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Book Description




  Werewolf Levi Harris and curvy Harper Bailey are out of time and out of chances. The have only one opportunity left to decrypt the files Levi stole from the vampire mafia—the files that will mean either their freedom or their deaths. The only catch? The object they need to do it is in the middle of the same mob boss’s house, where a swanky gala is in full swing.




  Will Levi and Harper’s ultimate gamble pay off? Or will they be just another pair of bodies in the vampire’s long reign of terror?




  And will Levi find with Harper the happily ever after he once thought he could never have?
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Chapter One




  “So how long do these ear-thingy batteries last, anyhow?”




  Harper’s voice came through the earbud directly into Levi’s skull, the sound transmitted by his bones over the roar of the motorcycle engine between his legs. It was the first thing that Harper had said since they’d left the tunnel that cut through Beane’s mountain, and Levi was almost ridiculously glad to hear it even though her question was so impersonal.




  “Long enough,” Levi replied, knowing that his own voice carried just as easily to her ears.




  “That’s not an answer,” she said.




  The clouds had drawn over the moon as the night had progressed, and the faintest hint of dawn turned the horizon into a faint gray line to his werewolf sight. They rode with their lights off, as stealthy as two dirt bikes could be with their buzzing motors. Harper, who possessed only ordinary human senses, looked peculiar with her night vision goggles jutting from under her helmet as she rode on the bike beside him.




  “Okay,” Levi granted. “Twelve hours of talking, give or take. And maybe three times as long if we’re silent.”




  “So should I save the batteries?” Harper prompted.




  Levi grinned. He liked the sound of her voice better than he wanted to admit, especially when it was directly in his ear, as if her lips were inches away.




  “Don’t bother,” he said. “I don’t think you’ll talk for twelve hours straight before we get to where we’re going.”




  “How far away is it?” she asked. “Mortensen’s house.”




  “Two and a half to four hours,” he said. “Depends on what route and what detours we have to take.”




  “Do you know what time it is now?”




  “Maybe five-thirty,” he guessed.




  “Maybe,” she repeated.




  He looked over at her. Even with the upper half of her face hidden, he could see her frown.




  “I haven’t got a watch, Harper,” he said. “Dawn’s around six, and it’s just starting to get light. So I’m guessing five-thirty. We’re making good time.”




  “I haven’t seen the sign for Maryland yet,” she fretted.




  “That’s because we’re not in Maryland yet,” Levi said. “Maybe fifteen minutes more.”




  “We should talk to Beane. See if there’s another roadblock.”




  The horizon was most definitely lightening quickly now, and at Harper’s reminder of their danger, Levi felt suddenly uneasy. If there was another checkpoint, he definitely didn’t want to come up on it by surprise in broad daylight.




  Damn. He really was that reckless, wasn’t he? When had he gotten so oblivious to danger? Was he really so cocky that he believed that nothing would be too much for him to wiggle out of?




  Or had he just stopped caring whether his brushes with death became permanent, full-body contact?




  But he cared now. He had a reason to on the motorcycle right next to him. He needed to get back in the habit of caution. Of planning.




  Of working to keep himself alive and in one piece.




  Harper added, “Or can Beane hear us now?”




  Levi eased off the gas, letting the bike slow under its own drag, and Harper kept pace at his side. “Not a chance. Beane has transmitters all over his compound. That’s the only reason his guys could talk to us through the earbuds back there. We’re way too far out for him to communicate with us that way now.”




  “So what we say is...private?”




  He grinned as he applied the brakes. So that was why the normally bubbly Harper had been so quiet. She’d thought that Beane might be eavesdropping. He was more relieved by that explanation for her silence than he cared to admit.




  “Yeah, Harper. It’s private.”




  “Good,” she said, her voice sounding suddenly lighter.




  Levi rolled to a stop on the shoulder, Harper pulling up close beside him. He put out his booted foot to catch the weight of the motorcycle, unbuckling his helmet and slinging it on the handlebars.




  Harper was already reaching into her purse, and without prompting, she dragged the silver bag out of it and dug in it for the pre-paid phone. Pushing her goggles up onto her forehead, she shot him a look that on another girl he would have called coy, and she turned the phone on and punched quickly through the menu.




  Shaking his head, Levi dropped the hand he’d extended as she lifted the phone to her ear. With his wolf-sharp hearing, he could follow both sides of the conversation.




  “Harris?” Beane’s voice had an edge of annoyance.




  “No. Harper,” she said. “What’s the 411 on the cops?”




  Damn, but it made him itchy to listen to her voice right in his ear as she stood straddling the bike several feet away. It made want him to do things he really didn’t have time for right now, starting with those delicious lips, and then moving to her truly magnificent tits—




  “Searching the mountains,” Beane said. “Where are you guys?”




