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Grayson Adler—lone werewolf, powerful Ancient and empath Healer—has never lusted after prey before. As a paranormal bounty hunter, he’s duty bound to capture Samantha Fuller. She’s half demon and half angel, with deadly powers emerging and a vendetta against the hunter who killed her parents. Yet Grayson aches to touch her and let her angelic half soothe his hurts, his longing for a connection as powerful as his sexual need. Then he gets a new assignment: to absorb her evil powers and tame her by becoming her mate before she turns demon….
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Chapter One


 

The scent of his prey swirled in his nostrils, tempting, sweet as honeysuckle.

Grayson Adler had never lusted after prey before. Duty came first. But the rich fragrance made him hard with need. It evoked an image of her naked on all fours, a sultry look in her eyes as he gripped her hips and sank deep inside her.

Paws off, he warned himself humorlessly. She’s demon deadly.

Beneath the grainy bar lights, liquor in his glass glowed amber as he swallowed it neat. Grayson welcomed the warm burn of the whiskey. He tipped his battered white Stetson low on his brow and looked around the seedy Colorado bar, empty but for a drunk cowboy listening to the singer on stage, a pack of six rowdy werewolves and the prey.

Samantha Fuller, he amended. With white-blond hair cascading past her slender shoulders, she had the heart-shaped face of an angel with a mouth made for pure sin.

Face of an angel, soul of a demon. Samantha was a rare Darklighter. Half demon, half angel, she was one of the triplet sisters who’d celebrated a twenty-first birthday by gaining power. He’d tracked her from her home in Kansas to this bar. The Society for the Elimination of Malevolent Magick had posted a bounty after she’d sawed off a Fae’s wings six weeks ago.

A few seats away, she sipped her beer. Her mouth cupped the rim, making his wicked imagination envision her sliding those wet red lips over his cock as those big baby blues looked up at him. He drank in her scent of wild violets and fresh raindrops. Prey never aroused him. But he wanted her naked beneath him, her softness pliant and willing, those firm thighs spread wide.

Dust motes swirled in the smoky air as the country singer finished warbling a love song and exited into a back room, the bartender following her. The battered cowboy, gut spilling over his belt, stumbled up from his seat at one of the tables and headed over to Samantha. Shaking her head at his offer of a dance, she hunched over the bar as if trying to become invisible. Grayson felt a pang of unwanted sympathy. He knew what it felt like to hide from the world.

“I can be a lot of fun. Let’s go to my place, sugah. You’re hot and if you flash those pretty titties at me, I’ll make it worth your while.” The drunk slid an arm around her waist.

Grayson stiffened. Don’t do it, you stupid ass.

A bite of sulfur and hot venom nudged aside the scent of wild violets and raindrops. Samantha lifted her head, her eyes gleaming. “You think I’m hot? You’re hot, too.”

A low howl of pain followed as the man suddenly cupped himself. “I’m on fire!”

Runes of scarlet ignited the man’s crotch. Demon fire. Grayson cursed, ready to intervene when the flames died. The man’s howl faded to a whimper. Samantha’s nasty grin faded. She looked horrified.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”

 White light spilled from her fingers as she touched the cowboy’s scorched jeans. His relief turned into confusion as she withdrew her hand.

“What the hell are you?”

“Please go away,” she told him.

Not needing an engraved invitation, the cowboy fled. A golden nimbus of light wreathed Samantha, accenting her prettiness and tinting her skin a healthy glow. Damn if she wasn’t even prettier, and sexier. Her innocent, angelic half had pushed out the raging demon. Grayson ached to touch her, absorb her white light, let it soothe all his hurt. Sexual need twinned with a deep longing for connection.

But he wasn’t the only one watching her. Eyes narrowed, the werewolves noticed her, too. Grayson smelled the hot sting of their lust, the hard male aggression. One started to slide off his stool. He read the male’s thoughts. Six against one, we’ll take her in the back and no one will hear her screams.

His protective instincts stirred, Grayson shot a hard thought at the pack. Back off. Leave her alone or I’ll set your balls on fire.

Wincing at the telepathic spike, the werewolves returned to their beer. Grayson shouldered aside emotion. The job came first. And for all her purity and goodness, Samantha could still rip out a careless Hunter’s throat in seconds.

Grayson tensed to make his move when the shifters called out.

“Hey, lone wolf!”

Sweat beaded his temples. Shit, not now, don’t draw attention to me.

“A lone wolf’s a wolf who can’t be trusted.”

“I bet his pack abandoned him because he’s so damn ugly.”

The scar on his face ached. Grayson tried to summon his powers, but the insults flew like bullets. His thoughts paralyzed, he glanced at Samantha. Her wide blue gaze met his and it kicked his guts hard. He knew that look. Had seen it enough in the mirror.

Cursing under his breath, he hunched over his whiskey. His boot heels hooked around the bar stool. He was a powerful Ancient who could snap a neck with a single thought.

He was scum. Outcast.

Once he’d run with his people, protected the pack, stood obedient and loyal to their leader. A hollow ache settled in his chest. Screw it. Nothing mattered but the prey and duty.

The door banged open, blowing in a bitter wind and familiar scent. His blood pressure sank. Hellfire. He’d forgotten how close this town was to his pack territory.

Slight correction. Former pack.

“Grayson.” Satisfaction tinged the deep voice. “Your hide is mine, bastard. Mine and the pack’s.”

“My hide’s my own and I belong to no pack.” He rubbed his chest, trying to ease the ache those words caused.

“You owe us, you bastard. I’ve come to collect.” Russell, the enforcer in his former pack, nudged closer to the bar. He nodded to the shifters, who watched the scene like wolves sensing an injured deer. “Thanks boys, for letting me know this scum’s here. How does it feel, Grayson? Bounty hunter, hunted by one of his own.”

Stiffening, Grayson searched out the prey’s response. Smelled fear, intrigue and adrenaline coursing through delicate blue veins. Samantha was ready to bolt.

He kept his senses trained on the girl, while swallowing his whiskey in pretend indifference. “You’re mistaken, mister. Go hound dog someone else.”

 She slid off the bar stool and headed for the door.

Tossing a few bills on the counter, he got up to follow her out. Russell stepped in his way, poked a finger at him. “Where you going, hotshot?”

Grayson slugged him. The enforcer crashed into a high-top table. Russell recovered, came back at him with a grunt. The next punch coldcocked him. Grayson tossed a twenty at the wary bartender.

“For taking out the trash.”

The sharp, bitter November wind bit his cheeks as he went outside. Precious moments lost in tangling with Russell had given Samantha time to escape. Yet her scent lingered. Grayson crouched low, touching the graveled drive, seeing the heat signature of her footprints.

He could track through a blinding snowstorm.

Paring down his lust, he concentrated. Grayson drew a deep breath of frosty air into his lungs to take in her scent. She was weakened from hunger, tired and afraid. That made her even more dangerous. Tendrils of his magick drifted toward her like fog. He sent them wrapping around her body like cord, and pulled gently.

A scream and she fell down. He walked to the Dumpster.

Wide blue eyes narrowed in rage. Her white-blond hair was matted and streaked with mud. Threads unraveled from her cranberry cable-knit sweater and her brown corduroy pants were ragged.

Samantha shivered violently. He shrugged out of his sheepskin jacket and draped it over her.

And then she went still, her chin lifted in daring. The brave affront got to him. He knew all about putting up a good show when someone was kicking his guts.

“Release me, Hunter, before I claw your eyes out.”

“In good time,” he drawled. Grayson reached into his pocket for the handcuffs. Woven from silver link laced with powerful magick, they’d hold even an Ancient like him.

Her face mottled gray. As he went to reach out to cuff her, she head-butted him, hard. Samantha broke free and ran.

Son of a…

Rubbing his bruised forehead, he followed as she sprinted into the field. Damn, he hadn’t seen that one coming. The spurt of strength, the way she’d deliberately played weak as if she knew he’d underestimate her.

Never again. He grinned, his wolf thrilling to the chase, the wind cutting through his thin shirt, the fresh air invigorating him. Slowing his pace, he circled her, wearing her down.

As she darted to the left, he followed. He could hear the blood coursing through her delicate veins, hear the rapid pounding of her heart. Like a panting deer showing exhaustion, she was close to dropping.

Something inside him, maybe that rock of his heart, stirred. He sprang forward to end the chase before she reached her limit. He tackled her to the ground. Straddling her hips, Grayson pinned her wrists to the muddy ground.

She intrigued him. Memories surged as he stared at Samantha. A shadowy night…screams of terror…haunted eyes.

Ruthlessly, he shoved the memory back and concentrated on his prey. He’d never handled a full-powered Darklighter and it had been years since a woman held his interest.

 He took time to study his quarry. The body beneath his was soft and feminine. The shapeless sweater couldn’t disguise lush curves, the contours of her full breasts. Grayson itched suddenly to touch her skin, feel the silk beneath his fingers.

Taste it beneath his tongue.

The ridge of his erection nestled at the apex of her long legs. She bucked again, making him painfully hard.

“Stop that.”

Fear bitter as a winter wind rode her. He had to control her, erase her emotions so he could haul her into his truck. With one hand, Grayson pinned her wrists above her head, tasting her helpless spike of terror.

Tugging his glove off with his teeth, he bared his right hand.

Samantha’s eyes went wide. She struggled harder.

“Hush,” he soothed. “Just relax.”

White light pulsed from his fingertips. He laid his hand on her brow, drawing out her fear, healing it.

Samantha’s breathing eased. She stared at the luminous glow engulfing his body. “You can’t be a Hunter. Hunters are cruel, like the one who killed my parents. What are you, an angel?”

Bitter laughter rumbled from his chest. “No chance in hell of that, sweetheart. I’m Grayson Adler, an Ancient and empath Healer. My touch removes negative emotions, like fear.”

And it also removes evil. But no need to tell her this.

“Oh? I like my fear. It’s kept me alive, and I have no intention of letting it go. Especially not to a Hunter.”

A black mist arose from her breath, twirling around the healing white light. The mist crept up his arm, clamped down hard. Grayson bit off a juicy curse. Hurt like hell, as if an anaconda squeezed. He rolled off in a moan.

