
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


People find love when they need it the most.
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JACOB IS A GUARD FOR his pride, but the pride doesn’t need guards anymore. He knows he only has his job because his alpha took pity on him, but he’s unhappy, and he yearns for a change.

He hadn’t expected that change to come in the form of the new sheriff.

When Tony was appointed to be the new Green Hill sheriff after the old one retired, he knew his life would change, but finding his mate in the little town was unexpected. When he and Jacob are brought together to find a mysterious shifter roaming the forest, Tony knows he’s all in.

He just has to convince Jacob of that.
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JACOB WAS JEALOUS. He’d never thought he’d feel like that, especially when it came to his best friends, but he couldn’t deny it. He was jealous of Dennis and Drake.

“We’re having dinner with them,” Drake was saying, a smile on his lips. That smile had been there since he’d met his mate, Christopher. He was completely smitten—as he should be.

“I heard Christopher mutter about his grandfather having more game than he does the other day,” Dennis offered. He was smiling, too. It was more discreet in his case, but then, he’d been with Kyle for a bit longer, and he’d never been obvious about his feelings the way Drake was.

“You and Kyle should come,” Drake said. “We’re family now.”

Jacob almost groaned. Instead, he took a sip of his coffee and told himself not to be a dick. Yes, Drake and Dennis were brothers-in-law rather than just close friends. Their mates were brothers, so it made them family. That didn’t mean they didn’t care about Jacob and their other friends anymore. Jacob was here with them, wasn’t he? 

He glanced around the kitchen. It was empty at this hour of the morning, but people would start arriving for lunch soon. Jacob was here by accident. He hadn’t meant to have coffee with two of his best friends, but when he’d come in and seen them sitting together, it had been natural to sit with them.

Maybe it shouldn’t have been. They were friends, but things are different now. Dennis and Drake were in relationships, and with the fact that their mates were brothers, their friendship was becoming more exclusive. Jacob didn’t feel like they were abandoning him and the others, but it was normal for them not to have as much time for their friends as they had before.

Jacob didn’t berate them for that. He’d do the same thing if he met his mate.

He hadn’t so far.

That was one of the reasons he was jealous. Another reason was that he felt like he was getting slightly pushed out of their friend group. Taylor had his job in town as a sheriff’s deputy. Eddie was human, so it wasn’t exactly the same for him. Jacob, though? He didn’t have an outside job. Hell, he almost didn’t have a job at all. He’d been part of the pride’s security team for years, but he wasn’t needed anymore. The town and the pride were peaceful now that they had a good alpha, and he didn’t know what to do or where to go from there.

“What do you think, Jacob? Do you want to come?”

Jacob blinked. Had he missed something, or were they still talking about the dinner they were having with Christopher and Kyle’s grandfather and his girlfriend? 

“Where?” Jacob asked before he could make a fool of himself.

Drake frowned, but Dennis gave Jacob a fond smile. “I’m heading back to the bakery once we’re done with coffee,” he explained. “Do you want to come with me? You can hang out in the back room with me.”

“Oh, that’s nice, but I’ll stay.” Jacob knew what this was. Dennis was taking pity on him. He could tell that something was up with Jacob, and he wanted to make him feel better. Jacob appreciated it, but at the same time, he didn’t need his friends’ pity.

He had enough of it for himself.

“Are you sure? Because I could use some company, and I don’t think you’re working today.”

Jacob took another sip of coffee to distract himself. He didn’t want to admit to feeling like a failure, but if he couldn’t talk about it to his best friends, who could he talk to? “I’m not working,” he confirmed. “There’s not much need for guards anymore.”

Drake had always worn his emotions on his face, so Jacob made sure to keep his attention on Dennis. He might feel as much pity as Drake did, but he wouldn’t let it show.

Dennis nodded. “I guess there isn’t. I don’t think there was a need for guards before, either, to be honest. Alpha Carter was just a paranoid asshole. That and he was the first to start trouble. We needed guards to protect us from him more than from the outside world.”

Jacob bristled at that. Had Dennis really just said that all the work Jacob had done over the past years had been useless?

“That seems like a good reason to have guards to me,” Drake pointed out in a soft voice. “I mean, I wasn’t there then, but I’ve heard enough about him to know that it’s a good thing you guys were protected.”

Jacob snorted. “We were obeying his orders. If he’d ordered us to stand down when he hurt someone, we would’ve had to do it. We were protection against the world, not against the monster inside the house.”