  “Is it safe to say?” Harper asked.




  “Yeah. I replaced your flip-phone with an encrypted one.”




  Harper jerked the phone away from her ear as if it could bite her. After giving it a searching look, she lifted it back to her ear again. “And you called yourself on it, too? I hit redial to get you.”




  “Mirrored the data on it,” Beane said. “Habit. There’s another in the bag for Levi. I packed all the other goodies you’ll need, too. Your job’s pretty simple. Get ahold of one of Mortensen’s Crypt Corp toaster boxes. Turn it on. Plug the thumb drive with the drivers, scripts, and the encrypted files into one of the USB ports, and plug the 4G wireless router into the other. Then wait. I’ll take care of the rest.”




  “Yeah. Simple,” Harper said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.




  “So where are you now?” Beane repeated.




  She shook her head. “We’re about to pass over the Maryland border. We were calling to make sure it was safe to cross.”




  “It’s as safe as it’s ever going to be,” Beane said. “But you’d better tell that werewolf to hurry his furry ass up if he wants to keep it in one piece. Mortensen will figure out that his minions are on a wild goose chase sooner or later.”




  “Will do,” Harper said. “Want to talk to him?”




  “Yeah. Got a few details to sort,” Beane said.




  Levi held out his hand and took the phone. “Harris here.”




  “Okay, you big dumb dog, I’m saving your ass again. I’m going to own your soul after this, got it? You bringing those govvie thugs to my house, through my gate—”




  “I know,” Levi said quietly, wincing. “I know, and I’ll pay you back, I swear.”




  Without his inhuman hearing, Harper was shut out of the conversation, but she wasn’t sitting idle. She’d dug into her vast pink purse again, coming up with her stick of lip gloss and, after another moment, a nail file with a point on the end, with which she began cleaning and shaping her nails.




  Beane said, “But you can only do that if you’re still alive at the end of the day, and I’m doing my best in that direction. M’kay? So Mortensen likes his stuff sleek and custom and sophisticated, which means not very secure. He’s got one of those whole-house remote automation systems that lets you control and check any feed anywhere through a web-based app. Thermostat. Whole-house stereo. Lights. Entertainment server. And, of course, security camera feeds. The smart security system designers hardwire the feeds inside the house and then just copy that data for the server feed, right? But that really doubles the work. This one took shortcuts. Everything goes to the servers first, before any human eyes get hold of it.”




  “So what does that mean?” Levi prompted before Beane got lost in technobabble. “English, please.”




  “It means that I can intercept all the security feeds before anybody sees them, you musclehead. I’ve already broken in—whoever’s running the server isn’t staying up to date with security patches, so any script kiddie could have done it. I’ve downloaded a few hundred hours of footage, and once I have loops finished for each camera, I’ll be able to replace the feeds with nice views of empty rooms for however long I want to.”




  “That’s a start,” Levi said.




  “I can also pipe Monster Mash into any room of the house I want to,” Beane volunteered. “Outside, too. That dude loves his speakers.”




  “Possibly less useful.”




  Beane continued, “But don’t think that me scrubbing the camera feeds will solve all your problems. I can’t just make people blink out of existence and expect nobody to notice, right? And of course, there are the patrols to worry about.”




  “Understood,” Levi said. “I’ll let you know when we’re there, okay? I’m thinking tonight, after sundown. It’s the third Friday of the month, so I think I have an idea about how to get in.”




  “Hope it’s a good one,” Beane said.




  “Oh, it is. Talk to you then.” He flipped the phone shut again and shoved it into his pocket.




  “All sorted?” Harper asked, putting her nail file away.




  Levi held out his hand. “I want to see Beane’s goodies first.”




  She pulled the quilted silver bag out of her purse again and passed it over. It was one of Beane’s little paranoid tricks, made of aluminized Mylar and God knew what else, so there was no way a wireless signal of any sort would be getting either into or out of that bag. Levi opened it and peered in.




  “No iPhone,” he observed. She’d put her smartphone into the bag when they’d arrived at Beane’s place the night before.




  She snorted. “Apparently, he thinks I’m not bright enough to resist using it. No tablet, either.”




  “We do have these babies.” Levi held up two devices with male USB connectors on the ends. “Thumb drive and wireless router, as promised.” He dropped them back in, then pulled out two flat plastic cards and smiled. There was a fake driver’s license under the name of Gordon Freeman with his picture on it, plus a black American Express with the same name. Nice. He shoved them into his wallet, which he slid into his back pocket as he passed the bag back to Harper.




  “You do know where this toaster box thing is,” Harper said. It wasn’t a question, but her eyebrows were raised as she tucked the bag into her purse.