“Screw you, Hunter.” Samantha sprang up, turned to run.

Grayson extended his palm and shot a bolt of energy toward her. Samantha crashed to the ground like an angel falling from heaven. He walked over to her, studying the innocence of her face, the long blond lashes sweeping over her rosy cheeks. Desire and a fierce protectiveness slammed into him.

“Healing isn’t my only talent,” he murmured. “First rule of the hunt, sweetheart. Always make sure the prey doesn’t know all your ammo. Especially that nifty little trick of lassoing your consciousness.”

Lifting her into his arms, he cradled her tight to his chest. He’d dump her at the Society’s headquarters, collect his bounty and leave. Grayson pushed aside regret. Samantha was no longer his concern.

Much better this way. For all concerned parties.

 

Three hours later, Grayson was in Denver Colorado, staring across the gleaming mahogany desk at Anderson Stamos, director for The Society for the Elimination of Malevolent Magick. “You’re b.s.ing me.”

Anderson smoothed back his hair between the two green horns sprouting from his head. “Never. Your new assignment is to mate Samantha and absorb her evil powers. Lucien Marcello has already turned her older sister, Mara. Daimon Nelson has been assigned to the youngest triplet. You’re the only other powerful Ancient who can tame her before she turns demon. I’m counting on you to handle her.”

 “Handle her? I already did.” Sweat trickled down his spine, pooled in the waistband of his faded jeans. “I don’t need a mate.”

Not with his past. And not with her.

“Samantha has a capacity for good. Her white light was diminished when her demon emerged, but it remains.” Anderson’s eyes darkened, and he steepled his fingers. “She nearly killed an innocent last week, the assistant to a Hunter. Fortunately, the woman was a Fae and healed. But Samantha sawed at her wings until the woman told her Jerome Cabot was last seen in Colorado.”

Grayson went still. His palms became cold and clammy. “Jerome Cabot?”

Anderson nodded, shuffled through a file folder. “The Hunter who killed her parents. She’s vowed to kill him.”

Swearing, he stood, slapping his hat against one thigh. “I’m not taking this assignment.”

“And I was told duty and loyalty to the Society was everything to you, Grayson.” The man sighed. “If you don’t help her, I might as well issue the kill order. We’ve already implanted the thermal detonator inside her, set to go off tomorrow.”

“No!”

His heart kicked hard as he thought of those blue eyes widening as the other Hunters gave chase, ready to rip her to shreds. She would die slowly, painfully.

The director leaned forward, his mouth a tight slash. “Samantha is more dangerous than her sisters right now. She’s already unleashed her demon and nearly killed. Each day her dark powers grow stronger. The Fae she attacked reported that Samantha has venom in her talons that causes excruciating pain. She didn’t have this particular…talent…before the Fae was attacked. We honestly do believe she doesn’t want to hurt others, but acts out of rage and fear.”

Grayson’s heart constricted. “And what if she did enjoy torturing the Fae?”

“You know the answer. A legion of Hunters would be unleashed to destroy her. So, will you accept this assignment?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

“I take that as a yes?”

Grayson gritted his teeth. “Gods damn it, yes, you horned bastard.”

“I thought so.” Emotion shadowed the director’s face. “Be careful, Grayson. You’re the best Hunter we have, and she’s more than crossed the line. I’d hate to see you hurt.”

“I’m an Ancient. Nothing can dent my tough hide, remember?”

“I wasn’t talking about your hide,” Anderson murmured.

The door slammed behind him so hard, it fell off the hinges. Several office workers looked up, saw his scowl, and bent their heads over their computers. He could smell their fear. He was used to it, just as he’d accustomed himself to being alone. Used to not giving a damn about anyone.

No one ever got inside him. Samantha could never tunnel past his soul into his well-guarded heart.

But gods help him if she found out his dirty little secret.

Then he’d become the hunted, not the hunter.






  

 

Chapter Two


 

The foggy haze slowly lifted as she blinked hard. Willing herself to waken, Samantha fought to claw out of the darkness. The surface beneath her was soft. She was indoors, but where? The acrid tang of smoke teased her senses, along with a masculine scent of leather, horses and wild pine.

And the distinct smell of werewolf.

Not in Kansas anymore, she thought, but damn if there was a Toto around.

Remembering the hardness of the shifter who’d captured her, she kept her eyes shut. Best to pretend unconsciousness until she could assess the threat.

“Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” a deep voice drawled. “Time to kiss the prince.”

Her eyes remained shut.

“If you don’t wake up, you’ll force me to kiss you.” He sounded amused. “And it won’t be PG-rated.”

Samantha opened her eyes, struggled to sit up. Surprised at the lack of restraints, she whipped her head around. She was on a four-poster in an oak-paneled bedroom bigger than her apartment. A fire crackled on a stone hearth while a cold wind shrieked outside.

Wherever she was, a storm brewed. Judging from her internal clock, it was night.

A werewolf sat in the rocking chair before the fire. Not any wolf, but the bastard Hunter who’d captured her.

The worn boots, red-and-black checked shirt and faded jeans gave him a rugged, outdoorsy look. His dark hair was clipped short, but fell in a rebellious wave over his forehead. His gray eyes were sharp and assessing. With the hard edge of his jaw, the blunt cheekbones and straight nose, he would have been remarkably handsome.

Except for the cruel slash of a silver scar that ran from his left temple down his cheek, curving the edge of his mouth upward.

Beneath her intense scrutiny, his expression went blank.

“Finally got a good look at my face? Get used to it. You’ll be staring at it for a long time.”

Samantha pushed back the blanket, swung her legs over the bed’s side. Ignoring him, she reached down for her worn boots. Fear fluttered at the edges of her mind, but she pushed it aside. Had to save her powers and her strength.

“Going somewhere? And we barely know each other. I can be quite a welcoming host, when given the chance.”

The old leather boots had shrunk in the wetness. Samantha struggled to tug on her footwear, hiding a wince as they made contact with blisters. Three weeks on the road, little money, lots of walking.

“I really hate it when women run out on me,” the wolf continued. “We should at least talk. Don’t you enjoy a little chitchat after sex?”

Horror pulsed through her. Dropping a lace, she swiveled. “You did not have sex with me while I was unconscious.”

He gave her a steady look. “Did I?”

Drawing on her waning powers, she examined flashes of the past. Images sailed by like a slide show. He’d taken her here (where?) removed her boots and let her sleep. Nothing more.

“What a lying tongue you have, wolf.”

 “The better to eat you with, my dear.” He flashed a cocky grin, made lopsided by the scar. The smile disarmed her. It was a charming smile that gave her heart a little tug, made it beat faster.

But experience had taught Samantha that men were all the same. They just wanted one thing, like the cowboy and the werewolf shifters in the bar. She wanted one thing, too, and it had nothing to do with getting naked.

Then he stalked into another room. When he returned, he clutched a big bowl. Tendrils of steam curled upwards. Her stomach grumbled.

The wolf set it down on a tray and brought it to her side. “It’s not poison. Just homemade venison stew.”

“I don’t eat meat.”

He raised one finely arched brow. “I’ve never heard of a demon who wasn’t a carnivore. You will eat this. Your body needs the protein.”

“Screw you.”

That slow, sexy grin glided over his face again. “In good time, sweetheart. We will be lovers, but first, you need your strength. I can be very … demanding.”

“I’m not a demon.” Feeling woozy and out of her element, she dug into the stew. Forget pride. Four days with little food stripped her of energy. Once she regained her strength, her powers would return.

“A Darklighter. There’s enough demon in you to call out a contract for your pretty little hide.”

Fear rippled through her. Samantha set down the spoon, wiping her mouth with the paper napkin as she sought to disguise her emotions. The venison was delicious, but she had no appetite.

“I can sense your fear. It smells like old ashes.” He returned to the rocking chair and sighed. “Eat your stew. I won’t harm you.”

“No, you’ll leave me for others in the Society to kill.” Her stomach knotted as she remembered what happened to those deemed malevolent.

Eating poisoned stew would be a merciful death.

“You’re not going to die.”

“Taking me in for the bounty?” She frowned, studying the cabin. It made no sense. Hunters always returned their quarry to lockup first, collected their pay and left.

Or dumped the bodies at the Society…

“I’ve been given a different assignment.” His gaze was steady. “Tame your dark side.”

“Right. And that’s why you brought me here.”

“No, I brought you here so we could become lovers.”

The stew lodged in her throat. She choked it down, coughing. “You’ve got quite a sense of humor, wolf.”

“I’m not joking and the name is Grayson. Might as well know my name before we get naked.” A devilish gleam entered his eyes. “So you can scream it when we’re in bed together.”

Samantha gulped down the rest of the stew, wiping her mouth carefully. She folded the napkin into a neat triangle and set it on the tray. “I don’t get naked with anyone and we will not become lovers.”

“We’ll see about that,” he said softly.

Strength seeped into her cells, her bones. The only thing you’ll see is my ass as I’m leaving, wolf.

 “And such a pretty little ass it is, too. A sight I wouldn’t mind, especially since I’ll haul it back in here if you escape.”

Her breath hitched. Samantha bit back a worried gasp. “You’re no ordinary Hunter. They don’t read minds.”

Grayson smiled and stood. His shadow dipped over her. He was over six feet and muscled. She remembered his heavy weight atop her as he’d pinned her in the field. His erection riding the apex of her thighs. Her body tingled and warmth pooled between her legs.

Samantha steeled herself and studied her captor. Not one to easily escape, but hell if she wouldn’t die trying. He was the only thing blocking her from the Hunter she needed to destroy.

“I’m an Ancient. One of the hybrids whose powers enable us to track the darkest evil, and vanquish it.”

Those broad shoulders shrugged. “I’m also an SWW, single white wolf who enjoys cooking venison stew, long walks on the beach in the moonlight, fine wine over dinner and I’m looking to bed a Single White Darklighter so she’ll stop ripping off the wings of Fae and searching for a certain Hunter to latch her talons into.”

“Not latch. Destroy.” She stood, spilling the bowl. It clanged on the wood floor, the violent noise matching her inner turbulence.

He bent over and picked it up, giving her full view of his backside. Denim stretched over his taut buttocks. Firm and muscled. A tingle raced through her veins, making her breasts suddenly aching and full.