Drake patted Jacob’s arm. “Maybe, but the world is still there, while the monster inside the house isn’t. It looks to me like you guys did your job.”

If it were anyone else, Jacob would think they were condescending. Not Drake, though. He truly believed that Jacob’s job was needed. Not even Jacob felt that way. That was Drake for you, though. He was always supportive of everyone, especially his friends.

Jacob suddenly felt guilty about being jealous. Drake and Dennis both deserved to be happy. They’d met their mates, so of course they were busy. They both had jobs they enjoyed. They were settled in their lives, but it wasn’t their fault that Jacob wasn’t.

It was no one’s fault. Jacob felt like he’d had an important job when Carter had been in charge, but not anymore. Now that Gal was the alpha, the pride had settled down. They didn’t need guards anymore.

They didn’t need Jacob. 

Dennis got to his feet and clasped Jacob’s shoulder. “Well, I have to go. You know where to find me if you decide to spend the afternoon in town. Drake, do you want me to drive you back?”

“No, thank you. I’ll stay a bit longer.”

“If you’re sure. See you two soon.”

Jacob watched him go. He felt like an asshole. He shouldn’t be jealous of his friends.

“Everything okay?” Drake asked.

He sounded concerned, and Jacob didn’t want him to be. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“If that’s the way you compliment your mate, you should rethink it.”

Drake chuckled. “It’s not, but I’ll be careful. Seriously, though. What’s going on with you? Is it the job?”

Jacob shrugged. “You know how it is.”

“I don’t because you won’t tell me.”

“There’s not much to tell.”

“I want to hear it anyway. If you tell me, I’ll tell you something strange.”

Jacob frowned, but this was Drake. He wanted to help his friends, and he wasn’t above bribing them to get what he wanted. “Something strange?”

“Do you want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

Jacob sighed. “The usual. A lot of pride members have found jobs outside of the pride, and I want to do the same, but I don’t have any skills. I was a guard for most of my adult life. I was never taught anything else. How am I supposed to find a job?”

“Well, you’re still a guard. That means your skills are still required.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m still a guard because Gal took pity on me. There’s nothing for me to do. I haven’t found anything during my patrols in weeks, and even before then, it was always stupid stuff. There’s no need for me at the gate anymore. People just ring the bell and are let in.” The other few guards might be happy with that kind of life, but Jacob wasn’t. He wanted to do more.

He just wasn’t sure what that more was.

“Well, maybe you’ll be useful in the future.”

“Does that have to do with the strange thing you were about to tell me?”

“Yeah. I didn’t think much of it when I smelled it in town, but once I got here and smelled it again, I realized how strange it was.

“What are you talking about?”

Drake tapped his fingertips on the table. “I smelled a strange shifter in town a few times. I didn’t think much of it because there are plenty of shifters who live there, but it’s a smell I didn’t recognize at all. I have no idea what kind of shifter it belongs to.”

“As you said, there are plenty of shifters in town. They’re probably a newcomer.” Even though Green Hill was a small town, people knew the pride was there. It meant that there was a steady influx of shifters looking for a home. They felt they would be more welcome in a town that was already used to shifters. 

“Maybe, but I also smelled that scent here. They’re not a pride member. They don’t smell like a tiger or any of the other shifters who live here.”

That caught Jacob’s attention. “Where did you smell them?”

“Outside, and I’m pretty sure they didn’t come onto the property, but still. Maybe you should keep an eye open when you patrol.”

Jacob would have done so anyway, but now even more so. Even though he felt useless, it was Jacob’s job to protect the pride.

And he’d do it.

* * * *
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TONY LOOKED AROUND his office. He felt silly because he was still nervous, especially at his age. He was forty. He shouldn’t be nervous, not even at his new job.

He straightened his back and squared his shoulders. He glanced down, but his uniform was as neat as it had been when he’d checked his reflection in the mirror before leaving his new house a few minutes ago. He looked fine. He looked like what he was—the new Green Hill sheriff.

“Is anyone here?” a voice called out from the front of the office.

Tony sucked in a breath and told himself that he could do this. He’d gotten the job. He had everything he needed to be a good sheriff.

He left his office and plastered a smile on his face. An older woman was standing at the front desk, looking around.

“Good morning, ma’am. What can I help you with?”

She squinted at him. “Why is the front desk empty?”

