
  
    [image: The Alpha’s Inferno]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Reece Barden

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Reece Barden

	    

      
	    
          
	      Alpha Games

          
        
          
	          Wild Games (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Shifters of Grey Ridge

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Envy

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Saviour

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Inferno

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Catch

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Revival

          
        
          
	          The Chase

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Regret

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Quest

          
        
          
	          The Hunt

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Mystery

          
        
          
	          The Alpha's Return

          
        
          
	          The Kill

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Shifters of Grey Ridge Box Set

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Reece Barden’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A WORD OF WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there will be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for my incredible US readers. These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          LEILA

        

      

    

    
      I’m going to die a virgin.

      It’s official.

      I’ve obviously done something to anger the fates. My mate, the sexiest man I have ever seen, and the one I was just about to suggest do unspeakable things to me, is currently doing some serious back-pedalling despite the scorching heat between us. And I know exactly why.

      “Leila Jones, as in Alpha Jonathan Jones’s daughter?” His deep masculine voice laced with concern. It’s as if he is hoping the answer will have miraculously changed from the first time he asked me.

      His deliciously chocolate brown eyes are shaded by his thick black brows, drawn down heavily under the weight of his frown. I wish I could rewind to thirty seconds ago.

      Before he knew who I was.

      Before he decided I wasn’t worth the hassle.

      Before he realised he was better off making his excuses and calling a halt to the evening.

      Another person who is all too quick to write me off as nothing more than the pack princess. I should have refused to give him my name. Maybe I would have seemed mysterious and sexy rather than terrifying.

      It had been the best evening of my life until now, with easy laughter, smouldering glances, and subtle touches that have been sending my pulse racing. I know bears don’t feel the mate bond the same way wolves do, but I know he’s feeling something powerful between us.

      He doesn’t seem like the type of man who lets loose too often, but from the second I sat down beside him, he had a glint in his eye and a witty remark at the ready. Just one tumble in the hay with this mountain of man would be enough. I pray to the Moon Goddess to at least let me have that, and I’ll be happy.

      But I already know that’s a lie. One taste and I’d be hooked.

      In all honesty, I was under his spell from the second I walked through the door and caught his woodsy scent. I wonder, if I leaned forward and kissed him with all I have, could stop him from doing what he’s about to do.

      But I don’t. Instead, I just nod like a coward. If he’s about to run away from me, it won’t be quite as mortifying if he doesn’t have to physically pry me off of himself.

      “So, you know my father?” I already know the answer. My father, as the alpha of the local pack, is widely known and respected, and more than a little feared. Which translates to avoiding his daughter like the plague for pretty much every unmated male in the area.

      Except for alpha males. It’s the main reason they seek me out. They want the prestige that comes from mating an elusive alpha female, but they’re only interested in good breeding, not me. Not love. Most of them think a big bank account and a fancy house are enough to turn any woman’s head. Personality and genuine feelings seem to be way down the list of qualities they are looking for, but that’s not what I want. My parents are fated mates, and, all my life, I’ve hoped and prayed that I’d be fortunate enough to find my own.

      And here he is. Presented to me on a silver platter, appearing like some sort of hunky mirage, sat atop a barstool in my hometown dive bar. Like he was waiting here just for me.

      A bear as my mate makes perfect sense. I had never considered it before, but when I saw him, I thought how clever the fates were, giving me a man who doesn’t care about any of those alpha things. A solitary animal who doesn’t feel the need to bow and scrape to others. A dominant bear like this wouldn’t be concerned with trivial things like pack politics and scary fathers.

      Or so I thought.

      Except now, I’m starting to wonder if the fates are just screwing with me. Dangling this delicious specimen in front of me just to whip him away from me again.

      I realise now that the reason this handsome stranger was in town and knew about our pack was something I should have paid more attention to before. Instead of mentally drooling over the powerful thigh muscles I can see flexing under his jeans and the bulging biceps stretching his shirt whenever he moves.

      “I haven’t met him yet.” He says cautiously, sitting back in his chair and looking at me seriously.

      Yet. Interesting.

      I sigh and do the same, feeling the increased physical distance he is putting between us like a blast of ice-cold air. I want to be back in his arms on the dancefloor, face pressed to his warm muscular chest, swaying slowly together to the music, and basking in the happiness I had felt as he held me tight.

      “What are you in town for, Marcus?” I ask, getting straight to the point. I clasp my hands in front of me to stop myself from fidgeting and looking as nervous as I feel. The alpha wolf within me is torn between despairing over what is transpiring, and anger that our mate is pulling back from us. Particularly over who I’m related to, given it’s clear he is no pushover.

      I’ve met plenty of bears before, and stubbornness is a common trait. I can’t imagine there is much that can change this man’s mind.

      “I’m the new Sheriff.” He watches me closely for my reaction, but I simply smile and offer him my congratulations.

      “That’s brilliant. Someone needs to get these rowdy shifters back in line. They’ve lost the run of themselves since Madeline retired.” I pick up my beer and take a long draw, both of us eyeing each other like chess players, not willing to give anything away. If he’s the new law in town, that means he’ll be working closely with my father.

      I can already see where this is going. He doesn’t want to get involved with some needy little daddy’s girl who’s going to go running to the alpha when she gets her heart broken, sending a whole heap of drama his way.

      “So, I don’t think... maybe this isn’t the best idea,” he says coolly, and my wolf’s hackles immediately go up. He narrows his eyes at me as he senses some of my alpha power when my anger flares. Either he didn’t expect that, or he doesn’t like it. Or both.

      Well, tough luck.

      He’s my mate. He isn’t supposed to think like all the others and assume that I’m some pampered brat.

      “Fine.” I stand up and yank my leather jacket off the back of my chair, throwing down a twenty on the bar to cover my drinks. I’m not letting the guy who’s rejecting me pay for my drinks. I have my pride.

      Marcus lifts his eyes to heaven, rubbing a hand down his neatly trimmed dark beard.

      “Leila, don’t go. Not like this,” he pleads quietly, and I can hear the genuine regret in his voice.

      I don’t want his pity, though. I want him to want me as I want him: with an all-consuming need that should be impossible to deny.

      My wolf whimpers, anger shifting back to hurt, and I need to get out of here fast if I want to keep my dignity intact. I turn away from him, letting my dark hair fall around my face as I go to leave. His big hand catches my wrist, and a soft gasp escapes my lips as electricity shoots up my arm from his touch. His eyes jerk up to meet mine, and I know he felt it, too.