“Don’t think so. The Society has a thing about demons killing their Hunters.”

“And I have a ‘thing’ about Jerome Cabot, the Hunter who murdered my parents.”

His expression shuttered. “Your father was a demon with a hefty bounty on his scalp. He’d been warned not to mess with humans and ignored it.”

“And my mother? She was an angel.” Samantha squeezed her fists. Blood seeped from her palms as her talons emerged, digging into soft flesh. Her powers were returning. The demon inside her emerged with fear. It roared for justice, craved for the kill.

“A fallen angel, who failed at her mission to destroy your father. The Society banished her for breaking the laws.”

“They fell in love! Is love against your laws, too?”

“Mating a demon is, and she knew it, knew the consequences.” His rugged voice softened. “They were left alone until your father killed that human.”

“That human butchered our neighbors and their children. They never hurt anyone. Our town was a little haven from crime until that killer came along!”

“I know. But our laws are clear. Leave the justice for mortals. Your father stirred up a load of trouble when he took the law into his hands. He was warned not to interfere. He paid the price.”

Grayson took a step closer, crowding her against the bed. “Maybe you forgot about the panic when the public found a corpse ripped to shreds and hanging upside down. Rumors started about demons and witches. Our world was nearly exposed, not to mention your father’s rage unleashed black magick on the town. It took a year before the darkness was expelled and by then, four houses were burned to the ground, ten divorces took place, a host of kids fell prey to drugs. That’s what your father’s rage did.”

Troubled, she fell silent. She’d been blissfully ignorant of the happenings around her. Her mother had shielded them from it.

 “Did you ever pause to think that maybe your father’s nature drew that killer to the house next door?”

“He changed when he married my mother. He wasn’t evil.”

Grayson stepped closer, forcing her to sit on the bed. “Like attracts like, darkness attracts darkness. When he wasn’t playing house, he sacrificed animals to keep his power alive. It drew evil straight to the source and suddenly that nice small town wasn’t so nice anymore.”

The venison stew in her stomach curdled. “It’s all lies.”

He leaned over her, caging her with his arms on either side of her body. Warm breath tickled her cheek, smelling of mints and whiskey.

“Sometimes we choose to ignore what our family does because it cuts too deep. But truth is truth.”

Insight came as the white light inside her hummed, pushing aside her demon half. Samantha reached up with one hand, hovering above his marred cheek. “Is that what happened to you, Grayson? Did you get that scar from someone in your family cutting too deeply?”

The Hunter yanked away, his mouth a narrow slash. “Keep out of my personal business, Samantha. This isn’t about me.”

“You’re butting into mine.” Sensing Grayson’s weakness, the demon nudged aside the angelic half.

“It’s my job. I’m a slave to duty. It’s what kept me ticking all these years.”

The jeering sarcasm hid something. She wondered what evil he’d witnessed all his years on this earth, what tragedy of human misery and suffering. Compassion filled her. She wanted to touch him, soothe away the strain on his face.

As she reached out, he jerked away. She dropped her hand with a shaky sigh. Getting close to this wolf was dangerous. He could derail her from keeping a sacred promise. No matter. Soon enough, she’d be on her way.

Grayson’s expression shuttered. “It’s late. I’m going to bed.”

Without saying anything, she went to the window, lifted the curtain. Freezing rain pelted the glass. She felt stronger, but the weather would wear her down fast.

Samantha turned, saw him tug the shirt over his head, exposing a hard male chest darkened with springy hairs. Fascination spiraled through her as she stared at his well-defined pectorals and flat stomach rippling with muscles. Low in her belly, a strange tugging ensued.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I always sleep naked.”

Her breath caught in her throat as he unzipped his jeans, pulled them down. Commando. Crisp dark hairs surrounded a long, thick penis, impressive even at rest. She stared, transfixed.

Grayson shrugged out of his pants. He regarded her, as comfortable in his nudity as a wolf in his skin. “Get undressed, Samantha. Now.”






  

 

Chapter Three


 

“No. I’d rather walk naked through a snowstorm than sleep with you, wolf.”

Gray eyes the color of steel danced with amusement. “Did I say anything about sleep?”

Samantha glared at him. “We are not having sex.”

“Not now.” He gave another of those sexy, crooked smiles and went to a closet. He belted on a black robe. Samantha sighed in relief. Not that the view wasn’t nice but it was too damn distracting.

Grayson snagged a white robe off a hanger and tossed it at her. “Get undressed and put this on. Your body is sore and has been through too much. You need a soak in the tub. A little pampering will help you relax.”

After a week of tepid showers, the thought of a hot bath made her mouth water. Samantha eyed him warily. “Why are you interested in my welfare?

“It’s not your welfare that has my interest, fair maiden.” He wagged his brows and she nearly laughed. Grayson was dangerously charming.

When he left the bedroom, she remained, taking the opportunity to study her prison. The bedroom had pine furniture and lamps made from elk antlers. Blue-and-green checked curtains added to the masculine look. But when she tried opening a window, she found it jammed. Painted shut. Or warded with magick.

Grayson returned. “Your bath is ready. I suggest you make good use of it while the water’s hot.”

Since she was stuck here for now, the wolf obviously knew a bath would relax her when she needed to remain alert and sharp. The wolf was no dummy. But the temptation proved too much. Samantha picked up the robe and marched down the hallway to the bathroom.

A large sunken marble tub sat on a platform beside a glass window showing a silver vista of frost-covered meadow. Little bouquets of flowers in his bathroom were incongruous with Grayson’s rugged masculine appearance. Then again, everything about Grayson seemed incongruous.

Steam curled from the water and the scent of vanilla hovered in the air. Crowing with delight, she stepped inside the bathroom. Samantha firmly closed the door, shrugged out of her clothing and hung the robe on a brass hook.

Why would a powerful Ancient, and a bounty hunter, be interested in pampering her? Why didn’t he simply shoot her, or torture her and then drag her into the Society to collect his money?

Before enjoying the tub, she took a quick, hot shower, scrubbing away two days’ worth of road grime.

Then she, combed her hair and headed for the tub. Bubbles popped and crackled as Samantha stepped into the foamy water. She sank down with a happy sigh, leaned back against the tub, letting the warmth work into her aching muscles and tired limbs. Once she’d had a home as expansive as this, with all the bubble baths she wanted. Not a life spent hiding in fear from those who wanted to hurt her for being a Darklighter.

A lump clogged her throat as she remembered peeking through the partly opened closet door to see her father gasping his last, his arms around her mother. Blood trickling across the hardwood floor to pool at her feet. Her fist stuffed into her mouth to stop her screams…

Cloaked by shadows in the dimly lit room, the killer’s face had been hidden. But she would never forget her mother screaming out in terror, “No, please not Jerome Cabot!”

Before the Hunter drew his knife and cut her throat.

 Tears burned the back of her eyes. Samantha blinked them away, refusing to surrender to grief. That night she’d sworn a vow to her dead father to find this Jerome, the Hunter who had taken their lives.

Nearly carving the Fae in half had put a price on her head. But the Fae had been arrogant, and dismissive when Samantha asked about finding Jerome. And then the Fae had taunted her about her parents, how they had deserved their fate. Even suggested Samantha should suffer the same.

The taunts had caused her demon to rage out of control. She’d gone into a trance and came out of it with blood on her hands, feathers everywhere and the shrieks of the Fae’s pain echoing in her ears.

But her demon had gotten the important information, revealed only after the Fae got acquainted with Samantha’s sharp talons and her knife. Jerome was in this area of Colorado. When she found him, the Hunter would suffer.

Suffer in agony as her parents had.

Samantha closed her eyes, willing away her need for vengeance. Warmth stole into her bones, making her drowsy.

A sudden splash jerked her awake. Grayson stood by the tub, an amused, crooked smile playing on his firm mouth. Her pulse jumped at the sight of him. His inky dark hair was mussed, and the fleece robe did not begin to cover his strong calves. The intimacy of his large, nearly naked presence caused an odd thrum in her body.

In the water floated a small yellow rubber duck.

“Thought you’d like some company.” He sat on the tub’s lip.

Grateful for the covering of bubbles, she nodded at the duck. “I usually don’t bathe with a toy.”

“But I do.” He stood and shrugged out of the robe. A hank of dark hair spilled across his forehead as he gave her an intent look. She gazed upward and her eyes widened. His penis had been soft before, but now jutted out from his body, thick and hard. Heat spiraled between her legs.

Water sloshed as he stepped into the tub. Samantha gave a small squeak and curled up her legs, hooking her arms around them.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“I needed a hot soak before bed.” He leaned against the opposite end, grinning at her.

His powerful sexuality wrapped around her like a cloak. Tendrils of his scent threaded through the air, a delicious smell that spoke of warmth, protection and a fierce loyalty. Samantha’s pulse pounded hard as he stretched out his arms on either side of the tub. His broad shoulders were layered with muscle, and assorted scars puckered the sun-kissed skin. Grayson’s body was rugged and spoke of an outdoor life. But his face was chiseled like sculpted marble, the gray eyes large with sweeping lashes beneath heavy black brows. Except for the scar, he would be beautiful as an angel.

A deadly angel.

He watched her, those gray eyes filled with a dark hunger. His gaze made her feel open, yearning for something she didn’t dare explore.

Samantha glanced down at the water. She saw a vision; his powerful body lowered over hers, his legs entangled with hers as they made fierce love, sweat slicking their bodies. Grayson groaning her name, fisting his hand in her long hair as he tipped her head back for a possessive kiss.

 Samantha. My mate.

No! She slapped the bubbles.

She wasn’t anyone’s mate and she was determined to remain a virgin. Samantha had known about the powers she’d inherited on her twenty-first birthday two months ago, the reason why the Society wanted her found. Fearing they would be compromised if she made love, she’d shunned men. Never wanted one, either.

Until now.

“I have to get out of here. This tub, I mean. I can’t be here with you. I can’t.”

She hated the quiver in her voice, the betraying nervousness in her hands. The towel was too far away. She’d have to expose her nudity to him. Samantha thought of a stone castle to block her thoughts. She knew she’d have to escape tonight. She could not spend the night here, not with this Ancient and his open hunger for her.

