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Prologue

Jordan followed Duke into the strip-joint, hopped up on adrenaline and anxiety. He’d been looking for Hailey, his runaway bride, for the last three years, and was following up on a tip that she’d been spotted working there. As much as he wanted to murder the ungrateful bitch for making him look like a fool, part of him still wanted her. Would always want her. And by God, no matter what happened, he would take what was owed to him. He only hoped that she was still a virgin so he could at least have the satisfaction of being her first... and last.

He looked around. The seedy bar made his skin crawl. It was pleasing to know she’d had to resort to such a shitty place. He imagined that she’d been foolish enough to think he’d never find her in such a hick-town, waiting tables at the Triple B, which apparently stood for Beer, Boobs, and Barbecue. The place was a complete dive, reeking of beer, dirty ashtrays, and sex. 

“Damn, look at the cha-chas on her,” Duke, his best friend and head of clan security, said over the loud rock music.  

Jordan glanced toward the stage. It was surrounded by rednecks who were hootin’ and hollering at the bountiful stripper currently stuffing bills into a silver thong. As dirty as the place was, even he had to admit, the women were fuckable. Of course, he was part wolf and quite literally, a perpetual horn-dog. 

Usually.

His sex-drive wasn’t what it used to be. Not in the last few months, at least. Sure, he’d get an erection, but sustaining it was another matter. The last couple of times he’d tried performing, the show had ended abruptly. The women he’d been with, well, they hadn’t complained, but he’d seen the look in their eyes. The disappointment. 

Humiliated, he’d gotten his hands on some Viagra. It worked, but the fact of the matter was he shouldn’t need help. Not when he was only twenty-eight and part beast. Virility was everything to a shifter. Knowing that he needed help, especially in the sex department, was horrifying. 

It’s because of Hailey.

Jordan was pretty confident that the bitch was to blame. Just thinking about Hailey, and all the things he wanted to do to her, gave him wood. He was pretty confident that there’d be no problems once he had her. She was both the problem and the cure for what ailed him.

Of course, there was the other thing. Something even more disturbing than losing an erection. Jordan was starting to have a hard time shifting. Twice he’d gotten stuck between canine and man, and it was painful as hell. Excruciating. It felt like he was being ripped apart. The inability to become fully man, or Lycan, lasted for no more than a few seconds, but it was enough to worry the shit out of him. 

Unfortunately, he had to keep the problem a secret, too.  He was in line to be the next Alpha and Jordan couldn’t show any sign of weakness. Whatever was happening to him, he’d figure it out on his own. He had no choice. 

“Boss?” Duke said, snapping him back to reality. “Where should we sit? Near the stage?”  

“No. Toward the back. We need the element of surprise. She recognizes us and it’s all over,” Jordan replied. 

“I thought that’s why we’re incognito.”

They were both dressed up like bikers. Jordan even wore a long wig and fake beard, but Hailey was smart. Too smart. He didn’t want to take any risks.

“She could still recognize one of us. She does and all of this was for nothing. We’re not taking any chances.”

Looking disappointed, Duke nodded and followed him to the back corner of the bar. The two sat down across from each other at a tall pub table, away from most eyes.

“You sure she’s going to be here?” Jordan asked, checking out the waitress who was getting ready to head their way. The broad was a looker, with long red hair and legs up to the sky. She was a little on the skinny side, however, and Jordan preferred his women with more curves. 

Like Hailey.

She was a natural beauty with a body he’d been craving ever since she'd turned fifteen. He’d wanted to take her then, but Travis, his father and the Alpha of his clan, had forbidden him to touch her until she was eighteen. 

And his bride.

Being the Alpha’s son, he’d had dibs on any female in the clan. She’d been the obvious choice. With her beauty and grace, everyone had wanted her. Even Duke.  

Unfortunately, Hailey had been missing for three years, making her twenty-one now. She’d bolted without warning on the day of their wedding, bringing shame to the family. He knew he was the laughingstock of every Lycan clan, too. From Canada to Florida. It made his blood boil. Once he got his hands on her, Jordan vowed she’d pay for the humiliation she’d caused. One way or another.

Duke, watching the stage, nodded. “Yeah. My contact said she’s here every Thursday night. Goes by the name of Amy.”

“And, you’re sure it’s Hailey? I don’t want to be wasting time here... in this dump,” Jordan said, grimacing as his hand touched something sticky on the table. 

“They have her picture. My guy is pretty sure she’s the one.”

He frowned. “Pretty sure?”

Duke shrugged. “Sure enough.” 