“I’m still looking for a new receptionist.” The old one had been married to the sheriff, and they’d retired together.

“Well, you should find one.”

Tony told himself to keep smiling. He’d been the one who decided he wanted this job. He couldn’t snap at the first person who annoyed him. “I’m doing the best I can, ma’am. What can I do for you?”

She crossed her arms over her chest. She was wearing a flowy dress that fell down to her midcalf and sandals. Her hair was dyed such a dark black that it was almost blue, and it was very obvious that it wasn’t her natural color. She was frowning as if she found Tony inadequate.

“My blankets keep disappearing.”

Tony blinked. He thought he’d heard that right. “I’m sorry? Your blankets?”

“I keep them on my porch swing. I like to sit there at night and look at the sky. I always keep at least one blanket there, but these days, every time I get up in the morning, my blanket is gone. I’ve already gone through five of them. You need to do something because I can’t afford to continue buying blankets.”

Tony had no idea what was going on. “You’re saying that someone’s stealing blankets off your front porch while you’re sleeping?”

“That’s the only explanation, isn’t it? They’re not there in the morning. I need my blankets.”

“I’ll look into it,” Tony promised. It wasn’t like he could tell her to leave because he didn’t care about blankets. They were in a small town. This was probably going to be his daily routine now.

He took the woman’s name, address, and phone number and promised he’d come around as soon as he could. She didn’t look convinced, and she was still complaining when Taylor walked in.

He’d been the deputy here before Tony arrived. The old sheriff had retired, but Taylor was young. Tony wondered why he hadn’t wanted to become Sheriff. Maybe he’d ask him once they knew each other better.

Taylor grinned at the woman. “Mrs. Thompson. To what do we owe the pleasure?”

Mrs. Thompson giggled like a schoolgirl. She hadn’t behaved that way with Tony. “Taylor, it’s so good to see you.”

“I hate that I’m seeing you here at the office, though. What’s going on?”

Mrs. Thompson patted her hair. “Someone keeps stealing blankets off my porch. I made a report, and the sheriff promised he’d look into it.”

“I will,” Tony confirmed when both Mrs. Thompson and Taylor turned to him.

“You have nothing to worry about, then, Mrs. Thompson,” Taylor said.

He was holding two coffees and offered one to Tony, who took it with a grateful smile. They had coffee at the station, but he hadn’t had the opportunity to make a pot yet.

Mrs. Thompson didn’t look convinced, but she nodded and allowed Taylor to walk her out. Tony took a sip of coffee and groaned in pleasure. Even though they hadn’t worked together for more than a few days, Taylor had gotten his order right.

“I wouldn’t have taken you for someone who likes caramel,” Taylor said as he walked back in.

“I contain multitudes.”

“So, blankets?”

“That’s what she said. You have any idea?”

“Kids? I mean, they’re blankets. Why would anyone steal them?”

“Maybe Mrs. Thompson just forgets where she puts them.”

“Maybe. She’s getting up there in age, although I’ve never known her to have memory problems. It’s possible, though. Do you want me to look into it?”

“I’m sure Mrs. Thompson would appreciate it more than having me do it. She doesn’t seem to like me very much.”

Taylor grinned. “Honestly, she doesn’t like many people. You’re also new in town, so she’s going to be wary. I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you.”

“I’m not worrying.” If Mrs. Thompson didn’t like him, she probably wouldn’t bother him with any more blanket hunts. Tony understood that this was his job, but still. Blankets?

Taylor was a talker. Tony didn’t mind. He didn’t know anyone else in town, and he hadn’t had the opportunity to meet people yet. He liked Taylor, and he liked the way he talked about the people he cared about.

Taylor was a pride member. He was also a tiger shifter, but that wasn’t what fascinated Tony. He’d known plenty of shifters, but all of them had been lone shifters. He’d never really dealt with bigger groups of shifters, but the pride was right there in town. Eventually, he’d have to meet the alpha. He was nervous but also excited. He’d only heard good things about the Green Hill pride alpha.

“So Drake is moving in with us,” Taylor was saying.

Tony had already heard that name. “Drake?”

“He’s one of my best friends.”

“How many best friends do you have?”

“Probably too many for most people, but we make it work. There’s Dennis, Jacob, me, Drake, and Eddie. Eddie’s human, and he lives in town.”

“I take it that Drake isn’t human?”

“No, Eddie’s the only one in our group. Drake’s an aardwolf shifter.” Tony must have looked confused because Taylor snickered and added, “Think of it as a tiny hyena.”