Could not trust herself to fight it.

“Samantha.” His voice was quiet and steady. “I would never hurt or force you.”

“You’re a Hunter and a werewolf. Two creatures not exactly known for restraint.”

“I’m an Ancient, and my control is legendary. Even my sexual control.”

Her hands squeezed together. “And what I saw means you are in perfect control. Right.”

“I can’t help my body’s reaction. I want you. But that doesn’t mean I follow my base instinct and let my wolf take over.”

“Let him take over and do what?”

Grayson’s voice went husky. “Make love to you until dawn. I’d run my tongue over your skin, marking you with my scent, before making you mine. And then I would give you such intense pleasure that your body will never long for another. And if another male even dares attempt to hurt you, I would give my body and my blood to keep you safe.”

Her heart gave an unexpected thump. She’d been on her own for so long, she’d grown accustomed to being alone, having to fend for herself. Now this Ancient, who could rip cars apart with his hands, was declaring his vow of protection. Not a lightly given oath.

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered. “I’m a Darklighter, your enemy.”

Grayson flicked a soap bubble. “Because you can be saved. You must be saved.” His gaze was steady and brilliant as sun glinting off steel. “I will not see you fall beneath their fangs and claws, torn slowly to pieces, your powers absorbed by those with less than honorable intentions.”

“They who?”

“The Hunters the Society will dispatch if you leave the protection of my home.” Muscles in his shoulders went taut. “That’s what will happen to you, Samantha. So you see, we have to become lovers. Because if we don’t, you will die. It’s as simple as that.”

“That’s a hell of a choice.” Samantha stared at Grayson in shocked disbelief.

“A choice better than a cruel, painful death. They will find you. The Society suspended the bounty on your head only because I agreed to mate you.”

His mouth was beautiful for a man’s, she thought wildly. Full, firm lips, crooked upward slightly at the left from his scar. A beautiful mouth that delivered such a grim ultimatum.

A mouth that would deliver passionate, demanding kisses. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, she thought. Maybe her powers wouldn’t diminish that much, and if they waned a little, there was always weaponry.

“And once we mate, what then? I’m free to go?”

“No. We must stay together.”

 “Because your Society won’t trust me on my own?”

“Because I never let go of what is mine.”

The raw possessiveness in his deep voice startled her. His energy shimmered in the air with the strong musk of masculine need. Grayson’s gaze was steady upon her as Samantha hugged her knees tighter.

“But I won’t be yours. And I’m not exactly the type of person who makes a meek, obedient wife,” she warned.

“You will be mine,” he said softly. “My kind mate for life. When we agree to take a mate, we don’t walk away. As for meek and obedient…”

His broad smile startled her with its genuine warmth. “Boring. And you’re anything but.”

“You don’t know me.”

“You like to eat sushi, but leave off the wasabi. You’ve never owned a car, but had several racing bikes, crashed some of them. Your mother homeschooled you and your sisters until middle school. You enjoy meeting new people and make friends fast, and people are attracted to your lively energy. Favorite things include rock climbing, racing old cars on lonely country roads, dancing until dawn, sappy romantic comedies, collecting antique angels, and playing with fire on cold nights.”

A bright orange red flame shot from her opened mouth. It licked the ceiling, then rolled back onto her tongue.

Samantha sat back, giving him a smug look. It covered her shock over how many intimate details he’d collected about her.

“Very impressive. Must come in handy for weenie roasts.” His expression grew intent. “One more thing. You’ve never been with a man, mostly because you fear your powers will diminish. But sex can’t diminish your magick.”

Her mouth opened, then closed. “How do you know?”

“The Society made it a point of studying your sisters, after they lost their virginity. They’ve kept tabs on all three of you.”

Anger shimmered inside her. “Like I’m a damned science experiment. Then study this, hotshot.”

Samantha opened her mouth and breathed fire straight at him. Grayson held up a hand. Flames hit his palm, shot straight into the water and were doused.

She stared, fascinated and a little afraid. Ancients were unknowns to her, and this Ancient had enormous powers she could barely fathom.

“Thanks for heating the water. It was getting slightly chilled.” He wagged his brows.

That irascible sense of humor finally broke her rigidity. Samantha opened her mouth again to release peals of laughter. When she stopped, Grayson nodded.

“I like that sound of that. And the smell of your laughter makes your scent flare. It’s delectable.”

Samantha’s breath caught. Silver droplets clung to the dark hairs on his firm chest. One beaded on the brown circle of his left nipple. She longed to taste it, run her mouth over his skin, startle him out of self-possession.

“You know so much about me. What about you? This is your home, but don’t you run with a pack like other weres?”

Like a steel grate dropping, his expression shuttered. Grayson stared out at the window at the stretch of lonely field. “I live alone, run alone.”

 “Those shifters at the bar, they said things about you being a lone wolf. You have no family? What about friends?”

Tension made his skin stretch tightly over his cheekbones. The scar flared into white. “You ask too many questions.”

“Not for someone you expect to mate,” she observed. “That means sharing a life together and how can I share a life with a complete stranger? I don’t even know where we are. Or your birthday. How old are you? Do you have any brothers or sisters? What about your parents?”

“A small town near Estes Park, Colorado. September 2. I’m 2,300 years old. My parents are dead to me and so are all my siblings.”

He stood, water droplets cascading down his firm chest, splashing into the tub. His limbs were strong, his skin golden brown and taut over bone and muscle. Damp heat from the water had curled the ends of his black hair. She suddenly yearned to run her fingers through the strands, her tongue wanted to taste the texture and warmth of his skin.

When he crouched down, and brushed a kiss beneath the hollow of her ear, she became immobilized. Grayson squeezed her shoulder, rubbed gently. “Enjoy your bath, Samantha. You need to relax.”

As he donned his robe, she blinked, astonished. He was leaving? After sharing a bath with her, she’d expected seduction. Not this guarded look. Maybe she’d probed too deeply.

“The guest bedroom is ready for you. There’s no fireplace, but plenty of warm blankets. I turn the heat off because it gets too stifling. I bought you new clothing and it’s in the dresser. Good night.”

“Grayson?” As he turned at the door, she hesitated. Samantha licked dry lips. “What kind of deadline am I facing? I mean, before the Society sends the Hunters after me?”

“Tomorrow. But I told you, Samantha, I won’t force you. When you’re ready, you will come to me.”

The water grew colder. Realizing her skin was pruning, she stepped out of the tub and dried her body. The hardwood floor was cold beneath her bare feet and she ran into the smaller bedroom she had passed earlier.

It was equipped with more pine furniture and a sizable bed piled with quilts. A flannel nightgown was atop the quilts. It spilled past her ankles as she shrugged into it.

Then she explored her prison, sliding past the partly opened door of his bedroom. In the living room was a desk and a laptop. She powered up the computer, searched the files. Grayson was an online investment banker. He’d done very well for his clients and had enough money to buy the state of Colorado.

She found an email from the Society detailing the assignment to capture her, and a photo. But nothing personal. No emails from friends, evites, links to groups or interests. No Facebook page, either. Closing the laptop, she scanned the living room. No photos of family, a girlfriend, no items cluttering the shelves. The living room was as impersonal as a rental.

In one corner was a locked cabinet. Samantha summoned her powers, touched the door. It opened with a soft snick. Her eyes widened as she examined the cache of weaponry. Rifles, shotguns, handguns, and a wicked-looking crossbow with silver-tipped arrows. Her hand trembling, she closed the door. Obviously he took his job as a Hunter very seriously.

How many lives had he claimed? Hunters weren’t discriminatory. Many liked to torture their victims before bringing them in for the bounty. Yet she didn’t sense Grayson harbored that streak of cruelty. He could have forced himself on her, but didn’t. He’d been nothing but gentle and considerate.

 She wandered to a built-in bookshelf, thumbed through a few titles. Here was the real Grayson. Fiction. Nonfiction. And volumes of poetry, the books showing signs of being read time and again.

The wolf had a soft spot for Lord Bryon. She smiled softly at the thought of the powerful Ancient reading love poetry. So incongruous with his rough exterior. At least she’d discovered something about him.

A scrap of paper fell out of the tome. Samantha picked it up and read the rough handwriting. A poem, or an attempt of one.

Silence falls, soft like snow, sharp as glass

Echoing through the forest, distant howls of Pack

Memories are precious

Family no more

I sit alone, in the acid silence

A lump clogged her throat. She knew that kind of aloneness, when the cold settled into your bones and the night dragged on forever. When the rest of the world was a circle and you stood on the outside.

“What happened to you,” she whispered. Demon instincts surged, warning her to back off this long and winding road. She had to think of herself first and escape. Wind howled at the windows as she replaced the book. Samantha rubbed her chilled arms, shivering as she thought of running out into the cold.

If she left, the other Hunters would find her. Grayson said her only option was making love with him. A convenient lie or the truth?

Lying made no sense. He could easily have forced her if his only goal was lying between her legs. Remembering his touch, she quivered. Her breasts felt heavy, their nipples hard as pearls, her loins full at the thought of his big, powerful body covering hers, his thick cock pushing into her aching pussy. She wanted him, but couldn’t surrender to desire. Nothing must detract from her quest.

When Grayson was fast asleep, she’d run. No Hunter could capture her, not even a pack of them.

Not if she let the demon consume her and fully take over. For months, she’d struggled to hold him back.

Tonight, after she rested a while, it was time to fully unleash the darkness inside her.






  

 

Chapter Four


 

Grayson lay in bed, staring at the ceiling with a small smile. Breathing fire. That was a new talent the Society hadn’t recorded yet. With her lithe body and strong will, Samantha intrigued him. That defiant attitude and courage only increased his desire. She was the type of strong, independent mate he’d always longed for.

His smile fled. The kind of mate he could wholly share himself with. He craved the intimate closeness. But it was too dangerous. Those questions, they’d stung like hot needles. She had dug in deep, but it wasn’t her darkness, just ordinary curiosity.

He had his own inner darkness to fight, and didn’t dare let Samantha draw close. Share himself and she’d learn the ugly truth. No, best never to be that vulnerable to another. Not with his pack, or with his future mate.