      This is just too unfair and I’m on the verge of breaking down. He pulls me back towards him gently, using his obvious strength to stop me from pulling away, but doing it carefully rather than aggressively. He tips my head up so I’m forced to meet his eyes and flinches when he sees the tears glistening there.

      “Just let me go, Marcus. I just want to go home. Please don’t make this worse than it already is,” I whisper, looking down at where his large rough hand holds mine, unable to look into his soulful eyes for another second. The pain there seems to mirror my own and I can’t wrap my head around why he has completely shut down.

      He doesn’t say a word, just slowly lets my hand drop. I pull in a deep breath and turn on my heel, head held high as I push through the crowded bar towards the rear entrance. As soon as I get outside, I slam the door behind me and sink to the ground, letting the tears come as big sobs rack my body.

      The best day of my life has now officially become the worst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      Taaffe’s Bar is hopping.

      Before I even open the door, the sounds of old school 80s rock music and laughter spill out onto the street. When I step inside, the atmosphere is buzzing with the uplifting energy of shifters and humans all having a good time.

      The décor is rustic, wood and some exposed brick, nothing fancy, nothing that can’t be replaced or wiped down. The smell of hops and deep-fried bar food fills my nostrils as I survey the full booths, and the small groups gathered around the tall tables dotted around the place.

      I edge my way past the Saturday evening crowd and head straight for the bar, sliding onto an empty stool in the corner and turning to observe the patrons. This place seems to attract a friendly crowd. When I enquired at the local diner where would be the best place to go for a drink, I was told that this was really the only place. I’m relieved that it’s not a complete dive. I don’t doubt that there’s the odd bar fight. There always is in a shifter town where tempers are shorter and emotions run higher, but I don’t see any evidence of a rough element in town.

      A bonus point for Grey Ridge.

      It’ll be a welcome change to have a good pub to frequent that I won’t have to get called to every other night.

      I should probably already know a little more about my new hometown, but I had just been so grateful to get the job and the excuse to move away from home, that I didn’t care where I was going. Anywhere was better than there. I have badly needed a change for far too long.

      A very large, very bald, very serious-looking barman stops in front of me with a clean dish towel tossed over his shoulder and eyes me carefully. Tattoos adorn his forearms and knuckles, but he’s clean- shaven and wears a blue shirt. The owner, I’m guessing, given the rest of the staff are dressed casually in just black t-shirts and jeans. He probably knows everyone in this town, and a big grizzly bear shifter like me sticks out like a sore thumb. He’s serving me himself to check me out, and truth be told, he’s right to watch me. Any bear shifter has the potential to wreak havoc, and there are plenty of them that like to throw their weight around just for the hell of it.

      Make that two bonus points for Taaffe’s. It’s also a well-run bar.

      Maybe life in Grey Ridge won’t be too bad at all.

      “Hey, how are you doing? Can I just get a bottle of beer, please?” I ask, and he nods, reaching into the cooler behind him before flipping the lid off and handing the chilled bottle to me. Settling his enormous frame against the fridge, he folds his arms in front of him like he has all the time in the world, as if there aren’t five other people trying to catch his attention to get served.

      “New in town or just passing through?” His tone is friendly, but there’s no beating around the bush with this guy. He’s hoping I’m just passing through. Maybe even suggesting it.

      I like a man who’s straight to the point, just like me.

      He’s a shifter too, and a strong one, but I can’t place exactly what kind. Not a bear like me, but not a wolf like most customers here.

      “New in town. Marcus Lennox, Madeline’s replacement.” I half stand from my stool and lean across the bar, offering my hand and explaining why I’m here to put his mind at ease. He visibly relaxes and pushes forward off the fridge, moving in closer.

      “Sean,” he says, a smile finally cracking his serious face. His intimidating demeanour is quickly replaced by a relaxed one as he shakes my hand enthusiastically. “No shit. A bear running a wolf town. They must think this place has gone to hell if they’re sending in the big guns.”

      I have to laugh at that. Any bear working in law enforcement is well used to people thinking we’re only brought in to quell trouble; our animals are large and dominant enough to put most shifters back in line.

      “No, no, nothing like that. I was just looking for a change of scene when this came up,” I reassure him as I settle back onto my stool. That’s an understatement. Any job that got me out of Black River would have done the trick.

      “Well, I hope you like things quiet.” He wipes down the counter as he talks, completely at ease now. “The pack here is a good one, well run, and we rarely have any trouble. You might be twiddling your thumbs, Sheriff Lennox.”

      Sounds like heaven.

      “Oh, believe me, I can live with that.” I give him a nod as I settle back into watching the crowd, and he moves on to serve his other customers. My eyes drift around the room, and I catch a few she-wolves checking me out with blatant interest. Wolves love power, which makes my sheer size and the strength of my bear attractive to most.

      Technically, I don’t start my new job until Monday morning, so tonight, I could have a bit of fun and enjoy myself, and blow off some steam if I see someone who takes my fancy. My bear is agitated just at the thought though, and the hungry glances are doing nothing for me, so maybe not. When one particularly brazen bottle blonde she-wolf licks her painted red lips and winks at me, I snort and turn back to face the bar. No thanks, not my type.

      Our last home was isolated and I’m not a people person. Coming from somewhere where it’s all bears, the sheer number of other shifters around has him all antsy. Or maybe it’s the nagging feeling that getting away can’t be this easy.

      Whatever it is, he’s driving me crazy.

      Taking a long swig, I gesture at Sean to bring me another. A shiver of excitement runs through me when I sense, rather than see, someone walking up behind me. The breeze blowing through the door as it shuts softly carries the delicious scent of cherry blossoms, even with the overpowering smells mingling in the bar, and I take a deep swallow as my mouth literally waters.

      My optimism escalates another notch when a slim, olive-skinned hand grips the bar right next to my own, and a curtain of glossy chestnut hair swishes past my shoulder as my new companion slips gracefully onto the stool next to mine. I can only see the back of her head as she chats easily with Sean, and he places a beer in front of her without her even asking. He waves away the cash she holds out, apparently offended she is even attempting to pay him for it.

      Laughing as she tips her bottle to him in cheers, her voice lifts my soul with how light and happy it sounds. She takes her black leather jacket off and stands to hang it on the back of the stool, exposing more silky skin and toned arms. Her skin-tight black jeans show off a curvy, firm backside and tiny waist, the perfect combination for a bear who loves a bit of something to grab onto.

      Naturally dark-pink lips wrap themselves around the mouth of the bottle and my dick twitches in my pants as she pours some of the amber liquid down her neck. She lets out a contented sigh, and I fight back a growl as desire floods my veins.

      I haven’t even seen her face and I’m already imagining that mouth wrapped around me.

