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Chapter One


  The asphalt blurred under Levi’s front wheel, the engine between his knees sending him flying north along the country road.


  The plan hadn’t worked. It almost couldn’t have gone worse. The bloodsucker’s minions had caught him with his backside hanging out of the third-story window, loot in hand and about to begin his descent.


  Wolves didn’t care much for vertical surfaces. That was more of a feline attribute. Trying to stay in human form while naked, gripping a stolen dagger, and being threatened with very serious looking weapons was just about impossible.


  He hadn’t tried.


  Instead, he’d taken a header into the bushes, shifting on his way down so that he hit the branches in his wolf-form and rolled free, the dagger in his teeth. Legs and heart pumping, he ran in a flat sprint for the gate. Every leaf etched against his vision in the darkness, and the wet foliage slapped his body as his long lope ate the ground beneath his paws.


  Worst of all, it’d been his own kind that had come after him, howling through the woods until he hit the fence and shifted just enough to use his hands to catch the top edge and propel himself over, into the woods on the other side and to the motorcycle waiting beyond.


  Paws were good for a lot of things, but driving wasn’t one of them. So he’d had to shift all the way back to human as he hit the seat, bare ass cheeks on cold leather, and slammed the keys home. The engine had roared to life as the pack following him burst from the treeline, and he’d driven off stark naked with the dagger still clutched in his teeth, shooting the bird at every single one of them.


  Lap dogs.


  That had been satisfying, but it wouldn’t take long for the damned vampire to send a more effective force on his trail. And though his Ducati Superbike could outrun pretty much anything on the street, the desire to not attract attention required that he stop long enough to pull on his clothes before he hit a major road.


  Of course, before he’d done that, there had been the very nice-looking lady in the minivan, whose shocked face behind the glaring headlights still made Levi chuckle to himself....


  The truth was, though, he was in deep shit. Probably the deepest he’d ever been in. His brothers had been completely against the heist. The entire clan had vetoed it, in fact. So, technically speaking, he was now an outlaw.


  Levi had never bothered much with technicalities before. But he did wonder how he was going to get out of this one, since his plan had pretty much depended on not getting caught.


  Now the bloodsucker’s goons had a good fix on his scent, and they knew what he looked like, too, and knew his ride. The problem with high-up vampires wasn’t so much their own power but the sheer force they could bring to bear if they wanted to.


  And given what Levi had just taken, Mortensen would be pretty damned motivated to do whatever he could to stop him.


  Screw him, though. Screw the vampire, screw Levi’s clan, and screw everybody who stood in his way. Levi had something that represented real power, the first chance for everyone in his clan to finally be free of vampiric threats or dependence.


  No more uneasy truces. No more negotiations. No more contracts. With what he had, he could cut ties to them, and they couldn’t do a thing about it.


  Of course, that would only work if he survived to use what he now had. And the first step in raising his chances of survival would be to ditch his motorcycle, which was probably being broadcast on police channels across three states by now, and get another ride.


  The thought gave him almost a physical pain. He had scrimped and saved for his bike for a whole year back before he’d established his main business, taking jobs he had no interest in for rich scumbags and paranoid husbands, all with the goal of owning this beautiful beast. Riding a motorcycle was the closest he could come to feeling like a wolf in human form, and on it, he kept all the keen intelligence and analytical ability that gave way to primal instinct and visceral immediacy as a wolf.


  And riding this motorcycle, in particular.... If riding a motorcycle was like sex, he thought, the Supersport versus his old, secondhand hog was like the difference between having a long night with a beautiful woman and rubbing one off in a dirty bathroom stall.


  But now it was a liability. If everything worked out well, he could buy as many Ducatis as he wanted. If it didn’t, well.... Dead men—or wolves—didn’t have much use for a bike.


  He had to ditch it.


  As if on cue, a car appeared on the opposite side of the road as he crested the hill, a golden Buick from the late ‘60s or early ‘70s. If he could get it running, that could be perfect. He blew past it and made a U-turn in the middle of the empty road to come up behind it again at a more sedate pace.


  He could see a girl with a butt to die for leaning into the open trunk, and he spared a moment’s pity for her, since he was planning on commandeering her ride. It was a shame to upset the owner of such fine assets.


  But he’d take what he could get—and beat it before his recent past caught up to him in a very literal way.


  
Chapter Two


  Harper was thirty miles from the Maryland border in the middle of Nowhere, Pennsylvania, when her right front tire exploded.


  The sound, as loud as a rifle going off, drowned out the top-fifty station. The car jerked to the side, yanking the wheel out of her hands as it lunged across the center stripe.


  She slammed on the brakes, pulling hard to the right, and came to a rest on the muddy shoulder. For several seconds, she sat frozen behind the steering wheel as the panicked tempo of her heart slowed while Pharrell Williams’ “Happy” blared and crackled in her speakers.


  And then she started to curse.


  It had been a bad day. A very, very bad day, which had started off with a call from her shift manager, who had wanted to fire her even though she’d arranged for her absence with the diner owner a week before.


  It had gotten worse when the big party for her grandmother’s eightieth birthday had devolved into a shouting match between her sister Christina and her cousin—and worse still when the cops arrived just as Harper stepped between the two and was rewarded for her efforts with her sister’s punch, which missed their cousin by a mile to land squarely against Harper’s cheek with enough force to leave her with a tender eye.


  Harper had managed to talk herself out of a charge of disorderly conduct and had left the party in a furious black mood, damning her entire family—okay, except her grandmother—as she tore out of the drive.


  And now this.


  “Why’d you have to go and crap out on me now?” she asked her car.


  But she couldn’t be mad at it. The ’68 Buick Skylark was her baby, and she spoiled, petted, and coddled it.


  And in return, it broke down, seized up, smoked, and just now, tried to kill her by throwing her into oncoming traffic.


  Harper sighed. Well, the tire really was her fault. She was flat broke after helping out her deadbeat ex-boyfriend—which she’d done for a month before she’d realized that he really never was going to try to get another job as long as he had her to mooch off of. So she hadn’t had the money to replace her tires even though she knew they were getting bald. Anyway, she didn’t want any old cheap tires for her Baby. It deserved only the best. And she couldn’t afford the best, yet, so she hadn’t gotten any at all.


  She just couldn’t resist a bad boy, even when the ‘boy’ in question was her car....


  Harper put the parking brake on and killed the engine but left the radio blaring. She leaned across the wide bench seat to crank down the passenger window so she could to listen to the music as she changed the tire, then popped the trunk. She got out of the car, pausing to squint up and down the two-lane county road hopefully, wondering if there might not be some helpful guy in a pickup who might want to lend a hand.


  She heard the sound of traffic in the distance. But of course, there was nothing in sight.


  Just my luck, she thought. She was perfectly capable of changing a tire herself, but she wouldn’t refuse a white knight, if one came along.


  Or a black one, for that matter.


  She shrugged and set to work pulling out the full-sized spare and dropping it in the grass next to the flat tire, surveying the damage for the first time.


  Crap. The old tire was just shredded. Gone. She hoped she wouldn’t need a new wheel. She got the jack and lug wrench and tossed them next to the spare. She pulled off the hubcap—an original spoked model that she’d bought to restore the car to its former glory—and slotted the wrench into place. She pushed, but nothing happened.


  Damned pneumatic tire-changing tools. They tightened the nuts so hard they locked up sometimes. Well, Harper knew one way to deal with that. She shifted the position so that the wrench was parallel to the ground, then stomped it with all her weight.


  The lug nut gave, and she smiled in satisfaction. She was no rail. She was big, just like her personality, and she knew how to use her body—around cars, around horses, around the kitchen, and with pretty much any problem that needed solving. And there were plenty of men who appreciated that about her—the big boobs, full hips and butt. Too bad she kept going for the losers.