A dull ache thudded in his chest. Grayson ran a hand over his face and the stark reminder of betrayal. Some wounds taught a valuable lesson. The only person you can rely on is yourself.

The hot bathwater had brought a rosy flush to her soft skin. He’d longed to taste her, run his hands over her body and absorb all that softness. Being naked with her in the tub had tested the depths of restraint. He’d wanted to draw her into his arms, kiss her senseless. Then hoist her out of the water, lay her back on the tile and open her thighs wide.

Put his mouth between her legs, drowning himself in her scent as she cried out in ecstasy. Then slowly, so slowly, thrust into her tight virginal passage and seal them together in the flesh.

To get her into bed, he had to break down her defenses. Get her accustomed to his touch. She’d been without male contact, shunned it. The bathtub episode was deliberate, a slow, delicate dance of what they both knew was inevitable.

Grayson gritted his teeth. This constant state of arousal was hell. He slid a fist over his throbbing cock, envisioning Samantha’s sweet face, her heart-shaped ass, her full, plump breasts, their top halves showing above the froth of bubbles.

A few strokes would take care of things. Hell, not now, when the real thing lay in the next room. Instead, he leapt out of bed. Naked he padded down the hallway, opened the guest bedroom door. Beneath a pile of quilts, Samantha lay fast asleep. Her mouth parted slightly, she looked angelic and sweet. Desire punched him hard. Grayson softly closed her door and went to the sunporch overlooking the meadow.

Clouds scudded across the sky, blotting out light from the nickel-sized moon. The rain had stopped, but a fierce wind stung his body as he stepped outside. He gave a long stretch, the cold sinking deep into his bones. Closing his eyes, he called forth his beast.

Fur erupted on his skin as his bones lengthened. Grayson howled with the pleasure-pain of the transformation. He was wolf, strong, free and wild. Swaying on all fours, he rocked with the wind, protected from the cold by thick fur. He loped toward the forest, his paws crunching over the frosty grasses. Only as wolf could he escape the past, push away the loneliness snapping at his heels.

He ran through the woods, trying to eliminate the deep hunger he had for his mate. Snapping at the wind, he leapt into the air.

A while later, his lust banked as the moon shone bright, he started back for the house. At the forest’s edge, Grayson went still as a delicate scent rode the wind.

Moonlight splashed over the darkened cabin, glinted off a cap of shining white-blond hair. Samantha. His ears pricked forward as his nostrils flared. There, a shadow among shadows in a splash of gray moonlight.

 In the wake of the storm, the temperature had dropped. In her worn sweater and jeans, she couldn’t last long before hypothermia set in. Then again, her considerable talent at making fire could come in handy. The wolf bared teeth in a canine grin as Grayson padded quietly through the frozen meadow. Strong white and red striations threaded through the dull black of her aura. He sensed her darkness struggling to take over the white light inside her. Her angelic side had a surprising ally—a powerful sexual need pulsing like a lighthouse beacon. The red hadn’t been there when he’d caught her.

It only awakened when they were alone together in his cabin.

Grayson trotted a discreet distance behind her. Now he understood why it was so important to become her lover. Another male with less honorable intentions might take her sensuality and use it against her. Then the fear that brought her demon raging to the surface would overcome her and she’d be lost to the white light.

Samantha had barely reached the end of his long drive when he caught up to her. Before he could shift back, she turned and saw him. Mirrored in her expression was sheer terror. He imagined what she saw…a monstrous wolf with jaws like a steel bear trap, a muscled body that outweighed her times two.

“Get away from me.” She backed away, fear etching her face.

Oh shit, fear was not a good thing. The demon liked fear, ate it for supper and grew stronger.

Flame red glowed in her eyes. Talon erupted from her fingers as her skin grew gray and mottled. A mouthful of serrated teeth showed as she snarled at him.

Shifting back would put him at a disadvantage. Trying to connect to her telepathically, he found her mind clouded with darkness. Grayson kept trying as her body elongated and shifted into a demoness. She raced forward and attacked.

A talon raked through his thick fur in a hot, burning slice. Grayson danced out of range, then swayed on all fours as his mind fogged. Focusing his powers, he muted the agony, and shifted.

The wound was already healing, but hot acid from the venom in her talon raced through his veins. He gritted his teeth against the pain and faced the demonized Samantha, as she raised her talons to strike again. Grayson concentrated his magick to shield against her powers and tackled her to the ground. Naked, he pinned the screaming, writhing demoness. No colors showed in her aura. His fear that he’d lost her for good distracted him from seeing that she’d managed to free her right hand.

He felt his face burn hotly as she raked her talons across his good cheek. The pain was exquisite, making him double over. Nausea tightened his stomach, but he struggled to keep a grip on her, lassoing both wrists with his left hand.

Blood from his injuries dripped onto her snarling face as he placed a soothing palm on her forehead. “Easy now, Samantha. Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you.”

Slowly she blinked, the red fading from her eyes. Horror shone there instead as she stared at the furrows on his cheek.

“Grayson? Oh dear gods, did I do that?”

Even as she stared, the wounds began to heal, but the pain still heated his body like a white-hot whip. He struggled to take a breath, and then another. He managed a wry smile. “Hell hath no fury like Samantha in demon form.”

Tears shimmered in her eyes. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but I was so afraid, like the cowboy at the bar, I didn’t want to hurt you…”

 She touched his injured cheek, glimmering light pulsing from her fingers. The pain inside him slowly eased. The relief was so sharp, he hauled in a dizzying breath.

As the white light faded from her touch, the cruel features faded, replaced by a pretty, heart-shaped face and confused blue eyes. Devoid of strength, Samantha shivered violently.

“I’m s-so cold.” A wan smile lifted her bluish lips. “You’re n-n-aked. S-silly w-wolf. Got a th-th-hing against real f-fur coats?”

“That’s my girl,” he said softly.

He lifted her into her arms and took her inside. Samantha’s teeth chattered as she pressed her face against his bare chest. Her need of him, after the violence of her attack, chipped away at his cold rock of a heart.

No matter what this girl had done, she deserved a chance. He’d seen inside her, seen what the director had told him. She was capable of good. Capable of love.

Shuttering his own emotions, he stripped her and tucked her naked into his warm bed. He waved a hand, lighting the dying fire. In the bathroom, he did a quick wash of his face, grimacing at the crusted blood. Then he joined her in bed, pulling her into his arms.

“Body heat is the best way of warming you,” he said roughly, wrapping himself around her like a snake.

Samantha buried her face into the crook of his shoulder. Her skin felt like frozen silk as he rubbed her body.

Flames in the stone hearth crackled as her cool breath feathered against his collarbone. His strokes became slow caresses as he relished her softness. She moaned and cuddled closer, her hands hooking around his neck.

She lay quietly in his arms, her shivers gradually lessening. Delicate bones felt frail beneath his big hands as he stroked the arch of her spine, the jut of a collarbone. Grayson buried his head in her hair, smelling violets and rain.

Mindful of his erection, he eased partly away. Samantha nestled closer.

“May not be a good idea. Certain parts of me aren’t exactly cold right now.”

“You said you wouldn’t force me and I believe it.”

The simple trust shattered him. He held her tight; his need for her suddenly overwhelming. The scent of her, the feel of her curves pressed against him made his cock throb and his balls tighten. He hadn’t held a woman like this in a long time. Sex consisted of him bending a woman over, and taking her quickly from behind so she couldn’t see his face. But Samantha raised her head, her gaze lingering on his disfigurement. Grayson tensed, but instead of pity, he saw curiosity and respect.

“It must have hurt like hell to scar like this.”

The tenderness in her voice made his chest ache. Needing emotional distance, he shrugged. “I deserved it. I was a bad wolf.”

“I have a hard time believing that. You have too much goodness in you.” She inched closer, pressed her mouth against the silver line hooking down his chin.

Shuddering beneath the satin texture of her lips, he stared down at her. “I’m no angel, Samantha.”

“Neither am I.”

“No, you’re not.”

“I’m a demon and an angel.” She gave a sour laugh. “I’m confused.”

“You’re strong, sweetheart. You’ll get through this. You have courage enough to face whatever comes next and fight your way through it.”

 “I wish I had faith I could,” she whispered.

“I do.”

She took his face into her hands.

Her kiss was urgent and demanding. Grayson let her lead as she nibbled and kissed his lips. Her innocence charmed him; her desire equaled his own. As her mouth parted, he took the initiative, plunging his tongue into the moist cavern of her mouth. She tasted of sweetness and sin, and he grew heady with her scent swirling around him. Delight raced through him as she boldly stroked his tongue with her own.

When he nibbled and kissed his way down her slender throat, she explored with her hands. The crisp hairs on his chest, the pads of muscle on his stomach, and then she tunneled through the thicker hair lower and found his erect penis.

Beneath her playful grip, a strangled moan escaped him. Grayson delved his fingers between her legs, found her heat. He slid a finger across her wet cleft, making her groan in turn. She was slippery and the musky scent of arousal went straight to his groin. When he pushed a finger inside her, her hips pumped upward instinctively. She squeezed his cock.

He stopped, looked down at her passion-dazed face.

“I want you, Samantha. Now. If this isn’t what you want, then get out of my bed because there will be no going back.”

A fine tremor shook her body. The shifter holding her was rock steady. She was teetering toward a cliff, her breathing ragged, her excitement painful.

Many had called her demon, some angel. Her father playfully named her “poppet” and her sisters called her “mouse” because she hid from danger.

But none had ever called her strong or brave.

This Ancient, who guarded himself, had seen inside her, and wanted to save her. Not that she could be saved. All she’d wanted was revenge. Not now. All she craved now was closeness and the warm intimacy of this big male, his arms unyielding as iron.

Chasing away doubts, making her feel special and cherished.

Grayson was a Hunter, she was prey. His kind killed. She shouldn’t touch him, but she wanted to. The tiny bristles shadowing his jaw, the sexy indent on his chin, the hard curve of his shoulder. Samantha rubbed her thawing foot along the muscled contour of his calf, the silky hairs tickling her toes.

She wanted to mold herself to him, chase away the confusion, pain and aloneness that had been her only companions for six years. For once she wanted what everyone else knew, the physical closeness.