Jordan pinched the bridge of his nose. Hopefully they’d get lucky. He’d been following leads all over the Midwest, missing her every time. Either she was really crafty, or just plain lucky.   

The waitress arrived and they ordered two beers.

“Did you want to order any ribs? They’re on special tonight,” she said.

“I’m a breast man myself,” Duke said, staring at the waitress’s A-cups. “I like them all. Little ones. Big ones.”

She laughed. “Well, we actually do have a special menu for those interested in more than just food.” She lowered her voice and nodded toward the stage. “And Bella is our special tonight.”  

Duke licked his chops. “How much would that run me?”

“Two hundred bucks for a full course... serving,” she replied. 

He whistled. “Damn, she worth it?”

“Couldn’t tell you. I don’t swing that way,” she said with a wink.

“We’ll just take the beers right now,” Jordan interrupted, getting irritated. They were there for one thing, and one thing only—Hailey. He needed Duke’s full attention. 

Taking the hint, the waitress left to get their beers.

“We don’t have time for fucking around,” Jordan said to Duke. “Not to mention, we don’t want to draw any extra attention to ourselves. You know what I’m saying?”

He nodded.

“Once we get back to Farmington, you can take a few hours off and get your willy waxed.”

Duke smirked.

The waitress returned with their beers and then left again.

“Hey, is that her?” Duke nodded toward the entrance a few minutes later.

Jordan turned and stared as a long-haired brunette entered the bar. Hailey’s natural hair color was blonde, but he expected her to be hiding it. As for her height and body structure, the young woman had a similar frame. Unfortunately, her face was blocked by the oversized sunglasses she wore. Considering they were in a dark club, it was odd she was wearing any at all.  

“I don’t know. I can’t see her face. It could be her,” Jordan said. He sniffed the air, trying to find the bitch’s scent. Unfortunately, there were too many other smells getting in the way. Not to mention, it was possible Hailey had learned to mask hers.  

“What should we do? Follow her?” Duke asked as they watched the woman turn and head down a hallway.

“Not yet. Let’s wait for her to come back out so we can get a better look at her.”

Duke nodded.

The place started to fill up with more customers while they waited. Meanwhile, strippers moved from table-to-table, flirting and offering lap dances.

“Damn, where is she?” Duke muttered. “All this nakedness is driving me crazy.”

Jordan drummed his fingers on the table quickly. He was feeling more and more anxious by the minute. “Maybe she saw us?” 

Duke frowned. “Should I go back there and try to find her?”

He looked toward the hallway again, where she’d disappeared. 

Was there an EXIT? 

Had she slipped out?

If so, she’d be long gone by now. 

He frowned. “Not yet. Maybe she’s not just waitressing and getting into costume?”

Duke’s eyes lit up. “Wouldn’t that be something?”

Jordan gave him a dirty look. Best friend, or not, he didn’t want anyone else lusting after Hailey. It pissed the hell out of him.

Noticing, Duke changed the subject. “Maybe I should go outside while you keep watch in here? If she does sneak out, I’ll see her.”

“Good idea.”

Duke quickly finished his beer and slipped out the front. 

The waitress returned and picked up his empty beer bottle. “Where’s your friend?” she asked, looking around.

“He had to make a call. Say, I thought I saw Amy walk in. Is she working tonight?”

“Yeah, she’s in back talking with the manager, I think. She should be out shortly. You friends with her?”

“Oh, yeah.” Jordan smiled. “We go way back.”

He could tell the waitress was trying to figure out if that was a good thing or not.

“We’re cousins,” he added. 

She smiled. “Oh, cool. Would you like me to tell her you’re here?”

“No. I want it to be a surprise.” He took another swig of his beer and set it down. “I’m in town for business and we hardly get to see each other.”

“Oh, okay.” She nodded toward his beer. “Looks like you’re almost empty.  Want another?”

“Actually, I’m good.” He leaned closer to her. “So... going back to that private menu you spoke about earlier. Is Amy on it?”

The waitress gave him a weird look. 

“It’s not like that,” he said quickly, chuckling. “I just want to surprise her. I think it would be hilarious if I set up a meeting and she walked in to find me there, instead of a customer.”

She smiled. “Yeah, I imagine it would.”

“How do I sign up?”

Ten minutes later, Jordan sat in one of the private VIP rooms, waiting for good ol’ cousin “Amy.”  He’d already texted Duke, letting him know what was happening. Now, all he had to do was catch her by surprise, use the chloroform in his pocket, sneak her out of the club, and drag her ass back to Farmington. Unless... he lost his shit and murdered the bitch first.  