  Harper recognized the purr of a motorcycle just as the second nut loosened. As she bent to fit the wrench over the third, she realized the bike was stopping. She peered down the length of the car just as a man in motorcycle dark brown leathers stepped around it.


  He was tall, with ropes of muscles over his spare frame and a three-day scruff of a beard. His face was heartstoppingly handsome—young but tanned and already slightly weathered, just the way she liked them. His grin when he saw her was distinctly predatory, and he pulled off his sunglasses to reveal delicious amber eyes and shoved them into the pocket of his jacket. Big, rawboned, and as hot as sin on a three-day bender.


  Hel-lo.


  “Nice view,” he said, his gaze resting on her rear, which was still pointed skyward as she bent to push the lug wrench into place.


  No kidding.


  “You going to help?” She cocked her head at the tire. “Or are you just here to admire?”


  He leaned against the side of the car. “Looks like you’re doing fine.”


  She snorted and stood, folding her arms and cocking a hip. His eyes flickered down to her cleavage. She knew full well that her posture drew attention to it, and she smirked back at him.


  “You could at least pretend to be a gentleman. You’re more likely to get what you want that way.”


  His gaze raked across her, taking in her dangling earrings and small nose stud, then coming to rest briefly on the small butterfly tattoo on her inner arm. The tattoo covered up another mistake—the initials of her high school boyfriend she’d gotten on her eighteenth birthday, the boyfriend who had already been cheating on her with her so-called friend.  Even then, she’d known in her heart of hearts that guys always leave.  She’d just been naïve enough to think that maybe if she pretended they didn’t, it would make a difference.


  “I doubt it,” he said.


  But he stepped forward, taking her place and loosening the last few lug nuts with quick, efficient motions. Harper planted her rear against the hood, quite deliberately in his peripheral vision. 


  Harper might have a habit of jumping in too quickly, but this was fast even for her.  She wasn’t often quite so interested so soon.


  She gauged him again, taking in the rugged jaw and chiseled nose and cheekbones.


  Okay, never ever. 


  All things considered, though, maybe the day wasn’t going to turn out so bad, after all.


  He looked up at her. She could break her heart on that hard jaw. “Jack.”


  “Harper,” she said.


  His smile was slow and lopsided. “Get me the jack.”


  Damn. She scrambled for the jack to hide her blush and handed it over to him.


  “So, what’s actually your name, then?” she said, raising her chin. “Unless you want me to call you Jack. ’Cause that works just fine for me.”


  He scratched his nose, regarding her with amusement still glittering in his eyes. “Levi,” he said.


  She raised her eyebrows at him. It fit in a kind of cowboy-country-boy sort of way. “Nice.”


  He slid the jack under the front of the car, and she pushed away as he raised it. He spun the lug nuts and slid the bolts out one at a time, handing them to Harper without a comment. The wind ruffled his short hair, medium brown with just a touch of auburn where the sunlight glinted off it. He pulled the wheel off, not appearing to notice the weight as it came free of the axle, then slid the new one on just as easily.


  He held out a hand without even looking at her, and Harper put a bolt in it, then the nut.


  “Where’re you from?” Harper asked, handing him another.


  Again, that wolfish look, the gaze that saw too much. “Around.”


  Wouldn’t he like to eat me up.


  “And where are you going?”


  “North.” He held out his hand, and she put the last nut and bolt in it.


  Damn. She was heading the other way, back to Baltimore. She wouldn’t mind taking a detour for him, though. He was way too interesting to just let him buzz out of her life as quickly as he came in.


  Now that she was standing, she could see his motorcycle, a dozen or so feet behind Baby. Some exotic model—it was probably worth twice her car’s value, maybe more. Her heart sped up at the mere thought of the kind of speed that machine could muster. Maybe she could get him to take her for a spin.  She loved motorcycles.  Not as much as her Baby, but she didn’t love anything as much as her Baby.


  He tightened the last lug by hand before lowering the jack.


  “That’s a pretty hot bike. Think you could take me for a ride?” she asked.


  He raked her with his gaze, still spinning the jack to lower it. “Tempting. But no.”


  “Going to be late?” she prompted.


  “Late.” He seemed to find the word amusing. “Yeah, something like that.”


  He slid the jack out. Harper hauled the wheel back to the trunk and heaved it in, sad scraps of rubber dangling from the wheel. Scowling, she stuck the jack in after it. She wasn’t used to getting shot down, not by a man who was so clearly attracted to her.


  She leaned against the car again as he used the lug wrench to give each nut a final tightening, then slapped the hubcap on.


  Dammit. She knew that she interested him, and he sure as hell interested her. Why was he giving her the brush-off?


  “I could drive along with you. You could get to where you were going, then maybe we could hang out,” she said.


  He grunted as he stood, the wrench dangling from his hand. He flashed his white teeth at her. “You won’t be able to do that.” He turned away and walked to the back of her car.


  “Why not?” Harper pushed off the side of the Skylark and trailed after him, bristling at his easy assurance.


  He tossed the wrench into the trunk and closed it, continuing up the left side of the car. Standing near the driver’s door, he turned to her, treating her to the full effect of his smile.


  “Because, Harper, I’m taking your car.”


  Chapter Three


  Harper’s stomach dropped, and she bolted for the driver’s door. But the man was already inside, slamming the door in her face and hitting the lock.


  “You can have my bike,” he shouted through the glass, shifting into drive. “It’s worth more, anyway.”


  He meant it. He was really going, and he was taking her Baby with him. Harper ran for the front of the car, whether to throw herself in front of it or to try to reach the open passenger’s window, she didn’t know, but he was already pulling away, and the car peeled out before she could take more than a couple of steps, narrowly missing her toes and making a wide U-turn before heading north along the road.


  She stood frozen in the dust of the tires for half a second, her heart hammering a frantic beat.


  Damn. Damn, damn, damn.


  There was no way in hell she was going to let anyone take her Baby.  Her brother Cory had had it towed home for her sixteenth birthday, and she’d spent hundreds of hours restoring it in the old barn with her brothers.  It was the thing she cared about most in the world.


  She ran back to the bike, the heels of her boots digging into the ground. A Ducati, she saw, and she was sure that her original estimate of its value wasn’t wrong. If the bike wasn’t hot—and seeing as she’d just gotten it from a car thief, how likely was that?—she’d come off better from the swap.


  But she didn’t want to come off better. She wanted Baby.


  Of course he hadn’t left the keys. That would make it too easy. And the steering column was locked in place by the pin that kept people like her from just hotwiring the bike and riding off on it.


  But steering locks were easy enough to defeat. And she knew how, having driven Summer’s brother over to the old Martin place to get his bike back when Mason Martin had taken it. The only thing that kept the steering wheel from moving was a small metal pin, and she had the handlebars to use as a lever against it, plus all the strength in her legs....


  She flung herself onto the seat of the motorcycle, grabbing the seat with both hands, and pulled her legs up against her belly, balancing her feet against the very end of the handle that was turned closest to her. And she pushed, hard, the muscles in her legs and butt and stomach straining.


  It gave with a snap so sudden that the tire jerked the other direction, and Harper was nearly flung from the seat. She caught her balance just in time to keep from going over—and maybe even pulling the motorcycle down on top of her.


  The front wheel turned freely. Now it was just a matter of getting the motorcycle started. That was simplicity itself, but every second she took meant that Baby was getting farther and farther away.


  Harper groped under the carbon fiber cover near the ignition, finding where the wires of the electrical system ended in plugs that slotted into each other. She pulled apart the one that went to the ignition. All she needed now was a wire to short it out.


  She separated a single wire from its bundle and flicked her pocket knife open with her thumb. In a few seconds, she had a short length of wire, the plastic housing stripped from the ends, and the motorcycle’s left turn signal was toast. She slid the wire securely into the slots on the ignition plug, and several symbols on the dash lit up.