      What the hell is up with me and my bear tonight?

      When I clear my throat to bring my brain back online, she tenses, as though she’s only just noticing my presence now. Her long fingers hold the counter tightly as she turns around slowly to face me, and I’m rewarded with my first glimpse of the most exquisite creature I have ever seen.

      Thick black eyelashes frame sparkling hazel eyes. High cheekbones and clear tan skin make her look bright and healthy, and those lips, full and pouty, just begging to be kissed. She’s a goddess.

      One side of her mouth tips up in a shy smile and her cheeks flush slightly. She’s blushing, a goddamn, sex on legs she-wolf, is blushing at me and I’m done for. I just stare at her, mutely, for what I’m sure is far too long to be cool or appropriate, but she stares back, seemingly equally enthralled by the crackling energy filling the space between us.

      “Eh, Marcus, this is Leila, local doc and all-round pack legend.” Sean introduces us, watching our interaction carefully. When neither of us responds, he shakes his head and moves along the bar., sensing his presence is no longer wanted.

      “All-round legend? What do you have to do to earn that title around here?” I finally ask, and my voice comes out deep and gravelly, like I’m having to force the words out. Which I am. My bear seems content to just ogle like some sort of weird creeper.

      She blinks rapidly, trying to snap herself out of whatever spell is wrapped around us, and smiles at me.

      “Sean’s definition is a little different to most people. Stitching up a few brawling shifters on the quiet is probably a bad thing in most people’s books,” she admits with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, and I can’t help but laugh. She has no clue that I’m the new sheriff in town.

      “That all sounds dodgy,” I tease, and she grins back at me.

      “Well, it’s a boring town, Marcus, a girl has to get her kicks somehow.”

      When she winks at me, it’s all I can do to stop myself hauling her to me and kissing the fuck out of her right here and now. I’ve lost my damn mind. Thirty seconds after meeting might be a bit too soon to be ravishing her in a crowded bar, so I distract myself by checking for a ring or a mark, and am very grateful to see neither.

      A bit more flirting, a few touches here and there, and I’m on fire. My fingertips burn to touch her, but I hold back. Despite the chemistry between us, I can tell that she’s got class. I don’t want to crash and burn here by coming on too strong. She’s smart too, and witty. Too good for me, but she seems to be just as attracted to me as I am to her if her dilated pupils and elevated heart rate are anything to go by.

      This isn’t any ordinary wolf. This is not the type of woman you just want one night with.

      I know I’m in big trouble because when she asks me to dance, I don’t refuse as I would anyone else. Instead, we move out to the side of the dance floor and I seize the chance to hold her body tight against me, one hand on her waist, the other holding her hand loosely to my chest as we sway side to side.

      My brain conjures an image of us doing this in a kitchen, when we’re old, laughing and smiling as we stay pressed close together. The vision is so real and potent it feels like a kick in the gut.

      I want it so badly I’m stunned.

      I’m normally the grumpy bear that grunts at everyone until they leave me alone, but she has me hooked already. I’d do anything to get more. More of her, more of her time, and definitely more of that body.

      Glancing down at the little dark-haired firecracker the gods have been kind enough to drop into my lap, I can’t help but grin when I see her looking up at me appreciatively.

      What the hell is this? I’ve never felt an instant connection with someone like this before.

      We’re back at the bar and I’m trying to find a way to tactfully broach the subject of getting out of here because I need to be alone with her more than I’ve ever needed anything else. Every time we touch, my bear is getting more and more worked up and pushing me to just haul her out of there in the most ungentlemanly manner imaginable. How to do it in a way that lets her know that it’s not just tonight I want? If I could convince her to go to dinner with me, I’d be thrilled. Because for the first time in a long time, I can see something serious starting here.

      But just like the story of my life, nothing good ever lasts.

      As she speaks the five words that will change the rest of my life forever, I curse the heavens, because nothing can ever be easy.

      “My name is Leila Jones.”

      Alpha Jones’s daughter. A previous alpha female, sought after by all the high ranking wolves in the region.

      Way too good for a bear like me, and the one person I can’t mess around with without getting kicked out of the town. And where would I go then? Home?

      Fuck that.

      Either my father will kill me, or that town will destroy what little of my soul it hasn’t tainted already.

      No matter what, if I take this woman home with me tonight, that’ll be the end of us. We’ll have no chance. I’m dead in the water if I show up to my first meeting with him, having already bedded his daughter – having done all the seriously filthy things to her that I’m imagining. It’s bad enough that I’m Lennox.

      I already know that having her and losing her will break me. A woman like this is like a drug, one taste and I’ll be addicted.

      I’ll never fit into her world, but maybe, just maybe, if I wait and prove to her, and the alpha, that I can be a good provider, that I’m nothing like my family, we’d have a shot.

      I want to roar; I want to tear this place apart, but I’m the new sheriff, so I can’t be the one causing a scene, and this isn’t Leila’s fault, either. I pause and look at her, and I see it. She’s too quick, she’s copped my hesitation and I see a bit of the sparkle in her eyes fade, and it kills me. She already has my heart, but it’s not meant to be.

      Not yet anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          LEILA

        

      

    

    
      “Kim?” Sniffing into the phone, I drag myself up off the ground and brush the dirt from my jeans. A quick glance around tells me I’m on my own. Hopefully nobody saw my meltdown. I wipe under my eyes and frown at the smears of black makeup that come away on my fingers.

      Great. I look like a raccoon.

      I need to get out of here before Marcus comes outside.

      “Can you come and pick me up at Taaffe’s?” Even though I try to keep my voice steady, it cracks at the end and sounds rougher than normal. There is no way she can miss that I’ve been crying. I rub my knuckles against my breastbone, trying to ease the tightness in my chest and concentrate on breathing, in and out, deep even breaths. The local doctor having a panic attack in the pub car park over a man wouldn’t be a good look and would attract attention that I don’t want right now.

      “Oh honey, I already heard. I was just about to call you. Don’t worry, I’m already leaving the house,” she says sympathetically. Embarrassment floods my system. She knows. Oh, the humiliation. Someone in the pub must have seen me get shot down and come out here to sob my eyes out.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, shame washing over me at the idea that maybe the same person called her to come and collect me.

      At least they didn’t call one of my brothers.

      No matter which of the three of them it was, they would be unbearable. They’d probably march straight into the bar to confront Marcus and cause a scene.

      Exactly the kind of drama Marcus must expect and why he wants nothing to do with me.