  “Stared right at it in Mortensen’s office. If I’d known then—” He broke off. “Well, I don’t know what I’d have done if I’d known then, because without Beane’s help, it’d have been pretty useless. But it’s still frustrating to think that I was literally inches away from the answer when I first took the dagger with the files inside.”




  “Speaking of which....” She pulled it out of her purse, the gold and emeralds glinting in the first rays of dawn. “What are you planning on doing with it?”




  He grinned. “Auction it, of course. That’s what an art dealer does, right? But I’ll auction it as the replica that it is, not perpetuate the forgery. And then I’ll donate the proceeds to something that will really piss Mortensen off.”




  She snorted. “Like what?”




  “No clue yet. But it’ll come to me, I’m sure. Is the rest of my stuff in that bag of yours?”




  She pawed through it, pulling out his pocket knife, his kit with his lock picks, and his gun. “It looks like Beane packed everything.”




  “Like I said, he’s a planner.” He took the knife and kit but nodded for her to keep the gun for now. He didn’t want the kind of attention that wearing it in public would bring, and they’d soon be very much in public if the ideas that were churning around in the back of his head took the shape he thought they would. “Ready to roll?”




  “I was born ready,” she said, pulling down her night vision goggles and restarting her engine.




  Levi buckled the helmet back on and started up his motorcycle, rolling out ahead of her. She kept pace with him as they ran for the border at a steady seventy-five miles per hour— faster than the speed limit but not fast enough to really rile up a traffic cop. Speed was less important right now than keeping a low profile.




  “So you wanted to talk?” Levi said after several minutes.




  “I didn’t say that.”




  It was strange riding there next to her with her voice in his ear. They were separated by the roar of the motorcycles, by the space between them and the wind rushing by, and yet the voice in his ear was entirely too intimate.




  “You didn’t have to,” he said.




  “About that stuff you said,” she started. “Back at Beane’s place. I understand if it was like the heat of the moment or something. I got you to tell me something that you hadn’t told anyone else, and feelings were high, and all that stuff. If you didn’t mean it—”




  “I meant it.” He spoke quietly, but his words cut her off mid-syllable. “I meant every word of it. I’m sorry that I walked out when I did. I was trying to keep you safe. But it seems like you won’t let me do that—at least, not unless I’m safe, too—so I ran out of excuses.”




  “Excuses for what?” Her voice was small, too young in his ear. It was a little girl’s voice, a hurt little girl speaking from her own past.




  “Making excuses not to love you.”




  He heard her intake of breath, sharp with a hitch at the end. Then there was silence from the earbud for a very long time, and his world was filled with the wind whipping around and between them and the racket of the engines with a hole in the sound where he wished her voice would be.




  The “Welcome to Maryland” sign appeared, and they flew by it, and still she said nothing. Finally, unable to bear it any longer, Levi spoke into that silence in the midst of the noise.




  “Why are you so certain that I don’t mean what I say?”




  “Don’t try to make something out of it,” Harper said. “Nothing special ever happened to me. No big tragedy. No big moment. Just life. Ordinary life was enough to show me that most people don’t mean what they say, and men hardly ever do.”




  “You can’t go through life without believing anybody, Harper. Sure, there are lots of scuzzballs, but there are people who deserve your trust, too.”




  She laughed then, but the sound was without humor. “You say that, the guy who’s been abandoned by his own family twice now.”




  “It wasn’t like that, Harper,” he started, but she cut in.




  “It damned well was! Families don’t do that to people. If you’d been my kid or my brother or my cousin, I would have promised anything to get you back. Anything at all. And then I would have killed all those sorry bastards the second you were safe,” she spat.




  “It doesn’t work like that. Vampires are too smart,” he said. “Even if it did work once, there’s next time, when they’d be even smarter. And because they’d know you’d do what they asked, so they’d be damned sure that there was a next time.”




  He paused, realizing that she’d successfully distracted him. “But don’t you turn this conversation back to me again. Who hurt you, Harper? You asked me something like that. It’s only fair that I ask you the same thing.”




  Her reply was edged. “I told you it wasn’t anything special. I’m just another girl with daddy issues, okay? He was a drunk and a deadbeat, and then he took off. And my mother dated a series of losers, each one worse than the last. I thought it was just her, her and her bad taste, but then I found out that the ones I was dating were losers, too.”




  She continued, “Eric and Ralston, well, we were just kids, and kids do stupid shit. It hurts but it happens. But then there was Jackson—I thought I was in love with him. Thought it was forever. Got his initials tattooed on my wrist when I turned eighteen, but the joke was on me because it turned out that he’d already been cheating on me with that bitch Emily.” Again, the hollow laugh. “The love of my life and my best friend,” she said, her voice mocking. “That’s when my eyes were well and truly opened.”