Jordan checked his watch, the anticipation killing him as the seconds ticked by. It didn’t take long before the sound of footsteps drew his attention. 

As they moved closer, he stood up, ready to grab her if she bolted.    

The woman stopped on the other side of the privacy curtain and cleared her throat before pulling it aside.

“Hello there, handsome. I heard you asked for me?” the brunette said with a coy smile.

Jordan stared at her.

Was it Hailey?

He couldn’t be sure.

The woman standing there had on Daisy-duke shorts and a black tank top with the Triple B logo. Her skin was pale and she was definitely voluptuous, like Hailey. Unfortunately, he couldn’t see her eyes, because she still had on the damn sunglasses. He also couldn’t catch her natural scent. It was overpowered by the smell of booze, pot, and cheap perfume.

He nodded.

“Let’s get this party started then.” She stepped into the room, a little wobbly on the four-inch stilettos she wore. 

Had that been Hailey’s voice?

It seemed husky. Too husky. 

Frustrated, he pointed to her sunglasses. “Take those off.”

“Now, hold on, cowboy. Business before pleasure,” she replied, placing a hand on her hip. “Let’s discuss price. What exactly do you want from me?”

Having lost all patience, he reached out and tugged the sunglasses from her face abruptly. Her pupils were dilated and she appeared to be stoned out of her mind. She also wasn’t Hailey. 

“Hey! What the hell?” she snapped angrily. 

Jordan let out a sigh.

Another waste of time.

Glaring at him, the stripper held out her hand. “Give me back my sunglasses. You had no right doing that.”

He tossed them at her.

Amy laughed coldly. “Forget this. You’re an asshole. I don’t need this shit. I’m outta here.” She turned around to leave.

Furious that another woman was walking out on him without permission, Jordan grabbed her around the waist and clamped his hand over her mouth. “You don’t leave unless I say you do,” he growled.

Amy began to kick and thrash around.

Her struggling excited him. His cock was harder than it had been in a long time. Jordan thought about taking her back to the van so they could have some fun with the bitch. But, she wasn’t Hailey and he might not hold the erection. He didn’t want her ridiculing him in front of Duke. He also didn’t want her causing a scene in the club, which she’d do if he let her go. 

Fuck.

With one swift motion, he broke her neck and then released her. She crumpled to the floor and stared up at him with dead eyes. 

Jordan reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He opened it up and dropped a hundred dollar bill onto her motionless body. Considering he was still as hard as a rock, he felt she deserved a fat tip.

“I might be an asshole, but I’m not a cheap one,” he mused, turning away. As he was about to leave, he caught his reflection in the mirror. Even in his disguise, he looked damn good. 

Hailey was indeed an idiot.

Not only was he on his way to becoming the Alpha of his pack, he was one handsome son-of-a-bitch. Some women just didn’t know a good thing when they saw it. 
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Briar Lake

Six Months Later

Hailey

“Jillian. He’s here,” Keri said in a stage whisper. One that was loud enough for the entire diner to hear.

I knew exactly who Keri was talking about. And, without turning around, knew exactly what he’d be doing—swinging one long, lean leg over the counter stool at my station. It was the same motion he used to climb onto his motorcycle and... sexy as hell. 

Next, he’d grab a menu, which was pretty pointless considering he always ordered the exact same thing—coffee. Black.

Finally, he’d run a hand through that thick ebony hair of his and hunch his shoulders while glancing down at the greasy plastic in his hands. Whether he was really reading it or not, it didn’t really matter. He never changed his order. It was always the coffee.

A shiver of anticipation ran through me as I thought about his handsome face and intense gaze. Those piercing blue eyes were unnerving. They actually had a physical effect on me. It was almost ...scary.

The first time he hit me with that gaze reminded me of the time I’d gone ass-end over the handlebars of my bike, back when I was ten. I’d landed hard on the pavement, the wind knocked out of me. I’d almost forgotten that feeling until I looked into his eyes for the first time. They were the color of the ocean and just about as deep. When our eyes met, it had felt like everything around us had disappeared. Including the air. Or maybe I’d just forgotten how to breathe.  

“Jillian...your man is waiting,” reminded Keri in an amused voice.

Pulling myself together, I gave her a dirty look. 

Amused, Keri winked, giggled, and flounced her way to the other end of the counter.

Smoothing down my apron, I approached him, reminding myself to get my shit together before he looked up. I was there to make money, not moon after strangers. No matter how hunky they were. 

“Hi. Are you ready to order?” I asked, mentally kicking myself as the words left my lips. He’d been coming in since Monday, and I’d said the same thing, exactly, five times.  