      Kim’s keys jingle in her hand as she walks through the unusually quiet packhouse, and I hear the door close quietly behind her. That’s strange. The front door is rarely shut before midnight. Something tickles the back of my brain as I ponder what that means. Normally, the house would only be empty if something bad was going on.

      “Poor Rex, it’s just so awful,” she whispers sadly down the line, genuine worry in her voice, and I freeze, halting my attempts to fix my make-up and make myself look a little more presentable.

      “Rex? Why? Is he okay?” Fear grips me. My own worries are completely forgotten as I try to work out what could have happened to Rex without somebody mind-linking me. Or him contacting me himself.

      “I mean, he’s as okay as anyone who gets rejected by their mate could be. He’s gone for a run with Cooper and Nathan, and everyone has cleared out of the packhouse to give them some privacy when they get back,” Kim continues. I gasp in horror and put a hand up to cover my mouth.

      Oh, dear goddess no.

      A fresh sob escapes me, this time not for my own loss, as I try to imagine the pain he feels. Rex only met his mate a few weeks ago, and he’s been building his connection with her ever since. I’ve never seen him so happy. I’m devastated and my mate has only refused my advances tonight. A formal rejection, severing her side of the mate bond, is debilitating. Many wolves go mad from the pain and the loss.

      What on earth happened?

      Wait until I get my hands on her.

      “Where is she?” I ask Kim through gritted teeth. I can tell she is on her way now, the low rumble of the engine in the background.

      “Oh no. Whatever you’re thinking…just no,” Kim warns. I can picture her shaking her sleek pale blonde bob as she drives. Kim is always the sensible one, always the one keeping me out of trouble, or trying anyway. “You sit tight, and I’ll tell you everything I know when I get there.”

      Her bossy work voice is being used to full effect, but the fierce protectiveness I feel for my oldest brother overpowers everything else.

      “Kim, you tell me right now, or so help me I’ll—” she speaks over me before I get the chance to threaten her, because those were the next words out of my mouth.

      “I don’t know Leila. Honestly, all I know is she’s gone. Her parents too. They must have been all packed up and ready to go when she did it, because they just disappeared. She’s probably on a flight home already. And good riddance,” Kim adds. “He deserves so much better.”

      Deep down, I know it’s good that Rex doesn’t have to see her again right now, but I’m mad as hell that I didn’t get to give Stacey a piece of my mind before she ran away. Reaching out via mind link, I contact my other older brother.

      Leila: Oh Cooper,

      Cooper: I know Leila, I know.

      Leila: How is he?

      Cooper: I just… I’ve never seen him like this. I’ve never seen anyone like this. He’s just lost.

      Leila: What are we going to do?

      Cooper: Tonight, we’re just going to keep him safe. Nathan and I are going to run him into the ground so that he might sleep. And we’ll worry about tomorrow in the morning.

      Leila: Mind him Cooper. I’m on my way back to the packhouse. I’ll see you there.

      Cooper: He’ll be okay, Leila. It’ll just take time.

      Leila: He has to be…

      Kim’s tiny little hatchback tears into the car park of Taaffe’s far too fast and she’s out of the car in a flash, pulling me into a big hug. She takes in my tear-stained face but puts it down to my brother’s misfortune rather than my own. I cling to her, feeling helpless that I can’t do anything for Rex when he needs me the most. And selfishly, I despair at the thought that this is exactly what could happen to me, too. Marcus could reject me.

      Wolves mate for life, and fated mates are precious to them. They treasure them. To get rejected by your mate is the most horrific thing a wolf can be subjected to. And it’s rare. I’ve never known anyone that it has happened to. It’s not right that of all people, it’s Rex. He’s got a tough exterior, but he has a heart of gold and he’d do anything for anyone.

      He doesn’t deserve this.

      “Did she say why?” I ask as we finally let go of each other and climb into her car to head for home, dread washing over me at what I’ll find. Kim shrugs her shoulders, equally confused by the whole thing.

      “I didn’t see it, but apparently, she laid it on him right there in the hall. No privacy, no warning. Jack said he thought he heard her say something about needing to be with someone with ambition, but she wouldn’t reject him just because he’s passing up being alpha, would she?” She glances at me, looking disgusted at the thought that someone could be that callous and shallow, but my gut tells me she’s on to something.

      “I heard her asking him something about where they would live if they weren’t going to have the alpha’s quarters. She didn’t look happy when he was talking about building a cabin back up in the hills.” I remember the pinch in her features when he told her about the plans he already has drawn up. Now that I think about it, she complained about having to serve herself at breakfast, too. And she looked stunned when she found out I was working as a doctor instead of lounging around all day.

      Something tells me she isn’t a fan of getting her hands dirty.

      “That gold-digging cow,” I mutter, thumping the dashboard with my fist as I struggle to keep my wolf at bay. She’s had a bad day and is just dying to unleash her frustration on someone. Red-hot rage surges through me when I think of Stacey casting my amazing brother aside. All because she wants to be queen bee and get waited on hand and foot. Her pack is clearly different from ours because here, everyone works, and everyone contributes. My mother, as Luna, works harder than almost anyone else.

      “I know honey,” Kim soothes softly. If that’s the type of person she is, it’s better that she’s shown her true colours now and gone on her way. At the same time, you wouldn’t wish a rejection on your worst enemy, let alone family. The weeks and months ahead are going to be tough for everyone. It’s like a loss in the family. My mother will grieve the fairy-tale future she had hoped was beginning for her first-born son.

      Immediately, I decide nobody can know about Marcus. Not yet, at least.

      As a family, we have bigger problems than what is hopefully a temporary glitch with my mating. I can’t dump my issues on them while they’re trying to focus on Rex. He is going to need us all. I’ll just have to suck it up and deal with it myself. Maybe we’ll be able to work it out and nobody even needs to know.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, three exhausted-looking wolves appear through the tree line at the front of the packhouse. Getting up from the steps where I’ve been sitting waiting for them since I got home, I drop three piles of clothes onto the ground for them to put on before turning away.

      “Leila,” I hear Rex whisper behind me. Turning and stepping toward him, I grab both of his hands in mine as I search his eyes, looking for the strong, brave man I know is in there somewhere.

      Rex’s eyes are red and bloodshot, his face pale and drawn. He looks haunted. His muscular arms are covered in gashes and scrapes where he must have been running blindly through the trees and branches.

      “Oh Rex.” I grab him and pull him to me, clinging to him and trying to offer whatever comfort I can as he leans down and buries his head in my shoulder.