  “I’m not your teenage crush, Harper,” Levi said.




  “It wasn’t a crush!” she snapped. More softly, she said, “It really was love, or as much love as I was capable of just then. And I thought he loved me just as much. He said he did. When he said it the first time, at least, I think he really meant it.”




  The dawn light that had gone from steel blue to bright butter-yellow, gilding Harper’s motorcycle’s chrome in edges of gold and throwing a soft light across the lower half of her face. Levi watched her lips move as she spoke, riding arm’s length away from him, both right there in his helmet with him and as distant as the moon. And he ached because he couldn’t touch her, couldn’t kiss those memories away and replace them all with him.




  He said, “He didn’t mean it like I do.”




  “You don’t even know him. And he wasn’t the last. There was Blake, who said he was done with his ex but kept ending up back at her house whenever he got smashed. And Dylan, who lost his job and mooched off me for three months before I wised up and realized he wasn’t going to get another one as long as he had me to support him. And Mason, who actually had a kid that he hid from me. They all said the same pretty words—that I was beautiful, that I was perfect, that they loved me.”




  “I don’t have to know them,” Levi said simply. “They’re human. No human can mean it like a shifter does. Look. I’m a domesticated shifter. I live among regular humans. I do normal human things, and I push down my animal urges and those things that are neither human nor animal but unique to us—I push them down so far that even I hardly notice they’re there anymore. If you’d met me under different circumstances, if I hadn’t been tamed by years of living like one of you...you wouldn’t wonder. You couldn’t. But even though I’m your safe shifter, your pet shifter—don’t doubt for one second that what I feel is every bit as strong and as permanent.”




  He stopped, and there was silence from the earbud for a long moment, a silence so long that Levi started to wonder if she’d heard him at all. Then, suddenly, there was the sound of a gasping, unsteady breath, and the realization cut through him right to his very core: She was fighting back tears.




  When she finally spoke, she said just five words: “Oh, God, I hope so.”




  And then she was quiet for a very long time.




  
Chapter Two




  “I can’t believe we traveled such a short distance in two days.” Harper’s voice came straight into Levi’s ear as they hit the Beltway and slowed to a crawl. She’d taken off the night vision goggles an hour ago and now wore his sunglasses since her open helmet didn’t have a visor like his did.




  She’d taken out her small nose stud at some point, Levi realized, looking over at her. He didn’t know when she’d done that. At the trailer? At Beane’s lair? He hadn’t looked at her like someone looking at a person for the first time in so long that he didn’t know. When he looked, he just saw...her. His Harper.




  “Well, we didn’t exactly take a straight shot to get to Beane’s place,” Levi pointed out. “And we burned a hell of a lot of time hiding out.”




  “Are you sure it’s safe to be out here now?” she asked. “The police have got to be looking for two people on dirt bikes, and the outer loop in the middle of rush hour is always crawling with cops.”




  “We could drive a stolen semi past them in this traffic,” Levi scoffed, flipping up his visor. They were rolling along at five to ten miles an hour, hitting fifteen only in bursts. “The police here are on the lookout for aggressive driving, accidents, and people who don’t belong in the HOV lane. The cops who’re actually looking for us still think we’re in West Virginia.”




  When he’d talked to Beane at their last stop, the searchers were still concentrating their attention deep in the Appalachians, thanks in large part to his spoofing her iPhone onto four different devices and sending them out in the hands of various collaborators in his network.




  Beane said he was putting it on Levi’s tab, and Levi knew that payment wouldn’t come cheap. But he also knew that Beane was having the time of his life even if he wouldn’t admit it, playing merry hell with the group that now included state police from both Pennsylvania and West Virginia, the U.S. Marshals, the FBI, and now an advisory task force from Homeland Security. Only the National Guard was missing to make it a perfect day of trolling the government that Beane both loved and hated. He’d sounded almost gleeful, recounting the jurisdictional and logistical nightmare that was crippling the search efforts even without his tricks.




  “So we’re going to, what, stroll up and knock on Mortensen’s door?” Harper asked. “Please tell me that’s not the plan.”




  “That’s not the plan,” Levi said.




  “Okay, next tell me that you have a plan this time,” she said, “because you don’t seem to be all that great at this whole planning thing. I mean like a real plan, not just ‘let’s break in and take the thing that looks like a shiny black toaster.’”




  “I have a plan this time,” he said obediently.




  As they rolled along in the crush of cars, Harper gave him a narrow look that he could feel even through her sunglasses. “You’re not just saying that, are you?”




  “I’m not just saying that. Really, Harper. I’ve got a plan. Beane and I came up with a plan, I mean. When you took your, uh, potty break and I was talking with him.”
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