Was it so hard to think of something, anything, other than that? 

He looked up and his eyes did their magic—stirring up the butterflies in my stomach. “Coffee, please. Black,” he replied. “Shocker, huh?”

I grinned stupidly. “Yes. I mean, no. Uh, you said black?” 

He chuckled. “Yeah.”

“Okay.” Normally, I was great at building tickets. With anyone else, I’d ask if he or she might enjoy a muffin or cinnamon roll with their coffee. Hell, even toast. But, just like before, I couldn’t seem to get more than a couple of words out. 

I was so pathetic.

“You have something on your cheek,” he said, pointing toward his own. 

I raised my fingers to my face. Sure enough, I’d been walking around with ketchup on my cheek.

Thanks for nothing, Keri. 

I wiped my fingers on my apron. “Ketchup. I, um, I was refilling the bottles. Some were hard to open.”

“No worries. I just thought you’d want to know.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“No problem.”

I slipped my pen and pad back into my apron while making a mental note to volunteer Keri for ketchup duty next shift. Of course, not before I tightened the hell out of them first. 

He leaned forward to put the menu back, but it slipped out of the metal holder on the counter. I tried retrieving it and his fingers brushed against mine. What happened next hit me like a tidal wave. Images flashed in my mind of gray and white fur and sharp canines. It was followed by an intense urge to rip off both of our clothes and rub my naked body against his... 

What the actual hell?  

Trembling, I staggered back. The menu hit the floor with a slap. In shock, all I could do was stare down at it while the blood rushed through me. 

“You okay?” he asked, looking startled.

Our eyes met, only this time... I wasn’t so clueless. I knew why I’d been reacting so strongly to him. 

He was a Lycan.

“I’m fine,” I squeaked.

The front door jingled and more customers walked in, startling me out of my daze. Turning, I stumbled away and headed to the back of the diner, where I ran into Keri.

“You okay?” she asked, staring at me with concern. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Wait a second, did it have something to do with hot-stuff back there? Did he say something inappropriate? Sometimes guys that good looking are real assholes.”

I forced a smile to my face. “No. He was fine. I’m fine. We both are... fine,” I replied nervously. “I’m just... clumsier than usual today. I probably should have gotten more sleep.”

“Okay. You had me worried there for a second.” Keri lowered her voice and smirked. “Let me guess. He wants just coffee again? Black?”

“Yeah.”

“I can tell you like him.” Her eyes searched mine. “Maybe you should ask if he’d like a little pie with his coffee?” she added with wicked grin.

“Hah. Funny. And I don’t like him, so give it a rest.”

She didn’t look convinced. “Whatever you say.”

“By the way, thanks for letting me know I had ketchup on my face,” I said dryly.

Her eyebrows shot up. “You did?”

“Yeah. He told me.”

Keri’s cheeks turned pink. “Seriously, I didn’t notice. I lost a contact and can only see out of one eye.”

I relaxed. “It’s fine. Just a little embarrassing.”

“I once had black pepper in my teeth all day and nobody told me. Not just one speck, either. An entire fleet of pepper flakes. I know your pain, girl.” 

I smiled and hurried over to the coffeepot, my mind returning to the other Lycan. I was almost certain that he had no clue about me. My mother, before she’d died in a car accident, had taught me how to mask everything that might give away my true self. With humans, keeping that secret was a piece of cake. With other shifters, it was a whole different story. But, over the years, I’d gotten pretty damn good at it. I’d stayed hidden and hadn’t run into any trouble.

The real question was—why wasn’t he hiding who he was, and were there others in town?

Of course, it was possible that he was the only shifter in Briar Lake, which was why he didn’t bother to mask his scent. I could only hope that was the case. 

I stole a glance in his direction. The guy was more questions than answers. The only thing I knew for certain was that he was dangerous and I had to be careful.

I walked back over and poured him a cup of coffee, slopping some of it into the saucer because of my shaky hand. 

“Sorry,” I said, avoiding his face.  

“No problem. You okay?”

I looked up and our eyes met. “Yeah.”

His gaze held mine and I wavered between walking away, and drilling him with questions. Now that I knew he was a shifter, my reaction to him made sense. I could now deal with it. What I couldn’t figure out was why he’d been coming to the diner every day, sitting in my section, and not doing anything but ordering coffee. 

Did he know about me?

Had I actually slipped?

I didn’t think so. Being a female shifter, one had to be on constant guard. There were fewer of us and I wasn’t about to become anyone’s bitch. Not to mention, I had to stay hidden for my own safety.  