      “What did I do wrong?” he asks, broken, pleading with me to give him some kind of explanation, but I can’t. I look over his shoulder at Nathan, who’s shaking his head at me and grimacing, warning me not to say what I want to say. That his ex mate was a bitch. Nathan looks like he’s going to be sporting a black eye for a few hours, and I can see blood seeping through the front of Cooper’s ripped t-shirt. They’ve both clearly been on the wrong end of some sharp claws.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong, Rex. Nothing at all,” I murmur softly, as I rock with him. I can sense how volatile he is. He looks so sad, but I can feel the tension in his body, like the slightest thing could set him off. I’d love to tell him he’s better off without a money grabber like her, but it’s too soon. His wolf must be devastated and still pining for his mate. It’s not the time for those types of conversations.

      “Come on, I’ve made some food. Get something to eat and go to bed, okay? Let us take care of you,” I grip his face in my hands and he nods weakly, before trudging past me towards the kitchen. I look at Cooper and Nathan, and if it’s possible, they look even more gutted than he does. They’re struggling watching their strong, invincible brother being brought to his knees like this.

      “Guys, he’ll get through it. It’s just going to take him a while.” Putting as much confidence as I can into my voice, I usher them toward the mountains of food I prepared.

      I know I’m doing the right thing by keeping quiet about Marcus. My family needs me right now. I’m not going to give them anything else to worry about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      I should be relieved that my first day on the job involves a call out. At least now there is something to distract me from the colossal cock up I made the other night.

      Days later, I still can’t decide whether my mistake was almost bedding the alpha’s daughter, or not bringing her home with me as I wanted from the very first second that I saw her. She captivated me like no woman ever has. Leila is different.

      When I took her out for that slow dance and she relaxed into me, resting her head against my chest, it just felt right. Protectiveness rushed through me and I was proud as punch to have a woman like her in my arms. My bear was demanding we take her home and make her ours right then.

      Maybe I should have listened because everything went to shit after that.

      Damn it. Why am I even torturing myself by thinking about her again?

      She’s consuming my every thought, and it’s driving me up the wall.

      Her dad, being Alpha Jones, shouldn’t matter. She’s a grown woman and an alpha herself. That was abundantly clear when I got a blast of her displeasure. Her aura is strong enough that even most of the male packs would have to submit to her if she pushed it. So she can do what she wants and see who she chooses.

      It does matter, though.

      Because if Alpha Jones found out, and wasn’t happy about it, he has enough clout to get me sacked before I’ve even got my feet under the desk. There would be no dating his daughter if I got driven out of town by the local pack. I didn’t want things to be awkward with her, but they will be anyway. Except now instead of it being because I lost my job, it’ll be because I was an ass who didn’t explain myself properly, and she hates me.

      I should never have let her walk out of that bar still mad at me.

      Fuck, I’m an idiot.

      Maybe it’s for the best.

      Leila is the kind of woman that anyone with half a brain would turn their life upside down for, and she deserves the best. Far better than some small-town sheriff who’d never fit in with her fancy lifestyle. She is probably destined to be mated to some hotshot with a big pack and an even bigger bank account. He’ll be entertaining, wining and dining her in a way that I can’t. Staying away from her to avoid temptation is the best course of action, no matter how much I hate the idea.

      Pulling up at the side of the road, I see where the motorbike slid across the road before wedging itself underneath a pickup heading the other direction. Thankfully, the driver of the bike was thrown clear rather than ending up trapped underneath it. The flashing red and blue lights of the ambulance reflect on the thin layer of water covering the tarmac and on the shiny chrome of the motorbike. The road is slick after a heavy downpour, which provided enough surface water that any sensible rider would have left the bike at home this evening.

      Damn wolves. They have no common sense or sense of self preservation. The worst thing that happened to them is accelerated healing. They push the limits too far all the time.

      The tow truck operator works on trying to separate the two vehicles while I head for the back of the ambulance, hoping that the rider wasn’t too badly hurt. My heavy boots thud against the metal steps as I haul myself out of the rain and into the back, immediately finding myself looking into those same eyes that have tortured me the last couple of nights.

      “You,” I say bluntly, stunned by her appearance right in front of me when I was just thinking about her. Immediately, I want to slap a palm to my forehead for sounding like such a dick. Unprepared for meeting her again so soon, it came out like an accusation. Leila’s eyes narrow at me, and I see the same glint of fire in them I saw when I met her. She’s dressed casually, in black jeans and boots, a white V-neck t-shirt tucked in. Her glossy hair is pulled back in a high ponytail, and she has a black leather bag open beside her and a stethoscope strung around her neck. She’s even more beautiful than I remember.

      And she’s working, which means this type of encounter may happen regularly. My bear is ecstatic, but if I’m trying to stay away from her, this is the last thing I need.

      “Yes, me,” she says coolly as she returns her attention to the young man in leathers lying on the gurney in front of her. He was wearing proper gear, which appears to have saved him from any nasty injuries. I can’t smell much blood and he’s a shifter. His enhanced healing powers will have him back in perfect shape in no time at all.

      “Doctor Jones?” The man asks seriously, looking up at her like a hurt little puppy dog, all wide-eyed and innocent, but I’m not buying it. “I’m worried.” 

      He’s probably mid-twenties, a wolf, single, in good physical shape, and not badly hurt. I’m not sure what he thinks he needs to worry about, other than the cost of fixing up his bike.

      “Oh, are you feeling okay? Have you got pain in your abdomen?” Leila frowns and lifts his shirt to examine his torso, tentatively pressing his abdomen, obviously worried he may have internal injuries that would need to be looked at urgently. I curse as he tenses his abs to show off his six-pack while she touches him, and I fight the urge to punch him in his stupid, handsome face.

      “I have a pain right here.” He gestures to his breastbone and Leila places her stethoscope to his chest, “because I’m worried that if I tell you I’m fine, I won’t get to see you again.”

      A shy smile creeps across his face as he delivers his best chat up line and waits. Leila laughs softly and swats him on the arm. He flexes his pecs for good measure with a cheeky grin, and she rolls her eyes before lowering his t-shirt to cover his wash-board stomach. I can’t help the loud groan that escapes me, and she shoots me a filthy look that makes my balls ache. She’s even sexy when she hates me.

      “I can already tell you’re going to be just fine,” she says kindly and smiles at him like a sexy angel. Watching their effortless banter makes my blood boil and I can hear my blood roaring in my ears. Does she have to deal with that rubbish while she’s working all the time? How annoying must that be? Although judging by how she continues to fuss over him, it’s annoying me more than her.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I growl and stomp back out of the ambulance, deciding I’d prefer to stand in the lashing rain than listen to that punk trying to put the moves on Leila for another second. Moments later, I hear her much lighter footsteps follow me.

