romance books she was always escaping into that gave her these false expectations of men.

      Yay for book boyfriends!

      But even her secret indulgence had not quite prepared her for the real thing. She could tell he was not the average man. Everything about him screamed he was special. And he was definitely that. Not just a Tiger Shifter, but the Neta of the entire Pride.

      Elissa swallowed as a new rush of nerves attacked her. What if she wasn’t good enough for him?

      “Alright, now I really have to run. Elissa, I have programmed my cell number into your phone. Don’t be afraid to use it. And you, don’t be a pussy when it comes to expressing your feelings. Elissa is a normal, she won’t understand your grunting, chuffing, growling ways. Man up, and talk to her, yes? Good.”

      Elissa’s eyes widened at the older Witch’s frankness, but that was Uncle Uzzi for you. In the short time she’d known the remarkable man, she’d grown to trust him immensely. Elissa turned and hugged him impulsively.

      “Oh, my! Okay yes, my dear,” Uncle Uzzi said and hugged her back.

      “You’ll do, Elissa. You’ll do just fine.”

      “Thank you,” she whispered and bit her lip as Uncle Uzzi walked out of the room.

      “So,” she began, not knowing what to say.

      “So,” he mimed and smiled so wide, she was struck once more by his beauty.

      He was beautiful. Manly, sexy, and powerful, too. She salivated just looking at him.

      “Well, Elissa Phoenix, I believe Uncle Uzzi was right. I believe you are my fated mate,” Hunter stated.

      He crossed the space between them, but she’d remained frozen in place. Everything about the way he moved made her aware of his presence. She recognized the power in that stride, and with every fiber of her being, she knew he would never harm a hair on her head.

      His focus, so intense, so hot, and panty-melting, was on one thing only.

      Her.

      Elissa gasped, eyes wide. She’d never been lucky when it came to men. But something told Elissa her luck was about to change.

      Yes, please.
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