Still, I was dying to know more about him and whether or not he was a threat. I was tired of moving from town-to-town and had gotten comfortable in Briar Lake. 

I took a deep breath, ready to ask a few idle questions, the normal kind a waitress might ask a customer, when all hell broke loose.
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Ransom

Ten Minutes Earlier

“What the hell’s wrong with the coffee here? Why do you have to go out to get it?”

I glanced over at my boss, Reece. He sat on the edge of his wooden desk, his heavy brows drawn together as he examined an old Harley carburetor. The desk behind him held an assortment of tools, rags, and other motorcycle parts in various stages of disassembly. I wondered if Reece ever did any work in the shop. Every time I’d gone looking for him, I’d find the guy in his office, tinkering with stuff. 

I held up the glass coffee pot, swirling with inky liquid. As usual, the smell of burned coffee, mingled with years of accumulated oil, grease and sweat, permeated throughout the shop “I go out for coffee because... this stuff is shit. We have motor oil that’s thinner than this.” I set the pot back on the burner. 

His eyes narrowed and he shook his head.  “You know, Ransom, if you weren’t such a good mechanic...”  

I grunted. “If I weren’t such a good mechanic, what? You’d throw me out?”

He gave me a rueful smile. “Yeah, I know, it would be a waste of time.  I’d still be stuck with you. You’re family.”

“Which is the only reason I put up with your shit,” I countered, smirking. 

Used to my cocky replies, Reece waved a grease-stained hand in my general direction. “Go, then. Get your fancy swill so you can get your ass back and do some work. We have three new work orders that came in. One of them is for Malone, and I don’t want that slacker Grady working on his bike. It will never get done.”

Fancy swill?

It honestly wasn’t much better than the coffee Reece offered. But, the server seemed to make it taste so much better. “Got it.”

I left the shop and strode down the sidewalk. It was a nice day already and only supposed to get better.  The mid-morning sun was warm and the breeze carried just a hint of spring flowery scents from the nearby lilac bushes. 

I drew a deep breath, wishing that the diner was far enough away to ride my motorcycle. But a half-block didn’t warrant taking it out, as much as I wanted to. I’d done it once and had felt foolish. It had taken longer to park the damn thing than it had to ride it over. Knowing there was no rain in sight, I decided I would take it for a spin after work, before the sun set. It would have to do.

Betty’s wasn’t the only diner within walking distance, and the coffee certainly wasn’t the reason I went there each day. Hell, I could have even done without it, but wasn’t about to give up my daily fix of the waitress, who worked the breakfast shift. Coffee was just the only excuse I could give Reece for going there.

It all started one day, after arguing about something with Reece. Although we were family, we were always butting heads. Hell, maybe it was because we were family. Anyway, that morning I’d needed to leave the shop to calm down and had wandered in to Betty’s for the hell of it. After taking a spot at the counter, I’d grabbed a menu at had been checking out the specials, when a female voice drew my attention. Looking up from the menu, I’d locked eyes with a woman so gorgeous, I’d had to do a double-take. Blonde hair and curves in the right areas. The kind that belonged in a Sports Illustrated centerfold.

As hot as she was, however, her eyes had taken it up another level. They were gray, a shade bordering on silver, and like nothing I’d seen before. She was the entire package, if not more. For the first time in my life, I’d found myself completely mesmerized. Not to mention, painfully aroused.

“Hi. Are you ready to order?”

“Coffee, please,” I’d croaked. “Black.”  

“Okay.”

Then she was off to fetch it and even her back view was worth the price of a crappy cup of coffee. Although her ass had been hidden under the uniform, she had lean, strong calves and hips that swayed provocatively as she walked away.

Coffee, please. Black...

I’d kicked myself for not coming up with something more original on that first day. Or the next few. But, here it was, a week later, and no other words had really been spoken between us. I was way off my game and it was frustrating. 

What in the hell was wrong with me?

Women—and motorcycles—were my vice. Having either of them under me was the ultimate thrill. Reece always gave me shit about being a player, and admittedly, I never committed to anyone. But, I wasn’t a liar, either. I never promised anything other than a night of fun, maybe two at the most. But this girl, Jillian, according to her nametag, haunted me. She was the first thing I thought about in the morning and the last before falling asleep. My obsession with her was driving me up a wall.   

Of course, it was the same today. The breathless anticipation. The buildup, as I watched her work behind the counter. As usual, I felt wound up and couldn’t take my eyes off her. I loved the feminine, graceful slant of her neck and the profile of her full lips and high cheekbones. Not to mention she always seemed to be blushing and lowering her long eyelashes after taking my order. She was either really shy or into me as well. 
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