      “Is there a problem, Sheriff?” Leila asks, finished with her examination and waving at the ambulance crew to take him away. She yanks off her blue latex gloves and shoves them into the pocket of her bag. I grit my teeth at her refusal to use my first name. I loved how it had rolled off her tongue every time she teased me that first night in the bar. It felt so intimate. This just feels all wrong.

      “No,” I bark out, much too quickly to be convincing. She pauses for a second to look at me, seemingly not bothered by the rain that is running down her face and plastering her now-soaked shirt to her chest. She scoffs, clearly disappointed by my unwillingness to admit that there is a problem, a big problem. Someone is hitting on the person who, in an ideal world, should be my woman while I have to stand there and fucking watch.

      Goddess, she looks good. But there’s a sadness in her eyes that her smile isn’t quite hiding. She can’t look this miserable just because of me, can she? It kills me to know I’ve hurt her.

      “Fine, be that way. I have enough to deal with without this,” she says seriously. She opens the car door and climbs behind the wheel before pulling away and following the flashing blue and red lights into the distance.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Her answer makes me pause. What else is going on?

      I want to know her. I want to know about her life. If something is happening that’s causing her pain, I want to fix it.

      Instinctively, I want to be there for her. The urge is overwhelming. Even if, judging by that poisonous look she just gave me, she’d never let me.

      It’s complicated, and for a simple bear like me, this is hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          MARCUS

        

      

    

    
      The smell of antiseptic and blood assaults my senses as soon as I enter the small, single-story hospital located just outside Grey Ridge.

      They kept the truck driver from another crash I attended yesterday in overnight for observation. This is my first chance to interview him about what happened. I walk up to the nurse’s station to sign in, showing my credentials and getting an update on his condition before I make my way to his room.

      They took blood samples as soon as he arrived, and my bet is that he was as drunk as a skunk when he got behind the wheel. If that turns out to be the case, I am going to take great pleasure in throwing the book at him. There are few things I hate more than drunk driving.

      While I fill in the visitor’s log, eyeing up the bowl of sweets sitting on the edge of the counter, I hear two of the nurses in the office whispering in hushed voices.

      “Can you believe it? Poor Rex,” the blonde-haired one shakes her head sadly and I can hear the genuine sympathy in her voice.

      The redhead glances quickly over her shoulder to make sure nobody is coming in before leaning close. Her friend copies her movements, bringing their heads together so she can hear the juicy gossip she is about to spill.

      “I heard that she just wanted to be Luna, and when she realised it wasn’t going to happen, she hightailed it back to her filthy rich boyfriend in San Francisco.”

      “What a bitch,” the blonde one hisses. “Goddess, what I wouldn’t do for a man like that, and she just rejects him and bolts?”

      “Right!? I mean, he’s in bits, obviously. He’s locked himself away, barely eating. One of the kitchen staff said nothing they send up is ever touched, and he looks like a ghost.”

      Ginger shakes her head and looks genuinely worried.

      Rex? Rex. Rex. I’ve heard that name.

      Where have I heard that name?

      “Leila is beside herself. I’m surprised she’s even here, but we’ve been so busy she probably hasn’t got a choice. They’re all really worried he’s going to do something stupid,” she frowns, and sighs.

      “Shit,” I mutter, as understanding suddenly slams into me. Rex is Leila’s brother. She mentioned him that night at the bar two weeks ago. He’s her eldest brother, though. Why isn’t he going to be Alpha? This must be what she meant about having enough to deal with. The whole family must be going through hell.

      Both nurses’ heads whip up to look at me when I curse, and I make a show of pretending the pen isn’t working, rather than letting on that I was eavesdropping on their conversation.

      Poor Rex. I know how much wolves treasure the mate-bond, and how painful rejection can be. It’s been known to kill wolves, or if it doesn’t kill them, have a long-lasting impact on them mentally. I met one rejected wolf before. His mind deteriorated gradually once the bond was severed, until one day, he completely lost it and turned feral. He ended up having to be put down by his pack.

      Now I feel even worse about being rude the last time Leila and I spoke.

      Swallowing hard, my heartbeat picks up when Leila’s delicate scent reaches me just before her gentle voice carries down the corridor. She appears around the corner, file in hand, chatting away to a colleague beside her. She adds notes to the chart as she walks, before closing the chart and handing it to him. Deep in thought, she’s already reached the doorway, her eyes darting around, when she catches my scent.

      As soon as her gaze meets mine, she freezes. I can’t look away from her. She has me in a trance.

      The two nurses look at her in confusion as they come out from behind the counter, and glance between the two of us with curiosity. Leila shakes her head gently, breaking the spell, before fixing a polite smile on her face and moving slightly closer to me.

      “Marcus, I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” she says, totally professional and civil. There is no trace of the flirtatiousness from the bar, or even the anger that I got on the roadside a couple of weeks ago.

      “I’m just here to speak to one of your patients. His truck hit the bridge, and he knocked himself out…” I explain, and she nods along, knowing exactly who I mean. She sets her lips in a tight line, the disapproval clear on her face.

      “Ah yes, Mr. Abberly. Lovely man.” The slight edge of sarcasm in her voice makes me smile. “He vomited all over one of the nurses, and then tried to punch the security guard when he wouldn’t let him out of the ward to buy whiskey.”

      Rolling her eyes, she gestures for me to follow her as she leads the way to his room. Pointing at the door, she hesitates for a second, about to say something else. Instead, she just sighs softly and turns to leave. My arm shoots out of its own accord and grabs her hand. The skin-on-skin contact sends my heart racing and our eyes lock as she stops, her body still angled away from me.

      “Leila, I—” I don’t even know where to start with all the things I want to say to her, and the things I don’t want to say, but probably should.

      She raises her eyebrows and while she waits for me to finish my sentence, I finally register how exhausted she looks. Not just physically, but emotionally drained. For a split second, I think I see her lip quiver. My chest aches at the sight of it, at seeing how vulnerable she looks. I release her wrist and scrub a hand down over my beard, shifting from one foot to the other, unable to get the words out.

      “Can we, um, talk? I feel like we need to clear the air, and—” I mutter, cursing my surly ways for not helping me in this situation. At times like these, I wish I had the gift of the gab. Leila’s shoulders droop slightly. I long to reach out and pull her to me, but it’s not the time or the place. “Just a coffee, Leila. Five minutes, please?”

      She bites her lower lips as she considers it and eventually, gives a tiny nod. “I’ll meet you in the canteen in twenty minutes,” she says, before walking away quickly.