“And you’re a tiger shifter.” 

“Yep. So are Dennis and Jacob.”

“That sounds like a strange group of friends to have.”

Taylor shrugged. “Not really. Dennis, Jacob, and I grew up together, obviously. Eddie grew up in town, and we’ve been friends for years. Drake’s only been in Green Hill for a few years, but he’s a great guy, and it’s easy to love him.”

“You have a lot of people in your life.”

Taylor beamed. “I do. The pride is great, especially now that Gal got rid of some of the nastiest members. There are still a few, but Gal’s a great alpha, and he won’t let them start trouble.”

That was something Tony could admit he was jealous of. He didn’t have anyone. His parents had been older when they had him, and they’d passed away a few years ago. He’d made friends when he was in the military, but some of them had passed away, while others had scattered around the country. He didn’t have anyone he was close to, which was one of the reasons he’d taken this job. He didn’t have anyone to leave behind when he moved to Green Hill.

He hoped that this move would be an opportunity for him to have more. He liked his job, blankets notwithstanding, but he was forty. He wanted a family, or at the very least, a tight group of friends like Taylor had. He didn’t want to be alone anymore. He didn’t mind it, but he yearned for more.

He hoped that Green Hill would give him that. He’d moved just a few weeks ago, and there was plenty of time for him to find his way around town and make friends. Maybe Taylor would be one of those friends. Tony liked him, and not only because he was good at his job.

“What about you?” Taylor asked. “I’ve never heard you mention anyone. Do you have friends?”

“Don’t you think that’s a rude question to ask your boss?” 

Taylor grinned and took a sip of coffee. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, but I’ll find out anyway.” 

“Are you threatening to spy on me?” 

“I would never do that. You live in a small town now, Sheriff. You’re not going to be able to keep secrets anymore. Everyone’s going to know your business, sometimes even before you know it.”

Tony couldn’t help but smile. That would’ve sounded like a threat to a lot of people, but not to him. He missed the community he’d had when he was in the military, and even though it wasn’t the same, he could feel some of it here. Once people accepted him, he was sure they would welcome him into their midst. Not everyone would like him, especially since he was the sheriff, but he didn’t need that. 

He just needed a few select people, and starting with Taylor sounded like a good idea.

* * * *
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“THIS ISN’T WHAT I MEANT when I said I’d stay a bit longer,” Drake complained as he trudged between the trees.

Jacob ignored him. If there was a strange shifter hanging around the house, he needed to know. Even though his job wasn’t much, it was his job, and he took it seriously. He’d protect the pride against anyone or anything.

This strange shifter was the most exciting thing that had happened in a long time. Jacob couldn’t deny he was curious to meet them. He still wasn’t completely sure that Drake hadn’t just smelled someone who’d recently moved into town and had come up to the pride house to take a peek. People in town weren’t that interested in the pride because they were old news, but some newcomers were curious. Jacob couldn’t think of any other explanation, but he was ready to deal with whatever happened. 

“Where did you smell the scent?” he asked.

“The wind blew it toward me after I got out of my car. It came from over there.” He gestured to their right. “But I don’t know how deep in the forest it came from.”

“Can you smell it now?”

Drake stopped walking and sniffed the air. He had to try a few times before he nodded. “Yes, I do.”

Jacob did the same as Drake and sniffed the air. He could smell something that he’d never smelled before. It was almost like a bear shifter, but not quite, which didn’t make sense. What was a bear but wasn’t a bear? Jacob had met plenty of bear shifters in the past few years, so he knew what they smelled like. This was it, but also different. “I smell it.”

Drake nodded as if satisfied. “Told you.”

“You have no idea who it’s coming from?”

Drake opened his arms to gesture at the forest around them. “How am I supposed to know?”

“Where in town did you smell it?” 

Drake frowned. “On the edge of town. It wasn’t on Main Street or close to any of the shops. It came from the forest.”

Like it did now. Whoever this shifter was, it sounded like they were sticking to the forest. Why? Did they have something to hide? Were they in hiding from someone?

“You’re overthinking this,” Drake said as he poked Jacob in the arm. “I get that you take your job seriously, and I’m sure Gal likes that, but it was just a strange smell. No one’s going to attack the pride.”

“You can’t know that.”

“Not for sure, but you can’t know they will attack. It was probably just a tourist who’s already gone.”
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