  Bingo.


  She raised the kickstand with the back of her ankle boot and checked the kill switch. Shifting to neutral, she pulled the clutch and hit the starter. The engine roared to life.


  She gave the empty road in front of her a grim smile as she eased up on the clutch and shifted into first.


  Hold on, Baby. I’m coming for you.


  And that bastard Levi was going to learn a lesson. Bad boy or not, no one messed with Baby.


  The motorcycle leaped forward.


  
Chapter Four


  Levi unzipped his jacket and relaxed against the vinyl of the bench seat, twiddling the radio over to a country station as the wind whipped through the passenger window.


  Finally, something had gone right. He regretted leaving the girl behind. She was pretty much everything he liked in a woman—curvy, sassy, competent, and with a very good idea of what she wanted. She would have gone with him, too. Some women were more affected by shifter pheromones than others, and if he’d ever seen one hit with a case of were-lust, well, it was her. And a little company was always welcome. Especially when the company came in a knockout package like that....


  But hooking up with a woman, however hot, wasn’t exactly on the list of Smart Things To Do When On The Run From A Vampire, especially when the vampire in question happened to manage half the organized crime in Baltimore. He’d done the right thing for her sake, he thought virtuously, leaning back against the seat of the car he’d stolen from her.


  A glint in the rearview mirror made him glance up. It was the sun, shining off the plastic headlight of a motorcycle.


  Of his motorcycle.


  And it was coming up fast.


  Damn.


  How had she managed to start the thing?


  He considered flooring the Skylark, but there really wasn’t much of a point to it. Most cars, this one included, would be no match for even an average street bike, and his Superbike was no average street bike.


  So he kept his needle pointed at eighty-five as the motorcycle roared up behind him, the woman hunched over the handlebars with her bottle-red hair snapping in the breeze.


  He watched her approach in the rearview mirror. There was no way she could see anything, going at that speed without sunglasses or a helmet. Her eyes had to be streaming. She was crazy. She’d kill herself if she kept going like that.


  Levi dropped his eyes back to his dashboard and realized that he was slowing—fifty-five miles an hour and falling.


  Stupid, he told himself. Speed wasn’t the only thing that mattered, but it was important to put as much road between himself and Mortensen as possible. Even as he thought that, the needle fell further. Fifty. Forty-five.


  She was just behind him now. Harper, that was her name. She crossed the yellow line so that she was going the wrong way down the opposing lane of traffic—not that it mattered with the road as empty as it was—and pulled even with him.


  She reached out and banged on the window with a clenched first.


  Yep. Crazy.


  Levi decided that he liked her even more. He dropped to forty as she pounded a second time and rolled down the window.


  “Give me back my car, you bastard!” she yelled. Even with her hair whipping across her face, he could see the fury in it.


  “You’re going to get yourself killed,” he pointed out.


  “You took my car,” she shouted back as the wind snatched her words away. “Give it back!”


  Not gonna happen. Why the hell was he talking to her? “Did you hotwire that yourself?”


  “No, the Tooth Fairy did. Stop the car!”


  He pointed to the fuel gauge. “I can keep going like this for hours. I know that you can’t.”


  She snarled a curse and dropped back as an oncoming car appeared over the horizon. For a moment, he thought she was going to give up, but as it passed, she steered to the other side of his car and edged up along the narrow strip of asphalt that passed for a shoulder.


  “What are you doing?” he shouted at her.


  “Coming in,” she yelled back. And, in fact, she was reaching through the open window for the door frame.


  “You’re really going to kill yourself.”


  The woman was seriously going to try to drag herself in through the open window from the back of his motorcycle. He was only going thirty-five miles an hour now, but that was plenty to have a fatal outcome if she misjudged even a little bit.


  “I don’t even care!”


  Dammit. He didn’t want to be responsible for what passed for brains in that pretty head being spilled out all over the asphalt. He lifted his foot off the gas.


  “Okay, okay. Bat-shit crazy wins.”


  The car slowed, the motorcycle keeping pace. He pressed the brake and downshifted, knowing he was making a mistake.


  Levi didn’t want her to get hurt, yet the sane part of his brain knew that her chances of getting in serious trouble were probably even higher if she was with him. If he really wanted what was best for her, he’d disable the motorcycle or tie her up or knock her out or something, just as long as she didn’t come with him.


  He was certain that talking her out of chasing him wasn’t going to work. And, he thought, taking in the magnificent view that her position hunched over the handlebars afforded him, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to.


  Maybe he wasn’t so great at decision-making. He’d managed to get out of all sorts of tight spots in the past. And he probably would in the future, too, right up into the moment that he didn’t.


  He stopped the car, and her hand came down on the edge of the open window as the bike stopped next to it. She kicked the stand down and killed the engine. Before he could react, her head and shoulders were through the window, spilling into the passenger side.


  So much for keeping her out of the car. That sent half a dozen semi-formed plans flying to the wind.


  “I had stopped, you know,” he said mildly.


  She gave another kick and wiggle, and her ample hips came through, too, her tempting backside up in the air.


  “Yeah, and you stole my freaking car, too. I don’t exactly trust you.” She struggled upright.


  That did interesting things to her anatomy, too, and Levi didn’t bother to hide his admiration as he shifted back into first and pulled out, leaving his motorcycle behind for a second time that day.


  He pretended he didn’t feel a twinge.


  “I really do need the car,” he said. “I’m not exactly in the habit of stealing them. In case you were wondering.”


  “You need another hole in your head,” Harper muttered, buckling in with short, angry movements. The belt made her breasts stand out quite nicely under her shirt, too. “Did you steal the bike, too?”


  “No. It’s mine,” he said.


  She looked at him narrowly, and he could tell she was trying to decide whether to believe him. “Then why ditch it? And even if you needed to get rid of it, why not just ask for a ride? I would have taken you where you wanted to go.”


  “I caught that,” he said dryly. “But I didn’t want you along.”


  “You wanted to ditch me enough to steal my car? Even though you had the hots for me? Really?” She scraped the red tangle of hair out of her face with a disgusted look, then rummaged at her feet, retrieving a bright pink purse. She pulled it open and dug around in it for a moment before coming up with a wide paddle brush with which she battled her hair.


  “I didn’t say I had the hots for you,” Levi said mildly.


  Harper snorted. “Since when has a guy ever had to say anything?”


  “I’ll give you that one,” he granted. “I didn’t want you along because it’s dangerous.”


  “More dangerous than stealing my car from me?”  Her look was a challenge.


  God, but she had a kissable mouth, full and expressive and, right now, still quite angry with him. Anger looked good on her.


  He knew better than to tell her that, though.


  “Yeah, I stopped because I’m nice. Or maybe because I’m stupid,” he said. “I didn’t stop because I thought you were dangerous.”


  She smiled sweetly, putting the brush back in the purse. “Well, I wasn’t, then. Because I didn’t have my gun.”


  
Chapter Five


  “What the actual hell, lady!” Levi’s eyes went wide when he saw her pull the blunt end of the double-action-only .38 special from her purse and level it at him.


  “Pull over,” Harper said, permitting herself a small thrill of satisfaction at his reaction. The bastard had tried to take her Baby. He deserved anything that happened to that pretty face.


  “You were headed into Maryland,” he sputtered. “That’s not even legal, there!”


  “I used my mom’s address,” she said, shrugging. “I live alone in Baltimore. The cops there don’t even care if you’re raped, as long as they can convince you not to report it. So I got a gun. And I’m from the sticks in Pennsylvania, so I’ve been shooting tin cans off a fence since I was five years old and I got my brother’s hand-me-down BB gun. You better believe that I’m not going to miss you from two feet away.”


  Those delicious amber eyes narrowed. “I didn’t have to stop and let you in, you crazy bitch.”