      Relief settles over me, but it’s quickly replaced with dread. I don’t even really know what I want to say, just that I hate how things were left.

      She’s angry with me, and I don’t blame her. Even I’m angry that I can’t just do what I want. The least I can do is apologise properly for running hot and cold, and ease the tension between us. I convince myself that’s all I’m doing, not just trying to spend time with her. And I almost believe it by the time I turn into Mr. Abberly’s room to give him a grilling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          LEILA

        

      

    

    
      Oh god, why did I agree to this?

      I know exactly why I agreed to it. The second Marcus touched me, and sparks danced across my skin, any plans I had to stay away from him for my sanity crumbled.

      My wolf is thrilled, finally cheerful for the first time in a fortnight. She’s happy just to spend some time in his presence and listen to his deep, masculine voice.

      Nervousness seeps in at the edges of my mind, and I struggle to stay calm. Maybe he’s figured out that he’s my fated mate and he’s going to reject me. I’ve sworn I won’t tell my family about meeting my mate, but I’ve added Marcus to that vow as well; no matter how right or wrong that is.

      How could he have worked it out on his own?

      After seeing the devastating impact that his mate leaving has had on Rex over the last two weeks, I feel like getting in my car and driving away before I find out. Anything to avoid that.

      For Rex, what’s worse than the hurt and pain is the shame. He feels weak for not being able to brush it off and get over it, for his struggle to be on show for everyone to see. He’s locking himself away because he knows everyone in the pack is watching him. He doesn’t want the sympathetic glances, the whispers, the pity. For an alpha male like Rex, particularly one as private as him, the idea that everyone is talking about him and feeling sorry for him is horrifying. His pride is as wounded as his heart.

      Despite making a pathetic attempt to improve my appearance in the bathroom, I barely recognising the pale washed-out face and sunken eyes that look back at me. Rex isn’t the only one who hasn’t been sleeping. Our whole family feels this loss. Watching him drop weight and grow weaker in front of our eyes is scary.

      Where will it end?

      I thought nothing could harm my big, bad brother. But a few dangerous words from a selfish little female and he’s been brought to his knees. I just pray he’s strong enough to recover because the shell of a man that’s in our packhouse is not my Rex. And I want my Rex back.

      The second I walk into the canteen, I spot Marcus. His large muscular frame leaning against a table, enormous arms crossed over his broad chest as he holds his coffee in one hand and waits. I join the queue at the counter, but then I can smell his delicious scent drawer closer and feel his presence at my side, standing so close that I can barely breathe. 

      “How about we go for a walk?” he suggests. His warm breath brushes across my neck when he bends down to speak close to my ear, and it sends shivers down my back. I nod enthusiastically, keen to get some fresh air. The heady scent of Marcus that surrounds me seems to rob me of the ability to think straight.

      After paying for my drink, I head towards the exit, ignoring the admiring glances Marcus is getting from my female colleagues as we push outside. The wave of jealousy causes me to clench my fists in an effort to push those feelings down. I need to make sure I don’t give myself away. As soon as we’re outdoors, I instantly feel more relaxed, and a bit more confident I can control myself around him.

      Hopefully I’ll resist rubbing my hands up and down his muscly arms like I want to.

      And boy do I really, really want to.

      “So, Marcus, what can I do for you?” I ask as we wander around the park at the back of the hospital, walking side by side down a path that meanders around the perimeter of the lush area. He pauses for a second before rubbing a hand across the back of his neck, opening his mouth, and then shutting it again.

      He’s nervous, and it’s kind of adorable. In an, I could still kill you with my bare hands for not wanting me, kind of way.

      “I’m shit with words, Leila,” he blurts out, as if that explains everything, and then sighs in frustration before trying again. “And that night at the bar, I didn’t explain myself.” The hurt from that evening burns in my chest again; raw and immediate, as if it only just happened, and I blink rapidly to keep my tears at bay.

      “You don’t have to explain yourself, Marcus. If you’re not interested, you’re not interested. I’m a big girl,” I say, staring straight ahead and forcing my voice to come out strong. “It was just a little harmless flirting. No harm done.”

      My wolf whimpers inside my head at the reminder of his change of heart, but I try to ignore it. If I don’t, I’ll crumble right in front of him. He growls a little, and I look over at him in surprise.

      “Just a little flirting, huh?” Withering under his intense glare, I nod meekly. It’s like it is physically painful for him to have this conversation. His ruggedly handsome face scrunches up as he frowns hard. He’s obviously not used to talking about feelings and is incredibly uncomfortable. But he is trying so my heart goes out to him a little.

      Not a lot, though. I’m still mad that he is fighting the bond.

      “You really think I wasn’t interested? That I’m not interested, even now? Sweetheart, I have never been more interested in anything in my life,” he assures me as he steps closer, staring down at me with an intensity that takes my breath away. I can see the fire in his eyes and my wolf practically preens at his words, but we’ve been down this road before. He may like me, but he’s not doing anything about it.

      Attraction is one thing. That doesn’t mean it’s enough for this man.

      “But…” I prompt, knowing full well that there is a but coming and wanting to get it out of the way before my wolf gets her hopes up too much.

      “But…” he agrees reluctantly, “bears are tricky. Mine can be a dick, to be blunt about it. And bear’s attention span can be questionable,” he admits darkly, and I laugh at that. Even though it’s like a stab to the gut. He is basically saying he doesn’t think we’d keep his animal’s attention. It’s beyond insulting.

      My wolf and I are nearly always on the same page. I can’t imagine being in conflict with my animal. When he sees my expression, he groans again and stops. I halt as well, turning to face him, just wanting this conversation to be over with.

      ““Damn it. That’s not really it. Truthfully, I really need to be in Grey Ridge. I need this job.” He looks disgusted with himself for having to tell me this, as if it will disappoint me somehow that he needs to earn a living.

      “Ah,” is all I say before I continue walking. “And let me guess. You think that if the big bad grizzly breaks the heart of the delicate little pack princess, I’ll tell my daddy and get you fired?” I say mockingly over my shoulder. 

      His eyes flash to black for a second, his bear pushing forward, not happy with the tone I am taking. Grizzlies are used to being the boss. Marcus doesn’t enjoy being mocked.

      “No!” he almost shouts, taking a few steps at a jog to catch up to me. “I know you’re no spoiled princess, Leila. Don’t put words in my mouth.” I can tell he’s insulted.

      “Look Marcus, it’s fine. You don’t need to do this,” I say, desperate to get away, but before I can turn to go, he gets in front of me and grabs both of my hands in his.