“I never go back,” she finally told him. “Only forward.”






  

 

Chapter Five


 

The kiss he gave her was tender, gentle, but the heat of his body seared hers. She’d been cold before, but now delicious warmth raced through her veins. Samantha gave in to his kisses as they became more urgent.

Her pulse jumped as he caressed her body. Electricity crackled between them with every stroke. She did not want his touch, but craved it. A harsh intake of breath came from him, as if he fought to control himself.

His eyes were dark as a cold winter day, and she could smell the sex coming off him. Her fingertips grazed the hard biceps, strayed over a puckered scar.

Dark bristles shadowing his jaw abraded her tender flesh as he kissed her neck. He took her earlobe between his teeth and softly bit, then chased away the tiny pain with a soothing kiss.

When he palmed her breasts and flicked thumbs over the cresting nipples, she whimpered with pleasure.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said hoarsely. “So lovely.”

Grayson tore back the covers, his expression fierce with intent. He slid down her body, kissing her belly, laving his tongue inside the indent of her navel. The sweep of his tongue felt like wet, rough velvet. Then he pressed her thighs apart and settled between them.

“Grayson…”

“Lie back,” he commanded. “Just relax and enjoy. I’m going to take real good care of you, sweetheart.”

She felt her soaked folds parted, felt the warmth of his tongue dive between them. The first long, slow stroke wrung a startled gasp from her.

The second had her writhing.

When he swept his tongue over her clit, she moaned. The small bud became engorged as he suckled and licked. She could smell her own arousal, taste the musk in the air.

Then he penetrated her with a long finger. Combined with the sweep of his tongue, the friction made her buck and writhe. Pressure built in her loins, sweet, hot and good. His rich, earthy scent of leather and forest wrapped around her like rope holding her captive.

Her body belonged only to each gentle thrust of his hand, each warm scrape of his tongue. Against her inner thighs, his satin hair rubbed. She needed, she wanted… Fisting her hands in the tangled sheets, she groaned. Primal instinct urged her hips up, pumping harder and harder, her pussy aching to be filled.

Pressure built in her loins, coiling in tension. So close, almost there, this thing her sisters had done, that sealed her parents together, that others had known. It felt so good. Every thought centered on the man wickedly sliding his tongue between her soaked cleft, the exquisite sensation inside her.

She felt herself opening like a flower, a tiny bud exposed to the sunlight. Her very being rushed to her loins, every single thought scrambled as primal instinct urged her forward.

And then he moved, a deft flick, and the tension released. Samantha felt a gush between her legs, a burst of light exploding. Her body quivered and spasmed, a hoarse scream of his name wringing from her throat.

He kept delivering soothing strokes until the last of the spasms quieted. Utterly spent, sweat drenched her body, and she felt her fingers gradually loosen their grip on the damp sheets.

Grayson sat up, wiping his mouth with the back of one hand. Tenderness shone in his gaze, the pupils darkening the blue until it was nearly black. He placed a single, sweet kiss on her belly.

 Then he parted her legs and settled between them. As he did, he surged forward, that hard, impatient length of him nudging at her folds. Samantha wriggled, equally impatient.

He pushed in a little, stretching her.

She twisted upward and he thrust hard. The pain caught her unexpectedly. She cried out, her fingers digging into his shoulders.

Grayson held still, looking down at her. Gradually she moved, the stretching feeling now uncomfortable, not burning.

He pulled back a little. Pushed forward. The feeling surprised her.

“Like that?” he asked with a small smile.

“Do it again.”

“As you wish.”

A delicious friction began, eliminating the discomfort. Samantha wriggled experimentally. He moved, surging forward, slamming against her, their flesh slapping together, the scent of sex and lust salting each motion.

Thick inside her, his cock scraped against her quivering tissues. Filling her, stretching her completely, sealing them together. Grayson raised himself up as he deepened the thrusts.

“Fuck,” he said, groaning. “Ah, fuck, you feel so damn good, so sweet.”

The sweet pleasure built again, growing tight. Samantha gripped his biceps, feeling something deeper and darker build with each stroke.

“Come on, sweetheart, come for me again,” he urged. “Come for me, Samantha.”

The motion of his hips shifted as he rubbed against her clit. The push-pull combination began building the pleasure all over. Tension coiled inside her, sharp and sweet. She moved her hips upward, moving with him in unison, exquisitely tuned to this man who possessed her with such pleasure. The pressure built in her loins once more and she arched, crying out.

He murmured something to her, whispering encouragement and her body became taut as a bowstring. With his next thrust, she dug her nails into his arms, screaming his name as something dark and sinful burst from her.

Grayson tensed and then his big body bucked. With a hoarse shout of her name, he shook, his warm seed jetting inside her. His penis grew harder and thicker.

Collapsing atop her, he pillowed his head on her shoulder. Hot breaths feathered against the damp coolness of her neck. After a while, he lifted his head with a smile of pure masculine satisfaction. The conqueror who’d captured his prize.

When he’d parted their bodies, she expected distance and emotional space. But instead, he kissed her temple, tasting the salt of her body. He licked the dampness from her skin, his tongue wonderfully warm and soothing. His tongue lapped away the moisture.

Samantha curled into his arms when he finished, the cold air stealing over her body. She lay in his arms, sleepy and sated. Sore in some places, tender in others, her body felt well-loved. There wasn’t an inch Grayson had ignored. He rested his chin atop her head.

Love. Wrong word. Sex wasn’t love and she had no heart left. The demon had filled it with blackness, chinked up the shattered remnants with the quest to kill. Love died the day her mother gasped her last breath.

The thought sent a chill chasing back into her body. She shivered. Grayson tugged the covers over them, and stroked her hair as her eyes closed.

As she fell into a dreamless sleep, she felt slightly empty inside, as if something had been yanked from her very soul.

Must be my imagination, she thought.






  

 

Chapter Six


 

Cold air brushed over Samantha’s bare skin as she stirred, trying to gauge her surroundings. Dying coals lay in a stone hearth. She felt wonderfully alive and rested and free for the first time in weeks. Lighter, as if a heavy burden had lifted. The soft morning light peeped through a crack in the curtains.

Wriggling her toes, she glanced down and realized she was naked. Strange. She’d always slept with her clothes on, just in case she had to make a quick exit.

A warm, hairy thigh tangled with hers. Panic shot through her. Raising herself up on an elbow, she stared down.

And remembered.

A muscled backside and the tautness of firm buttocks faced her. Grayson lay amid the covers, fast asleep. Light spilled onto the curve of his unmarked cheek, glinted in the tousled locks of his black hair. He radiated heat like a furnace, keeping her feeling warm and safe.

Her body felt wonderfully sore and alive. A soft smile creased her face. It had been paradise. Something amazing had happened between them. A bond forged, like that between a wolf and his mate. They’d made love…no, had sex.

Sex. Purely physical. No mate. No bond. Couldn’t be.

Samantha jammed a hand through her tousled hair. Well, Grayson warned that they had to be lovers for the Society to drop the hunt against her. It was done. Now she must seize the advantage, get out while he was asleep. No wind raged against the windows. The storm had stopped.

Samantha gently tugged her leg, but Grayson had hooked his muscled limb around it. She lay down, wriggling free, but then he rolled over, snagging an arm around her waist, anchoring her to the mattress. Frustrated, she yanked away.

His eyes flew open. No heat flared there, not even the amusement she’d come to expect. Instead they were watchful and hard as gray steel.

“Going somewhere? And here I thought you’d stay a while, seeing we have a connection now.”

“There’s no connection. It was just sex, nothing else.”

The lie sounded false even to her. He’d been her first, and she could never forget him, or this night.

A warm male palm skimmed down the arch of her back, coaxing a shudder of pleasure. He cupped her hip, then slid over the curve of her ass. He squeezed lightly, pressed a finger between her legs. Samantha couldn’t help her groan of pleasure. Even now, in the cold dawn light, he made fire come into her body.

“Just sex?” He leaned over, his expression intent. “Maybe we should make sure.”

She expected a quick, hard coupling. Instead, he took his time, savoring her body. Tasting her, his tongue lapping over her reddened nipples. She explored as well, testing the hard muscles of his arms, the sinew and tendons, running her fingers through the dark, springy hairs of his chest.

Delighting in his moan of pleasure as she pinched his nipples. Samantha squeezed his ass, slid a finger between his cheeks. Toyed with the pucker of his anus, grinning as he shuddered with pleasure.

 He’d claimed her body and she’d been too dazed with the newness, the sensations. Now with the confidence of a well-pleasured woman, she explored her lover. He harbored the fierce, single-minded intensity of a Hunter, coupled with a tender consideration. Samantha hummed as her palms slid down the flatness of his belly, molded to his narrow hips, testing the jut of bone and flesh. His body was so different from hers, strong and muscled and powerful.

Beneath her interested gaze, his penis twitched. The nest of thick, dark hair surrounding it was damp with heat. She leaned down, grasped him with her hands. Veins roped the thick shaft and she traced one with her finger.

The head was round, seeping a single droplet. She licked it off, enjoying the salty taste, and his gasp of pleasure. Carefully she cupped the spongy testicles, and squeezed lightly. Then she took him into her mouth.

His strangled moans echoed in the stillness of the room to the movement of her mouth. Arousal and anticipation made up for her lack of expertise. Samantha grazed her teeth along the shaft as his hands curled on her shoulders.

With a strangled moan, he pulled himself free. “Enough,” he said thickly.

He rolled over, pinning her beneath him. Moisture surged between her thighs as he nudged himself between them. Grayson entered her slowly, his gaze luminous as he took her. His body was hard and straining as she wrapped her legs around his hips, locking them together. Rocking slowly, he created a delicious rhythm. In less than six strokes, she came, bucking wildly as he shuddered and cried out as well.

For a while they lay together, spent, the cool air washing over the sweat on their bodies. Then he stirred and looked at the hearth with amusement. “Time to light a different fire. It’s getting cold in here.”

“I’ll do it. I am expert at starting fires.” She sat up, stretched out her hands.

Nothing happened.

A little alarmed, she tried again. Nothing. Not even a glimmer of flame. Panic surged through her. She reached for the darkness, the strength that helped her endure.

It was gone.