  “But you did,” she pointed out. “And now I’ve got a gun.”


  She probably shouldn’t be enjoying this so much. After all, the guy had just stolen her car, so he might be dangerous. But he had left behind his bike, so technically speaking, he’d given her more than he’d taken, at least dollar-wise. If the motorcycle really was his.


  “So do I.”


  Oh, that was honest, at least. Interesting.


  “I know. I saw the bulge.” She grinned to let him know the double meaning was intentional. “But yours isn’t drawn.”


  Levi looked at her narrowly, as if he were considering something, then turned his eyes back to the road. He didn’t slow down. “So what if I don’t pull over?”


  “I’ll shoot you.” She wasn’t bluffing. There was no way in hell she was going to let him keep Baby, even if he was hot enough to melt her panties.


  “You might not mind putting a hole in me, but what about your car? Blood will definitely leave a mark on the carpet.”


  She laughed. “You aren’t seriously trying to bargain with me after stealing my car, are you?”


  “I would have given it back,” he said.


  “Really?” she scoffed.


  He lifted one shoulder in a kind of half-shrug. “Well, no, but I would have left it where someone could find it, and it might have eventually gotten back to you.”


  Harper was getting tired of his backtalk. “Pull over.”


  With exaggerated care, he slid his hand around the steering wheel to flick the turn signal on, then eased onto the brake, his other hand palm-out in a defensive motion as he moved it to the gear shift.


  “That’s right,” she encouraged. “Keep braking.”


  He did, pulling over onto the grassy shoulder, the car rolling gradually to a stop. He pushed the emergency brake down with his foot and started to lower his hands.


  “On the steering wheel!” she barked. She didn’t want his hands anywhere near his waistband and the gun she was sure he had in a holster there.


  “Jesus, lady,” Levi said, but he obeyed, looking at her sideways.


  “Now, one hand on the door handle.”


  “If you want me out, I have to unbuckle first,” Levi said.


  “Don’t you put your hands anywhere near your waist.” She held the revolver steady. “I’ll take care of that.”


  She reached across with her left hand, keeping her right hand with the gun in it more than an arm’s length away. She kept her eyes fixed on his face, watching the belt buckle in her peripheral vision. Her fingers found the button to free the belt, the metal rectangle flat against his thigh. She pushed—


  —And everything became a blur. He lunged for her, faster than a man could move, making a low growl in his throat. Harper’s finger spasmed around the trigger. The bang was like a slap in her ears, and the gun jumped against her palm, the barrel jerking upward as she tried to dodge his rush.


  Levi didn’t even slow. He reached across her body, his hand folding over hers on the gun, dragging her arm down easily even as she kicked him and punched him with her other hand. His hard body was over hers, the weight of it pinning her against the bench seat of the car—which in other circumstances, if he weren’t a car-thief psychopath, might be quite pleasant.


  He twisted her wrist mercilessly until she cried out in pain. Circumstances be damned, that was decidedly less pleasant.


  “Let go of the gun,” he said in her ear.


  “No!” She tried to bite him, but he dodged easily.


  “I’ll break your wrist. I won’t like it, but I will.”


  How could he have done all that? She’d had the gun trained on him, and when he moved, she had fired. It was impossible that she had missed at such close quarters. The bullet should have stopped him dead.


  “I shot you!” Harper said. “Why aren’t you shot?”


  “Let go,” he repeated.


  She considered her options. She didn’t have any.


  So she let go.


  Still lying full length on top of her, he shifted his weight just enough to shove the revolver into the back of his waistband. She took the opportunity to punch him in the jaw. But he just grabbed her wrists without flinching, one in each hand, and pinned them above her head to the door.


  “There’s no need for that,” he said. He was actually smiling down at her with a damnable lopsided grin. She was acutely aware of exactly how attractive he was—pretty shitty timing on her body’s part, as far as she was concerned. A trickle of awareness came up from her belly to heat her cheeks and ears, her nipples tightening against his chest and a sudden slickness between her legs.


  And the hardness against her thigh—the one that was most definitely not his gun—told her she wasn’t the only one affected.


  Cursing him and her body equally, she struggled in his grip. It did no good. “I want my car back.”


  “Okay. Fine. You win. You can have it back—when I’m done with it.”


  She glared at him suspiciously, searching those laughing eyes for some clue as to his sincerity. “And when will that be?”


  “When this cover’s blown,” he said. “Or I get to where I’m going.”


  “What cover? Why did you ditch your bike, if it really is yours?” She tugged against his hold. “And when are you going to let me go?”


  “There are some really, really bad guys after me. Guys who make you and your peashooter look like a joke,” he said. “And as far as when I’m going to let you go—just as soon as I do this.”


  He lowered his head, and before she could do more than squawk in outrage, his mouth came down on top of hers, hot and hard and every bit as good as she’d hoped.


  It was a kiss without finesse, demanding and angry. After a second’s shock, she kissed him back just as hard, tasting his mouth as he took hers. The scent of his hair overpowered the sharp smell of cordite, a combination of the outdoors, soap, gasoline, and fresh sweat. He started to pull back, and she caught his lower lip momentarily, warningly between her teeth before she let him go.


  Eyes smoky with raw need, he looked down at her.


  “Well, then,” she said, raising a challenging eyebrow.


  “You’re crazy,” he said. He released her hands and pulled away, but the look in his eyes didn’t change.


  “Definitely.” She pushed upright and gave him a sideways look. “You really will give my car back?”


  “Yeah. Sure. No problem,” he said, turning back to the road and shifting the car into first.


  For some reason, she found the offhand comment more reassuring than a concentrated attempt to persuade her would have been. Probably because most guys who tried hard to convince her of something were blowing smoke.


  “And my gun?”


  He glanced sideways at her as he merged back into the single northbound lane. “I’m not so sure about that. You planning on shooting at me again?”


  She looked down at his chest for the first time. There, in the brown leather of his motorcycle jacket, was a perfect hole, right on his shoulder.


  “I did shoot you!” she said. She reached out.


  He shied away from her touch. “It’s a graze.”


  Narrowly, Harper considered the location of the wound. Yeah, right. “There’s no way that’s a graze.”


  Harper kind of felt sorry for him, but he’d had it coming, stealing her Baby. She could hardly believe that she’d actually shot another person—and she really couldn’t conceive of how he could have kept coming after she did, much less how he could sit there like nothing had happened. Whatever he said, a .38 had decent stopping power. She examined the bottom edge of his jacket, expecting to see blood flowing down over his pants. But there was nothing.


  “I told you, it was a graze.”


  Harper lunged for the collar of his jacket, and this time, she caught it despite his attempt at a dodge. She pulled the leather open with a single jerk. The heather t-shirt underneath had a matching hole, a blossom of crimson around it, right in the center of his shoulder. That couldn’t possibly be a graze, but the blood splotch was far too small for a direct hit. Hell, it was too small even for a graze.


  She dragged the collar of the shirt down. There wasn’t even a scratch under the smear of blood, just a slight puckered mark, like a very old scar. She prodded the muscle there, and he flinched slightly, making a sharp sound.


  “Do you mind?” he snapped. “That hurts.”


  “There’s no entrance wound,” she said.


  “It still hurts,” he said.


  “Where’s the graze, Levi?” she demanded. “There’s nothing here. There’s blood, but there’s no wound.” She looked up into his face.


  He seemed to make a decision. “And what if there isn’t?”


  “Then I’d ask, what the hell are you?” she said.


  “And I wouldn’t tell you,” he said.


  “Why not?”


  “Because there’s no way that you’d believe me.”


  She snorted. Arguing didn’t seem to be worth it. “All right. Fine. Why are you running, then?”


  “I have something that somebody wants really bad.”