      “You are not the kind of girl that one night would ever be enough with Leila. Fuck, I want that more than anything, but I know my bear and I would mess things up. I don’t want to hurt you. It’s better to just not go there at all.”

      He’s not making any sense, but some of the anger in me melts away and I sigh, feeling resigned, before pulling my hands gently out of his.

      “Marcus, what do you want from me?” I ask, exasperated. This is torture. I know he means well, and is trying to smooth things over, but it’s killing me to hear yet again that he doesn’t want me.

      “Can we start again? Be friends maybe?” He extends a hand and I blink at it, frozen in the midday sun as my brain tries to catch up. I’ve been friend-zoned by my fated mate. This could only happen to me. But then my wolf perks up a little, looking at the bright side and deciding this will be a good way to spend more time with him.

      Friends. It’s not what I want, but it’s better than nothing.

      For now.

      If that’s all I can get of him, I’ll take it. Maybe it will grow into something more once the bond strengthens and he won’t be able to deny it any longer. I might get the full story about what’s holding him back. Rolling my eyes at his cheesy gesture, I shake his hand anyway, and the grin that appears on his face is worth it.

      “Friends,” I agree, nearly choking on the word, smiling as the sparks erupt where we touch. My mind keeps drifting back to Rex. I need to make sure I don’t end up in the same position as him. This friends thing will hopefully stop that from happening.

      We resume our walk around the gardens, the tension around us fading away, and I soak in our surroundings. The smell of the recently cut grass, the spring flowers blooming in the flower beds. My mood lightens a little, and I’m feeling more positive.

      “So, Rex?” He sounds hesitant, wary of bringing the topic up with me. At least he’s asking me directly. Most people huddle in corners, whispering and gossiping about his fate. I should have known he’d have heard about it in a town this small.

      “Yeah, it sucks.” I shrug, not knowing what else to say. He just nods and doesn’t press, but his presence at my side is comforting me and my wolf, even if he doesn’t know it.

      “Stacey went back to her human boyfriend after she rejected Rex. He’s not sleeping, he’s not eating. He won’t talk about it. Honestly, he barely speaks at all. And he won’t leave his room, hiding away from prying eyes.” I shrug again. “But I don’t know what else we can do.”

      “There’s nothing you can do,” Mr. Positivity himself declares. I glare at him, refusing to accept that my brother will just fade away in front of my eyes. He raises his hands in surrender, but continues.

      “I just mean that maybe he needs space. If I’m having trouble with something, I’ll go wandering in my bear form for a while. His thinking is simple, his mind is quieter. It’d be less stressful for him.”

      Well, thanks.

      “We’re his family, we’re not stressful,” I counter, but as his words sink in, I realise Rex does seem overwhelmed. And maybe we’re not helping as much as we think we are. Maybe we can’t.

      “Everything is probably stressful to him. I mean, he’s staying in the same house where they mated, where he brought her to meet his parents, and where she publicly rejected him. They probably shared his bed; her scent is lingering everywhere. He might need to not be surrounded by reminders of her. Or people who know what happened. At least for a while, until he can deal with it properly.”

      Hmmm. Maybe he’s on to something.

      “We’re wolves though. Not bears. We actually like being around people,” I tease, keen to change the subject to something a little less upsetting. He chuckles at that but doesn’t disagree. Wolves are loud and gregarious by nature. The more the merrier is our motto. Briefly, I wonder why a grumpy bear like Marcus would move to a town teeming with over-friendly, fun-loving wolves rather than one with other bears in it. Before the question can leave my lips, though, a loud feminine voice behind me makes me cringe.

      “Oh no,” I mutter, trying to put as much distance as possible between Marcus and me as soon as I see my mother marching down the path towards us.

      “Run, save yourself,” I hiss and Marcus stares at me, puzzled, one side of his mouth quirking up in an amused smirk.

      Stupid bear. Marie is on him in an instant.

      “Oh my, my. Who do we have here? Where have you been hiding this hunk?” Marie asks, stopping directly in front of Marcus without greeting me, eyeing him up and down like a piece of meat. I know my mother, and she is angling for a reaction, waiting for me to give something away. She reaches out with her two hands, squeezing a bicep in each one and grins, before batting her eyelashes at him.

      Goddess above, she’s brazen.

      “Mother, the man you are currently groping is Marcus, the new sheriff. He took over from Madeline a couple of weeks ago and was just here to interview a patient,” I say as I prise her off his arms. She narrows her eyes at me, disappointed that I seem to have a reasonable explanation for his presence. “If you don’t want to get arrested for assault, I suggest you stop feeling him up!” I snap at her and she laughs. Just laughs. As if it’s totally normal to walk up to strangers and squeeze their muscles. Maybe it is for her. I’m just jealous she got to have a feel and I didn’t.

      “Marcus, this is my mother, Luna Jones.” Introducing them reluctantly, I can see the surprise on his face that this crazy, over-familiar lady is the Luna. And that the mate of the Alpha was touching him. I see the tension in his jaw as he scans the park to see if my dad is coming for him.

      “It’s a pleasure Luna,” Marcus says, tipping his head respectfully towards her, trying to take a small step back to put an appropriate distance between them. She flashes him a winning smile and I can see she is enjoying putting him on edge.

      “It’s Marie to you, Sheriff,” my mother purrs, and I want to puke. What on earth is going on?

      “You are a happily mated woman mother, rein it in,” I mutter but my mother scoffs as if I’m an overdramatic prude for thinking it’s not appropriate to feel up the new sheriff.

      “Of course, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t appreciate—” Marcus’s eyes shine with a mixture of terror and disbelief at my mother’s antics, but I cut her off before it gets any worse.

      “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” I ask through gritted teeth, my face flaming with a mixture of embarrassment and rage. I want the ground to swallow me whole. Or swallow her whole.

      Either will do.

      “Oh yes, sorry, I got distracted there.” She winks at Marcus, and I groan, bringing a palm up to my face. “Career day. We’re doing a career day at the school, and I told them you would tell the kiddies all about being a doctor. I was just heading inside to see if I could nab myself a physio and a nurse, too.”

       “What do you say, Sheriff? You’ll do it too, won’t you?” she asks, looking up at him expectantly and he hesitates for a second, but it’s enough. That moment of weakness is his undoing as she pounces. “Brilliant, it’s decided. The kids will be so excited.”

      “Of course, Marie. I’m happy to help,” he smiles politely at her, but I can tell it’s his idea of hell. My mother claps her hands in delight and disappears as quickly as she appeared before he can change his mind. He turns to look at me, looking slightly bewildered that she managed to railroad him so quickly.

      “I told you to run.”
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