“What did you do to me?” she whispered.

Grayson’s expression tightened. The scar on his face went taut and white. He held out a hand, clenched it into a fist.

When he opened it, a small ball of black mist danced on his palm.

“When we were together, I removed your dark powers.”

He blew at it and the mist vanished. “They’re inside me now. It’s why the Society wanted us to mate. I’m strong enough to absorb evil and eradicate it.”

Samantha groped for her dark powers. Nothing. The demon rage that fueled her strength had vanished. Don’t panic. He’s lying. Maybe it’s dormant for now, just needs a wake-up call, like you need a strong cup of coffee in the A.M.

His gaze remained sharp, watchful.

Cold rage filled her. She welcomed the fury. “You took away my demon, my strength, you bastard. It enabled me to come this far without collapsing.” She drew in a breath, trembling with emotion. “You stole my power when I was most vulnerable.”

“I had no choice,” he said quietly. “If I didn’t, you’d be dead.”

He picked up her wrist, ran a thumb over it. “When I brought you into the Society, they implanted a thermal detonator. It was timed to go off this morning at the first surge of demon power. It sends an electrical pulse straight to your heart. Not enough to kill, but weaken so you can’t fight back. The Hunters they’d send would finish you off. Slowly, ripping you to shreds.”

Numb with shock, she went to the bed and sat. Samantha stared at her wrist.

“Take it out,” she said dully.

 He hesitated. “I’ve got the tools, but no anesthetic. It’s going to hurt.”

“I don’t want anything foreign inside me, take it out!”

The procedure was painful, but she gritted her teeth as he probed and prodded. Minutes later, he plunked a small microchip onto a plate. Grayson bound her wrist with gauze.

“This should heal fast now that the white light inside you is at full power.”

Her furious gaze met his wary one. “The white light wasn’t what healed me. My demon strength took care of that. But it’s all gone now. I want my powers back, Grayson. And don’t tell me we have to have sex again for it to happen.”

“I can’t do that. Not until you stop this obsession with finding your parents’ killer.”

“So it’s down to blackmail? You’d keep me weak and dependent?”

“Not by choice. It’s for your protection. The minute you regain demon strength, you’re a target.”

“I’d take my chances, but you removed the choice from me. You betrayed me, my trust, damn it.” She fisted her trembling hands. “You know what that feels like?”

Lines of strain bracketed his mouth. “I do. I’m sorry, Samantha. It wasn’t my choice. I wasn’t about to let anyone hurt you. It’s my duty to protect you and I will not go against it. Never again.”

White light inside her pulsed, longing to heal the old hurt in his eyes. It pushed her into surrendering her anger. Samantha touched his arm, feeling the muscles quiver. “Then make amends. Give me my powers back and then show me how to find balance. Work with me, Grayson.”

His mouth compressed to a tight slash as he walked away. “I can’t.”

“You won’t. Because you don’t trust me.”

“Give me a reason to trust that you won’t race off to find Jerome Cabot and kill him and I may reconsider. I’m not turning my back on you.”

Not since her parents’ deaths had she felt this empty. Even her anger was gone. She was shadow now, as gentle and weak as a baby. As helpless.

“And I never turn my back on a Hunter. The last time I did, one killed my parents.”

His expression shuttered. “It wasn’t your fault, Samantha. You had nothing to do with their deaths.”

Anger shimmered inside her, fierce and bright. She welcomed the sting of rage. “I could have stopped him. I should have slit his throat instead of hiding like a coward.”

“No, you couldn’t have. It wasn’t in you.”

His deep voice was gentle. Pity was bad. It tore down her defenses, tugged her away from the path she’d chosen. She couldn’t lose sight of the goal. So what if her darkness was gone. She didn’t need her demon to kill.

A butcher knife would suffice for the Hunter who killed her parents. Make him scream and burn.

Samantha watched as he went to the window, lifted the curtain. His expression tightened.

“Get dressed. We’re leaving right now.”

“I’m not taking orders from you.”

“Fine. Want to take them from them.?” He lifted the curtain.

The cabin was set on a small rise, giving a clear view of the long road leading to it. In the distance were two black cars.

“After they’ve cleared the barricades, they’ll be here in fifteen minutes.”

She peered out. “The Society’s team, checking to make sure we’re lovers?”

 Grayson dropped the curtain. “Worse. Russell, enforcer in my pack, and an entire contingent of shifters. They’re not here to pay a social call.”

“They’re after me, too?” Sweat popped out on her forehead. She rubbed her arms, feeling weak and trembling.

His jaw tensed. “Not you. Me. And when they finish with me, they won’t let anything of mine remain standing. Including you.”

 

Bitter cold stung Samantha’s cheeks. The thick sheepskin coat, new cords and cable-knit sweater did little to ward off her inner chill. Wisps of hair escaped her tight bun, making her wish for a thick wool cap. She hugged herself as Grayson led her to a path into the forest behind the cabin. Their footprints vanished behind them.

“An old spell I cast on the land,” he explained as they crossed the meadow. “My enemies can’t sense my scent or see any marks I’ve made.”

“What enemies? The families of the victims you’ve hunted?”

“My former pack, the ones coming here.” Beneath the terse words lingered a shadow of deep pain. She wondered what happened. Why were they running?

Frosty blades of grass crunched beneath their boots, then magically straightened. It was like watching a film in backwards slo-mo, she thought. If only my life could be the same.

She felt her muscles protest as she walked. Samantha winced. He turned, stopped, looked at her. The blue of his eyes contrasted to the black leather jacket and black cords. Scarlet stained his cheeks from the wind’s sharp bite. She wondered about that. Grayson was a wolf, and unaffected by the cold.

“Are you too sore from last night?”

His calm, steady gaze flustered her. “Nothing I can’t handle. Except you could have bought better underwear.”

A sexy grin touched his mouth. “You don’t like the lace thongs? I bought different colors.”

No amount of charm could douse her anger. Samantha held onto it like a drowning woman. “Where are we going?”

“I have a hideout about six miles ahead. Small, but camouflaged, off the public records. Warded against danger. You’ll be safe there. My magick is powerful.”

They began walking again. “And you? I gather you’re not staying? Going shopping to get an early start on Christmas? Thinking about using your new demon powers to start a forest fire? Maybe go out and conquer the world?”

“Heading back here to confront them.”

Samantha stared at his broad shoulders. “They’re coming here to kill you and you’re taking them on alone? Is this some macho thing?”

His warm breath misted the air as he exhaled deeply. “Reasoning with them. If I challenge Russell and win, the others will listen to me.” His voice was quiet. “I don’t want to hurt him, but they leave me no choice.”

“Why did they kick you out?”

The only response she got was the crunch of undergrowth beneath his boots. Samantha jogged after him. She wanted answers, but sensed he wouldn’t give them easily. “Why can’t you talk to me? Tell me what we’re facing. I hate being in the dark. I have no more demon powers, so what are you afraid of?”

 Grayson halted, turned. “I’m afraid of what will happen to you.” He touched her nose, the playfulness of the gesture dimmed by his solemn expression. “I swore to myself I’d take good care of you. I told the Society I’d take good care of you. And that can’t happen until I finally face my pack and get them off my tail, pardon the pun.”

His concern dampened her earlier anger. Or maybe it was the angel goody-goodness nagging her to forgive. “Then let me help you.”

“I’m going to do my job, it’s my duty to take care of matters. I won’t risk you getting hurt.”

As they reached the forest’s edge, he stopped and bent over. Deep, gasping breaths sounded as if he struggled to breathe. Samantha touched his arm.

“Grayson, what’s wrong?”

He straightened, his face an alarming grayish pallor. “Damned coffee must have been too strong. Stomach’s a little off. Stay here. Be right back.”

He jogged into the woods. A minute later, a terrible screeching followed.

Her heart went still at the sound.






  

 

Chapter Seven


 

Must not show weakness, Grayson thought Samantha couldn’t see him like this.

Reaching the covering of thick woods, he doubled over, and then slumped to the ground. Dazed, he tried to regain his composure as a white-hot pain raced through his veins.

What the hell had just happened? It felt like the venom was still inside. Splitting him in half.

He sat on the forest floor, head in his hands. What a damn mess. Not only did he have Samantha to worry about, try to keep safe, keep his secret from her. His former pack hunting for him.

Memories surged. He’d lied about his parents, and siblings. Grayson hadn’t seen them in years. He didn’t know if they still lived.

Sometimes when the snow fell softly on the meadow, and he stood at the window studying the splash of silver moon, he thought of them. Remembered running with them in the winter, through the cold snow. Returning to their lodge, shifting back into human form and snuggling before the fire. His sisters would pass plates of cookies while they drank hot chocolate, and his brothers argued about who was the fastest. The arguments would end with his father telling tales of their family from long ago, when wolves ran wild and free through the west.

He missed the closeness of family, of knowing he belonged, of feeling warmth and joy.

He belonged to no one now.

At times like this, an acute ache settled on his chest. He would stare at the moon, feeling a slight comfort that they shared the same silvery light.

Then he would turn away from the wind crackling through the trees, the snow dancing across his porch. Grayson would drop the curtain, shutting away the light.

The memory tore at him with sharp claws. Agony raked across his stomach. He screamed as he felt himself torn asunder. And then as his body gave a great shudder, dark light spilling out of his fingers, he realized what had happened.

Too late, he thought dimly, and fainted.

 

Grayson had been inside the forest only minutes. But Samantha was worried.. The white light inside her surged, struggling to leave her body as if sensing a great need. She slammed it back, knowing that she needed all her strength for the walk ahead. But worry still riddled her, until Grayson emerged, his face its usual tanned color, his stride determined.

“Are you all right? That scream…you worried me,” she whispered.

“Let’s go,” he said tersely.

The woods were thick with pine, oak and aspen. Wan sunlight dappled the leafless branches, the dead leaves and twigs on the pathway. He didn’t talk, but walked at a breakneck pace. Samantha struggled to keep up.

The climb upward was arduous, the altitude burning her lungs with each breath. Thick forest became less dense, strewn with granite boulders. By the time they reached the summit of the mountain, she was winded, exhausted and hungry. Samantha leaned against a sapling, her fingers stiff and cold in the black leather gloves.