  Harper let go of his shirt and sat back. “Hmmm. Twenty questions. Could it be...that you’re the real-life Wolverine, complete with insta-healing, and the research lab wants you back?”


  That coaxed a grin from him. “Not exactly.”


  She snorted. “Come on, Wolverine. Out with it. You can at least tell me whether this thing you have is really yours, all legit and everything.”


  Levi shook his slightly shaggy head. “Fine, then. I stole it. But I wouldn’t say that what I stole was legitimately his or anyone else’s, either.”


  “Oooh, a riddle. I like those. Not,” she said. “I’m going to find everything out eventually, anyway, if I’m coming along. You might as well tell me.”


  Levi shook his head. “No, you won’t. Not unless everything goes terribly wrong. But I’ll tell you that the man I stole it from is a bad, bad guy. And what I took will mean that he’ll leave me and a whole bunch of the rest of us alone for a very long time.”


  Without warning, he hit the brakes and swerved down a narrow, unmarked dirt road. Harper peered out the windshield, but all she could see was more cornfields and a group of outbuildings, an old-fashioned Pennsylvania barn with overshot walls above a stone foundation with prefab storage units and various sheds around it.


  “What do you think you’re doing now?” Harper demanded.


  “There’s a barn ahead,” he said. “We can hole up in there.”


  Of course. Hole up. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She shook her head. This was like something out of a bad action flick. “Sure we can. Until what?”


  “Until they’re looking ahead of where we are. They’ll pass by, and we’ll be behind their search line.”


  Harper frowned. “Just how many people are we talking about here?”


  They neared the barn. It might be empty this time of year, late spring before any of the harvests were in. She bet that Levi would know that, too—she bet that he knew a lot of things.


  “Not a clue. Probably? A lot. He’s got the Baltimore police in his pocket, and I have good reason to believe that his influence crosses state lines.”


  It just got better and better. Of all the cars out there, why’d he have to take hers?


  He pulled to a stop in front of the barn. “Well?”


  “Well, what?” Harper returned.


  His amber eyes were laughing again. “Well, open the door. We can’t get in through a closed one.”


  “Go ahead,” she returned, folding her arms across her chest.


  “Fine,” he said. He put the parking brake on, killed the engine, then waggled the keys at her before stepping out of the car and shoving them into his pocket.


  Well, it’d been worth a shot.


  He sauntered over to the barn, and she couldn’t help but admire the long lines of his body as he walked the big doors out of the way. He didn’t seem to hold the fact that she shot him against her—though, of course, it had mostly been his fault. Then again, he didn’t seem to stay shot, either.


  What was he? She wasn’t the type to get freaked out by much of anything, but the magical healing thing still threw her for a loop.


  Levi could be some kind of cold-blooded killer as well as a superhuman healing machine. And here she was, going into a barn with him.


  But she didn’t think so. When it came to men, her judgment didn’t exactly have the world’s greatest track record, but she was good at steering clear of the guys who were really bad news—the ones who hit girls or got into serious kinds of trouble, dealing hard drugs or boosting cars for cash or doing dirty work for anybody.


  Killing girls in barns would definitely fall into that category, and though she barely knew him, she couldn’t believe that Levi was that type. After all, he’d stopped the car because he was afraid she’d hurt herself.


  And anyway, at least she still had her knife.


  Levi returned to the car, started it, and let the transmission’s idling speed roll it into the shadows of the barn in first gear.


  The interior was dark except for the big rectangle of sun from the door and the thin lines of daylight that gilded the cracks between every board in the upper levels of the barn. A massive pile of tools and the skeletons of old furniture leaned in a tangle against one wall, taking up a third of the interior. The rest of the vast, echoing space was empty, waiting for the harvest.


  “You gonna close it for me?” Levi asked, cutting the engine.


  Harper realized that he meant the door. Right. He wasn’t going to take off without her from inside the barn, and she certainly wasn’t going to trick him into leaving the keys in it, so why not?


  She rolled her eyes at him but unbuckled and got out, walking through the haze of dust that danced in the yellow block of light. Harper reached the door and squinted at the horizon. The sun was high overhead, glaring down on the fields and the distant ribbon of the road, where a single car glinted on its way south.


  She pulled one door, and it moved easily on its rail. A few seconds’ effort brought them together. She returned to the car in the sudden dimness and bent down at the driver’s side window, resting her forearms on the edge of the door.


  “Now what, Superman?” she asked.


  He narrowed his eyes, taking her in with a long look that lingered on her cleavage. “I thought I was Wolverine.”


  “Well, you certainly aren’t Batman,” she said. “When he’s hit by a bullet, he keeps bleeding.”


  “I’m not telling you a thing, babycakes, so you can stop fishing.” He pulled out a cell phone and waved it at her. “And what happens now is that I have a little chat with my friend. In private.”


  She sighed and pushed away from the door. “You should trust me.”


  “And why’s that? Because you shot me?”


  “So you admit it now.” Harper put a hand on her hip.


  “Mmm,” he said noncommittally, swinging open the door. “Why don’t you stay out of the car while I have my chat?”


  “Maybe I’m tired. Maybe I want to sit,” she said.


  “More like you want a chance to hotwire this car, too,” he said. “Stay out of the car. I mean it.”


  Damn. Was he a freaking psychic, or was she just that obvious? She sighed and walked to the front of the car, where she braced her legs to perch with her rear on the bumper.


  “Happy now?” She looked back over her shoulder at him.


  He flashed her that smile again, the one that made her heart skip a beat. “Sure.”


  Levi went into the shadows of the barn. Harper strained her eyes as he slipped into the tangle of old furniture, disappearing into the darkness. She shifted against the bumper, considering whether he could see her.


  Yeah, probably.


  Hot biker dude had taken her along for a ride, after all, even if it was in her own car. And, well, after that kiss, things just might get even more interesting. So looking at it from one perspective, she’d gotten what she’d wanted and more. Just not quite in the way she’d been expecting.


  Harper began to suspect that nothing about him would be.


  
Chapter Six


  “Hey, Beane,” Levi said into the burner cell. He watched the girl, Harper, lean forward and scratch her ankle just above the edge of her short black boot.


  “What’d you do this time, Harris?” Chay Beane sounded wary.


  “What makes you think I’ve done anything?” Levi said defensively. The girl straightened and appeared to stare at her boot’s toe as she tapped out a staccato rhythm.


  “Because when you call me out of the blue sounding that cheerful, it’s always because you need me to save your ass. Always,” Beane returned.


  “Maybe I’m just happy.”


  “You don’t call me when you’re happy, Harris,” said Beane.


  He had a point there.


  “Okay, so maybe you’re right,” Levi admitted. “You know that job I talked to you about last time?”


  “Yeah, the one that I told you to forget about, because there was no way that you’d survive?”


  “That’s the one.” Levi paused for a moment to admire the line of the girl’s body as she stretched luxuriantly back against the hood of the car. What he’d like to do to her there.... That kiss, seized so impulsively, had only whet his appetite for more.


  “Harris.” There was a warning in Beane’s voice.


  He was going to find out sooner or later. “Well, I did it. And I’m still alive, thanks.”


  “God, are you a complete idiot? Mortensen owns half of Baltimore, and he’s got a controlling stake in the Newark port. The Genovese are in his pocket, and so’s half the law enforcement on the East Coast.”


  “Look, it wouldn’t work if we didn’t go after someone big like him,” Levi returned. “The major players are the only bloodsuckers with enough pull to make a difference. I’ve got the package, but if I’m going to do anything with it, I’m going to need your help.”


  “I’m not much help against mobsters or police,” Beane said. “Not that there’s any difference when there’s a vampire in the mix.”


  “I’ll handle that. I always do. I need technical support, man. That’s it.”


  Beane sighed. “Okay, so it’s a dagger.”


  Levi pulled it out from his waistband. “Right.”


  It was absurdly ornamented, a tacky, impractical thing, the sheath and hilt chased with curlicues and inlaid with gems and pearls. An obvious fake, though the gems were real enough, except they were lab-created.


  Some people took Levi to be stupid. After all, as a werewolf, he was often hired to do jobs that relied on stealth or brute force, rarely finesse. And he had to admit that he had made rather a habit of going off half-cocked.


  But he’d discovered a few years ago that he had a knack for observing small details, the little things that told him whether something was what it appeared to be. He’d had almost a sixth sense for sniffing out lies and frauds, and his natural talent had been honed when he’d started taking cases to verify the provenance of unique and expensive art and memorabilia.


  Levi credited his wolf senses for a good part of his success. He looked at things differently than ordinary humans did, and the parts of an artwork that appeared most strikingly unique to him were rarely the same things that humans concentrated on. Forgers always made the wrong things look good, and with a substantial education to both back up and better inform those observations, he’d built a thriving business.


  But it was a business that few who knew his true nature had heard about. To most nonhumans, he was Levi Harris, tracker, muscle, and general problem solver. And as long as there were those out there in that world who would like to use his werewolf relations to manipulate him, that was all they needed to know. If he’d let his worlds mix, he would have been dragged into smuggling by some bloodsucker with grandiose plans, lending his good name to a disreputable enterprise until it was discovered and he was ruined.


  The vampire would, of course, get off scot-free. They always did.


  Until now.


  “Have you opened it yet?” Beane asked.


  “Not yet.” Levi held the phone against his cheek and turned the knife in his hands, his sharp vision able to pick out slight inconsistencies and imperfections on the surface even in the shadows. “I’ve been kind of busy.”


  “When you say ‘kind of busy,’ it usually involves people with guns,” Beane said, his voice dripping with disapproval.


  “Not this time. I swear.” There it was—in the most obvious place. Levi snorted. He should have guessed. He held onto the grip and twisted the pommel carefully. It gave instantly, unscrewing from the knife. “The guards were werewolves. It’s hard to hold a gun in your paws.”


  “One of these days, I’m going to get a call, and it’ll be from your sister, telling me that you pushed your luck too far and now you’re a wolfskin throw.”


  “Nah. I’d have to be turned into a lampshade. We always turn back human when we die.” The pommel came loose. Levi shook the hollow sphere over his hand. Nothing. He peered into the body of the grip. There was something white stuffed inside. Cotton wadding. He tried to shake it out, but nothing happened, and his fingers were too big to fit inside. He could use his own pocket knife, but he didn’t want to risk damaging whatever was inside it.


  He made an impatient noise. Just his luck.


  “What’s wrong now?” Beane asked.


  “Temporary setback. I’ll call you right back,” Levi said, then flipped the burner closed and shoved it into his pocket.


  He walked over to stand in front of the girl. She peered up at him, then at the knife in his hands. Damn, but she was tempting, all curves and pretty gray eyes.  He should probably discourage her, since he knew very well how shifter pheromones could hit full humans.


  Yeah, like that was going to happen, now that he’d taken her along.  He wasn’t in the habit of refusing what women like that had to offer.


  “If you’re looking for a virgin sacrifice, you’re a number of years too late,” she said, nodding at the ornate dagger.


  “Very funny. Got a pair of tweezers in that deadly purse of yours?” he asked.


  She pushed off the car. “I thought you wanted me to stay out of the car.”


  “Just get the damn purse,” he said.


  She did, rummaging around in its depths before handing over a pair of steel tweezers with slanted tips. Perfect.


  He grasped the edge of the cotton and pulled it carefully, sliding out the whole wad from the hollow grip. She watched, curiosity naked on her face, as it came out. He handed back the tweezers and pulled the wadding free, shoving the knife back into his waistband and then carefully unrolling it on his palm. A flat black shape emerged.


  “An SD card? That’s what you stole?” she said, sounding disappointed. “I hope it has like nuclear launch codes on it or something.”


  Levi smiled and pulled out an empty coin pouch, slipped the card into it, and zipped it closed. The micro SD card was exactly the kind of thing he’d hoped to find. Until that moment, there was still a chance, however slight, that he’d been wrong, that all the intelligence that he’d gathered had been compromised and he’d fallen for a decoy.


  “Something even better,” he said.


  She raised her eyebrows. “And you’re not going to tell me, are you?”


  “You wouldn’t believe it, anyway.”


  “I’d believe a surprising amount from a guy with superhuman healing,” she said.


  He grinned at her annoyed expression and decided, against his better judgment, to give her a small teaser. “The jewels on the knife? They’re all real. And the whole reason for the knife was just to disguise this puppy. ’Cause it’s worth that much more, in the right hands.” He patted his hip. “For you, it’d mean very little. For me, though, it’s freedom.”


  He pulled out the phone, flipped it open, and hit redial, turning his back on her as he headed back into the furniture pile.


  “Got it now?” Beane asked.


  “Yeah. Just like we thought,” Levi said.


  “Look, you might as well just tell me everything,” Harper called. “I’m going to get it out of you eventually.”


  “Who is that?” Beane demanded.


  Levi winced. “Just a tagalong I picked up.”


  “Look, dude, if there was ever a bad time to pick up a chick—”


  “Yeah, yeah. It’s complicated. Look, I’ve got a micro SD card here. How do I get the contents to you ASAP?”


  “Got a tablet or phone with a data plan?” he asked.


  “I’m calling you on my burner, but yeah, I’ve got my full kit.”


  “So what you need is a micro SD to micro USB reader, if your phone will take that. Then Dropbox, and share it with me, and you’re good. If it copies.”


  “What do you mean, ‘if it copies?’” Levi repeated, turning so that he had the girl in view again. “It’s on the card. Of course it will copy.”


  “Look, if you bring it here, I guarantee that I’ll be able to copy it. But there are ways to make standard readers ignore data. It’s mostly so people don’t copy over files that are needed to make cameras use a card right and things like that, and so the important stuff isn’t lost if they reformat it, but that kind of data’s invisible through a regular reader.”


  Levi let out a puff of air. “Great. Fabulous. So I can either try to make it all the way to your dungeon of paranoia, or I can just take a little trip to the store, like I don’t have people on my ass wanting my head, and take a gamble on whether I can use a card reader with it.”


  “You could always mail it,” Beane suggested.


  “Right. Let me do that. That totally won’t get intercepted at any point along the route.”


  “Security through obscurity really does work most of the time,” Beane said.


  “Yeah, except when it doesn’t.” Levi shook his head. “All right. We’ll try the reader. If that doesn’t work, we’ll be coming to you. Don’t shoot us when we get there.”


  “Speaking of that ‘we’—”


  “Yeah, not going to talk about it,” Levi said, realizing only as Beane pointed it out what pronoun he’d been using. “Hope I don’t see you soon.”


  “Sure thing,” Beane said, and he hung up.


  There was only one more thing to do right then. Levi steeled himself for it as he switched the burner in his hand for his pocket knife. Being a werewolf had many advantages, among them rapid healing. Unfortunately, that particular skill had developed—or had been designed, depending on who you talked to—without regard to the realities of modern weapons.


  His skin had healed almost immediately upon the bullet entering it. And as the muscles beneath had knit back together, they had pushed the bullet upward, until it lay uncomfortably just beneath the surface with no way out.


  There was only one way to get rid of it now. He flicked the knife open with his thumb and looked over at Harper, who was leaning against the door of the car, watching him.


  Yeah. This was another thing he wasn’t going to be explaining to her. He turned away just long enough to pull the neck of his gray t-shirt to the side, using two fingers on either side of the bullet to pin it in place and stretch the skin over it. Setting his jaw, he sliced along it in a single, quick motion. The bullet popped out, falling to the dirt floor of the barn. The skin knit back together almost instantly, and Levi rolled his shoulder. There was a lingering ghost of pain from nerves that still protested against being severed, but it already felt better.


  He wiped the blood from the blade onto his motorcycle leathers, then shoved it back in his pocket as he turned back toward the car and the woman there.


  Except she wasn’t there anymore.


  
Chapter Seven


  Harper was coming back around the pile of furniture when Levi cornered it with such speed that she nearly collided with him.


  “What the actual hell?” she squawked, swinging her purse around defensively in front of her.


  “Where were you?” he demanded.


  “Taking a leak, if you must know.” She brushed a sweep of hair out of her face. “I’ve got tissues in the purse.”


  She didn’t tell him that she’d taken her phone, too, and had texted her housemate Madisyn, the reliable one, letting her know not to expect Harper until late that night.  She’d also considered calling the police. It probably would have been a good idea, whatever Levi claimed. After all, he had stolen her car, and he’d even admitted to stealing something else that, by his own admission, was worth way more.


  But she had a weakness for bad boys, and Levi fit that description to a T, though she’d bet cold, hard cash that he wasn’t a bad guy—which was quite a different thing. That was her favorite combination, even when it wasn’t in a form as appealing as the long-bodied, amber-eyed one that Levi had.


  She felt safe falling for a bad boy because she never had to waste time wondering whether it’d work out and he’d stick around.  It was perfectly obvious from the beginning that such relationships had an expiration date, so she was never tempted into fooling herself that it might last. 


  And maybe he was telling her the truth about the thing he’d stolen.  Maybe for once, she’d fallen in with someone who was fighting for the cause of truth and justice and all that, even if in a roundabout, backhanded way.  Harper had never found herself in that kind of situation, and she found more than the novelty of it appealing, if she was honest with herself.


  And anyhow, she had her car back now—more or less.


  “Fine,” he said, still frowning.


  “So what are we doing now?” she asked. He was close enough to touch.


  “Waiting. We’ll leave after sunset,” he said.


  “So we’re behind the search lines, you said.” She shook her head at him.  “Why am I supposed to believe you?”


  “It doesn’t much matter what you believe,” he said.  “It’s true.”


  She looked up into those delicious amber eyes above that hard jaw and she wondered what the hell she was doing there with him. Without a conscious decision, she reached out and stroked his cheek with one finger, running it across the stubble that was just long enough to start to turn soft.


  He caught her wrist, his gaze going sharp in a way that made her breath catch and her heart stumble over a beat. Oh, he was interested in her, all right.


  She tried not to think about how interested she was in him.


  “I stole your car, and then you shot me. How do I know you just don’t want a chance to put another hole in me?”


  She lifted her chin challengingly. “Same way I’m supposed to believe you, I guess.” 


  “We’re at an impasse, then,” he said, still gripping her wrist.


  Harper shrugged, trying to pretend that she wasn’t noticing his hand on her in a very visceral way.  “Why don’t we just agree to believe each other?  For the time being, I mean?  It’d be much less drama, and I’ve never been big on drama.  You said you’d give my car back. If you meant it, that’s good enough for me. I’m willing to wait.”


  Levi chuckled. “You’re crazy.”


  “Well, did you mean it?” she pressed.


  He shrugged. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”


  “So, then,” she said. “I wanted to come along with you. And that’s what happened. So I don’t see as to why I’d have any complaints.”


  “You’re forgetting the car chase. That sort of happened in the middle.”


  “It wasn’t much of a chase, on that bike of yours.” She shook her head, still having a hard time believing how easily he’d abandoned that beautiful machine. She loved her car, but even she was in touch with reality enough to realize that no one in their right mind would make the exchange Levi had unless he felt forced to do so. “Are they really that dangerous? The people who’re after you?”


  “More dangerous than you can imagine,” he said.


  “Well, I can imagine pretty dangerous.” Her other hand reached out almost of its own accord, catching the open flap of his motorcycle jacket.


  He caught that one, too, his gaze on her growing even more keen. “More dangerous than that. More dangerous than me.”


  “That is dangerous,” she said, her breath coming a little faster.


  “You have no idea,” he murmured, and his mouth was already angling down.


  With a single step, Harper closed the small distance between them so that her body pressed against their joined hands, her purse sliding to the side.  She raised onto her tiptoes, and met his lips with hers.


  Instantly, he reached around her, his hand closing around a fistful of hair at the back of her head. He pulled her hard against his mouth, trapping her hands between them as his other arm encircled her waist and slid downward, across her rear, his body weight driving her backward toward the car.


  His mouth explored hers, efficiently, expertly, devastatingly, his rhythm driving shockwaves of heat down into her belly and lower, to the juncture of her thighs.


  She kissed him back, pushing past his lips and teeth into the hotness of his mouth, tasting him as he took her. She broke off only when the backs of her legs met the car’s bumper and dropped her rear onto the hood.


  Levi stepped back then, retreating two paces. She was about to protest when he reached into his waistband and pulled out her revolver. Flashing it at her with raised eyebrows, he set it carefully at his feet, followed by the jeweled dagger—seriously, what was with the Indiana Jones crap?—then a nine mil in a black clip-on holster and a pocket knife. He stripped off his jacket and dropped it over the lot.


  “Quite the armory you’ve got there,” Harper said, letting her purse slide to the ground at her feet and bracing against her hands on the hood as he approached again.


  “Keeping it out of your reach,” he said.


  “Don’t you trust me?” She looked up at him.


  He was close now, standing between her knees. “Not a chance.”


  “I’m disappointed.” She thrust out her lower lip in a pretend pout.


  He caught the back of her neck with one hand and ducked his head so that his stubble-roughened cheek was against hers. “I don’t believe that for an instant,” he said, the words a low growl in her ear.


  Her laugh was cut off abruptly in a gasp as his lips found the sensitive place just below her ear, kissing, sucking, nipping as he moved down to follow the edge of her deep V-neck tee. Oh, God, but he was good with that mouth....


  She arched against his hand, hooking her legs behind his and pulling him against her hips and the ache there. She could feel the hard bulge against the juncture of her thighs, even through their pants, and she shivered at the sudden jolt it sent straight through her body.


  Her hands went to his belt again, and this time, disarmed, he did nothing to stop them. She jerked the buckle loose, then loosened his fly, tugging it down and sliding her hands against the flat plane of his belly and under his waistband to catch his cock in her hand. It was hot, velvety, and hard, pulsing in her grip.


  She felt reckless, suddenly powerful.  This wasn’t the Harper she knew, but she didn’t care, not right now.  She didn’t know what had gotten into her, but she didn’t want it to stop.


  Levi made a noise low in his throat as she slid lower to encircle the shaft, breaking away from kissing her to catch her with his amber gaze. His tousled hair was even wilder than before, a deep flush staining his cheeks and shadowing his eyes with a deep and nameless hunger.


  “You’re not shy, are you?” He said the words as if he meant them to be light, but there was a strangled kind of tension in his voice despite their flippancy.


  Harper gave a breathless laugh, skimming her thumb around the bottom ring of his cock’s head as she hooked her other arm up under his arm, her hand closing around the fabric of his shirt. “You have no idea.”


  He stopped her mouth with another kiss, and she moved to the rhythm of his body, stroking him with every beat until his breath came as hard and fast as hers did. His free hand slid up, under her shirt, cupping, kneading her breast over her bra—then shoving the top edge down so that she spilled out over it. He took her nipple between his fingers, sending another jolt of need so pure down between her thighs that she groaned with it.


  A shudder went through him, and he went still then, completely and utterly. She was left dazed and panting, need sawing on her nerves like the sharp edge of a blade.


  She tightened her grip on his cock. “Don’t you stop. Don’t you dare stop now.”


  “Is that the way of it, then?” he said, and his caress turned into a punishing pinch that made her whimper with pain-tinged desire as he kissed her again. It hurt, oh, it hurt, but in just the right way—


  He let go, and she went limp in his arms for an instant, blinking against the hot haze that seemed to infest her mind. He caught her hand and pulled out of her grip as he bent down, pulling her t-shirt up and over her head. He kissed a line down her throat to where her breasts met, spilling over the cups of her bra. He dragged down the other cup, baring that nipple to the cool air of the barn.


  “I’m going to screw you so hard against the hood of your car that you’ll never be able to look at it again without thinking of me,” he promised.


  She laughed unsteadily, believing him. “That’s a tall order. You don’t even know that you’re the first.”


  “I’ll be the only one that matters, after this.” And then he lowered his mouth to her breast, enveloping her nipple in its heat.


  Harper grabbed his head with her free hand, fingers curling in his hair, making strangled noises as she arched into him. He stroked her with his tongue, softly at first, then harder, rasping across the sensitive tip as she rocked with him. He broke away abruptly, surprising a tiny cry from her as he left the damp skin suddenly exposed to the cool air of the barn, then turned his attention to the other, his free hand working at the fly of her jeans. Then he slid his hand down, into her jeans, under the elastic of her panties, sliding across the smooth skin down to her slick opening. She rocked her hips toward him, invitingly, but he refused to be hurried, pincering her clit between his fingers and rolling it to the rhythm of his mouth on her breast.


  She gave a strangled sound as she pushed just over the edge into a small orgasm—and as if the sound were a signal, he suddenly slid a finger inside her and caught against the sensitive place there as he stroked her with his thumb, knocking her hard into a deeper climax that caught her utterly off guard as it slammed into her brain.


  A wordless noise tore from her throat. She cursed him roundly, thoroughly, as he pushed her ever further into it until she had no breath left to do anything but gasp and arch in his arms.


  She was still shaking with the aftershocks as he stepped away, leaving her leaning dazed on her arms against the hood, trying to shake the lingering haze from her brain. Levi caught her legs where they crossed over his and loosened them, tugged her ankle boots off, and dragged at the cuffs of her jeans.


  She stooped down for her purse as he stepped back, digging to the bottom for a small foil packet that she pulled off a strip—she’d kept condoms there since before she’d broken up with her ex; he’d always managed to ‘forget’ them, no matter how many she bought. Then she raised her butt from the hood of the car, letting him drag her pants off. He peeled her socks off with them, and as he stepped back toward her, she shimmied out of her boy shorts so that all that she wore was her bra, the cups shoved low to expose her breasts.


  “Now, this hardly seems fair,” she said as he stepped between her knees again, displaying a little more bravado than she felt. “You get all of me, and all I get of you is your pretty face and that.” She motioned toward his erection, concealed now behind the elastic and cotton of his underwear. “Take the shirt off.”


  He hesitated for a second, as if he was considering her order. Then he grabbed the bottom hem of the t-shirt and dragged it off, exposing an impressive sheet of muscle—and something more, angry marks, faint but unmistakable, the tracery of old scars. He skimmed off his motorcycle pants and underwear, too, revealing even more marks across his thighs.


  For a moment, Harper was shocked out of the mood. “What happened to you?”


  “I told you, babycakes,” he said. “There are some very, very bad men in the world. And some of them want things out of people like me, while others hate us for what we are.”


  Harper leaned forward, tracing the lines down one side of his ribs. “I’m sorry, Levi.”


  “And that’s why I didn’t take off the shirt before,” he said. “I don’t need pity sex.”


  She looked up into those hard eyes. “Who said that’s what you’re getting?” She held up the foil packet between them. “But first—this. I may be wild, but I’m not stupid.”


  She ripped it open and slid out the condom. Then, catching his cock again, she rolled it down in a single smooth motion even as she felt his thighs tighten at her touch.


  “You’re awfully practical for a crazy woman,” he remarked.


  She was glad to see a ghost of his grin return.


  “Or awfully crazy for a practical one,” she agreed. “Now stop talking and make good on your promise. Because if you stop right now, what I’ll think when I look at the car is how very, very disappointed I was.”


  “What, the first time you came didn’t count?” he said, raking his gaze across her. “From where I was, it sure looked like you were enjoying yourself.”


  “For an appetizer, it was good enough,” she granted him. “But I want the main course—and dessert, too.”


  He caught her mouth in another kiss, and anticipation shot up to her lips from deep in her belly, making her nipples and clit ache with it. She held him against her with her legs, one hand around the girth of his cock, the other in his hair. The length of him was against the juncture of her legs now, pressing against it, so close to where she wanted it, riding against her clit with the rhythm of his kiss. She tried to move it, but his hand came down over her wrist, pinning it in place as she moaned against his lips.


  Then he broke away, kissing her shoulder as he loosened his grip, allowing her to angle his cock down to her entrance as she wiggled her hips toward him.


  The head slipped just inside her, and she clenched hard around him, panting. His forehead was against her shoulder, his entire body rigid.


  She was so wet he just slid into her body, so deep and hard that she almost came apart right then. He drove in again and again, pulling back almost to her entrance each time. One of her hands tightened in his hair, the other sliding between them, stroking herself in time to his thrusts. He moved faster, his hand reaching down, pushing hers away, driving her on with merciless skill and insistence. She felt herself slipping—away from herself, into the heat and the need and the sharp edge of an orgasm, approaching quickly.


  It took her suddenly, jangling all her nerves and muddling her brain until she couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do anything but get lost in the intensity of it, hammering straight into her nervous system. She closed her eyes and let it take her, rocking against him, squeezing him with each wave after hot wave.


  She came back to herself again just as Levi shuddered his own release. She slumped forward against his chest when he finished and took one shaking, gasping breath after another as he held her to his body, hard.


  And just then, the barn doors exploded.


  
Chapter Eight


  Shrapnel flew across the barn, thick pieces of wood slicing through the air. Levi opened his eyes just in time to duck, throwing Harper to the ground underneath him. He felt his body changing, and he did nothing to stop it. Her reaction to his nature was far less important than surviving the next few minutes, and with his gun out of arm’s reach, his best chance of doing that was as a wolf.


  The girl made a squeal and rolled for the cover of the car as he bound away, the shift finishing midair. As the remains of the doors fell to the ground, it revealed Mortensen’s men—four of them only, and human from the smell of them.


  Fools. They’d thought that with their weapons, they’d be able to take him alone. They were wrong.


  He covered the distance between them in seconds, even as the idiot with the M79—a grenade launcher? seriously?—let off a shotgun round that whizzed by his head. Levi barreled into the man, his jaws closing around the thug’s throat with a satisfying crunch and ripping it open as Levi continued past and the man’s body did not. The tang of hot blood filled his mouth, and the wolf tried to take over.


  The other three whirled, letting loose with a hail of bullets. Levi kept going into the open air. The sudden afternoon light blinded him for an instant until his pupils constricted. He was already falling into the thought-patterns of his wolf form, the men becoming no longer human in his mind but merely targets, enemies, things that had to be eliminated because they wanted him dead.


  He whirled and bounded back, yelping as one wild shot slammed into his shoulder, the same one that Harper had shot. But he kept charging, taking another of his opponents down under his weight. The wolf in him wanted to stand over the body to make sure that he was disabled, but the man knew that to do that would be to invite death from the two still standing. So he streaked past, back into the darkness to dive into the vast tangle of furniture that filled a third of the barn.


  Cursing, one of the survivors scrabbled for the dropped single-shot grenade launcher. Levi’s muscles twitched. The man was too close to the barn to shoot another grenade—the M79 needed thirty meters in the air to arm, a precaution that kept morons from blowing themselves up with their own weapons. At a closer range, the grenade was no more than deadly than a rock.
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