Grayson held out a palm. “Let’s go. If you can’t walk, I’ll carry you.”

She struggled to leash her temper at his impatience. “I don’t need your help. Just food.”

“Food’s in the cabin.”

“What’s on the other side of this mountain?”

“You won’t find out if we don’t move.”

 The pathway led downward this time and then out onto a wide, open valley. Yellowed meadow grass met the stark, bare aspen saplings. Ringing the valley were the whitened peaks of the Rockies. The sky above was a sharp blue, showing the emptiness below, broken by a collapsed log cabin.

“It’s just ahead.” He increased his pace, making her breathe harder. A painful cramp seized her side. Samantha grabbed his arm to stop him.

“There’s nothing but an old ruin.”

But five minutes later, a two-story house with a pitched roof and floor-to-ceiling windows replaced the battered ruin. Samantha gasped, impressed. “How did that happen?”

“I told you, my magick is powerful. Bastards can never find you here.” He gave a little laugh, so different from his warm, throaty chuckle. This laugh sounded malicious.

The cabin was larger than his home, with soaring ceilings and a wide, open living space with a kitchen. Sheepskin rugs scattered over the pine floor. A bank of glass windows overlooked the meadow below, and French doors opened to a small balcony with tables and chairs. Samantha plopped down on the leather sofa, rubbing her hands. She glanced at Grayson, rummaging in the cabinets. Soon the delicious smells of soup filled the air.

They ate at the kitchen table with full view of the valley. The rice and tomato soup was canned, but delicious and hot. He’d made ham-and-cheese sandwiches, too, and served them with hot chocolate.

She finished her last bite and pushed back the bowl. Strength slowly seeped back into her limbs, warmed her insides. But Grayson was flushed and ate little.

“You don’t look well.” Samantha went to him, put a hand on his brow. It was cool as the outside air.

“I’m fine,” he snapped.

“You keep looking flushed, and then pale. Maybe my demon powers are too much for you.”

He grunted and pushed back from the table. “I can handle them.”

“Being a demon isn’t easy,” she insisted, following him as he went down a long hallway. “Only a high-spirited person, who isn’t inclined to crankiness and being uptight, can manage the powers. Bottling it up inside isn’t the answer. Let loose.”

At a bedroom doorway, he turned. “Are you saying I’m uptight?”

“Take a deep breath once in a while. Maybe a vacation in the Azores. Let your hair down. The demon would like that. He’s never been to the beach. Be spontaneous.”

Grayson took a step forward, his eyes a little wild, his expression intent. “You like spontaneity, don’t you? It drives you, makes your heart beat, your breath catch.”

Samantha couldn’t move as he leaned forward, removed the clasp holding her hair pinned back. It spilled in a waterfall around her shoulders. He came so close she could count the stubble on his jaw, yet he’d shaved this morning. She’d heard the scrape of the razor over taut skin, seen the peppery stubble in the sink before he’d washed it away.

Dipping his head, he nuzzled her neck, his breath warm against her chilled skin. Breathing in her scent like an animal. Grayson’s fingers gripped her shoulders as he met her eyes, his expression wild. He seized her chin in his hand, his mouth hovering near hers.

“Maybe I should start being spontaneous right now. Starting in the bedroom.”

Was it a full moon? He acted as if his wolf had seized control.

 A river rock fireplace faced the king-sized pine bed. Another bank of tall windows overlooked the serene valley. The view was lovely, but she was too caught up in the Ancient standing before her. Grayson pulled her into his arms. His kiss was rough, passionate. He tasted of soup and his own unique spice, and something darker, sinful. As his tongue plunged into her mouth, she wondered if her demon had taken over.

He gave her no time to think further as he fisted his hand in her hair, and deepened the kiss. Grayson stroked his tongue deeper, nipped at her lips. She teased and sucked, relishing the hot passion.

“You’re an animal,” she murmured.

“Naturally. With you my wild side comes out. Take off your clothes and lay down on the bed.” His deep velvet voice was a lick of fire between her legs.

She did as he asked, watching as he undressed. Naked, he moved around the bed to the dresser.

“I once entertained certain women here.”

“Lady friends?”

“Not friends and not ladies.” Grayson opened a drawer and removed a smooth gleaming phallus the size of his thumb. Samantha’s eyes widened.

“What…”

A wicked gleam sparkled in his gray eyes. The taut edges of his profile showed as he turned and removed a tube of lubricant. Smearing on the gel, he sank down on the bed.

“Roll over,” he instructed.

The authoritative tone brooked no discussion. Intrigued, she rolled over, felt his warm, rough hands part her cheeks. A furious flush ignited her face.

“Grayson…”

“Hush. Just relax. You’ll learn to enjoy it.”

Slick fingers caressed her bottom, stroked between the twin halves. He rubbed the puckered opening with a liberal application of lubricant.

The carnality of what he did with his hand sent heat rushing through her veins. Odd sensations filled her as he stroked the phallus across her cleft. He murmured to her, sliding the dildo in a teasing caress. Tension filled her body as he toyed with her like a wolf with prey. Her nipples tightened as she suppressed the instinct to squeeze down hard.

With one hand, he deftly lifted her hips, sliding a palm beneath her groin. Grayson played with her clit as he continued to stroke the phallus. She felt herself opening up. Blushing modesty capitulated to primal instinct as her legs spilled open in a silent plea.

Gently, he parted her cheeks and pushed the phallus inside her. Pressure increased. Samantha gasped from the strange fullness. It didn’t hurt, but stretched her as he continued to rub her clit. She rocked her hips against his palm, moaning. He pushed the phallus in further.

“On your knees,” he instructed.

The pleasure ceased a minute, then began again with the friction of his palm, and the incredible full feeling of the phallus. Grayson leaned over her, penetrated her vaginal opening with his thick cock. He rocked back and forth, his hand moving across her as he thrust.

Samantha screamed as she climaxed, the twin pressure of the phallus and his penis filling her completely. He grunted, slamming into her, flooding her with his warm seed.

Collapsing onto the bed, she panted, all inhibitions shed. Gently he removed the phallus, tossed it aside.

Amusement, not tenderness, danced in his gray eyes as he lay beside her.

Gulping for breath, her heart racing, she put a hand on his scarred cheek. He stiffened. So unlike his previous actions.

 Confusion filled her. They’d had searing sex, and yet he acted as if she were a stranger. Samantha tried to lighten the tense silence. “I suppose you’ve had many lovers.”

His jaw turned to stone. “A few. Those who could stand me.”

This ugly side was new to her. Samantha’s stomach knotted. “There must have been females in your pack who found you irresistible.”

Her light, teasing tone did not coax out a smile, but a scowl. “My pack leader ousted me, the bastard. I’ve been banished for good.”

Naked, he rolled over and stood, pacing to the window. Between his splayed legs she caught a glimpse of his resting sex, his heavy sac. Grayson rested a palm against the window.

“I can’t let them get to me,” he muttered. “I’m going to kill them. Slit their throats for what they did to me.”

Fury snapped in his eyes as he turned. His stance was rigid, his muscles quivering as if ready to spring like a wolf on a deer. Samantha’s heart twisted. “What happened, Grayson? What’s going on between you and your pack? Be honest.”

“Honest? I’m supposed to be fucking honest? I was honest, damn it, and they punished me for it.” His expression grew cruel. “I’ll make them pay.”

Alarmed at his mood swing, she joined him at the window. Samantha touched his bare arm, hoping their connection would calm him. She sent pulses of soothing white light into her touch. “You live for duty and loyalty.” She softened her voice. “What did you do that was so terrible to them? You must have had a good reason.”

His jaw turned to stone. “Back off. You’re treading on dangerous ground.”

The white light had no effect. Samantha went to lace her arms around him, but he shrugged away, his gaze stormy as he stared outside. What would cause Grayson to go against his very nature?

Duty. Loyalty. She seized on these. “You can’t return. Leave me alone, unprotected? You swore to protect me.”

And I need protecting like a demon needs matches, but this has to work. Something’s very wrong.

He turned, sliding a palm over her nape. She shivered at his sensual touch. “I swore a lot of things, sugar, but a man’s got a right to change his mind. Though if you stay naked, I might change my mind. Stay here a while, in bed.”

Against her belly, his penis was hard as stone. He cupped her breast, squeezed the nipple as she cried out. “Not so rough.”

“Thought you liked it rough.” Lust darkened his gaze. He herded her backward, to the bed, and threw her down on her stomach. “I like it like this.”

Grayson cupped her ass, kneaded it. Then he spread her cheeks wide, sliding a finger down the crevice. “Such a tight, pretty ass.”

His hand dived between her swollen, soaked folds, drawing out moisture, sliding it over the pucker of her anus. He dipped a thumb inside as he played with her clit. She cried out with pleasured shock.

“Like that, sugar? I can do more. Much more. Maybe later, when I get back. For now, I have time only for a quick hard fuck.”

Gripping her hips, he stroked his cock over her dripping channel. The teasing motion had her moaning. Then he pushed at her, withdrew in a slow torturous stroke. Samantha wriggled her bottom in impatience.

 With a grunt, he thrust deep inside. Their flesh slapped together, his swollen balls banging against her, his fingers digging into her tender skin. A climax shimmered just out of reach. She pushed back against him, then took his hand and guided it to her front. Grayson played with her clit, and the hard press combined with his excited grunts and aggressive thrusts built the pressure higher. She cried out, squeezing hard down on him, his shout mingling with her scream.

When he pulled out, he used the sheet to wipe himself off. As he dressed, she collapsed on the bed in a languid daze, shivering.

“It’s cold in here. Light a fire?”

He snorted. “What do I look like, a gods damned servant?”

Samantha raised herself up on an elbow. “Please.”

Logs on the stone fireplace lay ready. Grayson opened his mouth and a lick of fire ignited them. Weak with shock, she stared.

He had her powers, but hadn’t mitigated the demon. He shouldn’t have breathed fire…

What was he?






  

 

Chapter Eight


 

The bathroom was large and luxurious, but she cared only for the privacy. Samantha ran the shower as an excuse and sat on the tub’s lip. Demon strength had enabled her to survive. Maybe it was about time she tapped her angelic powers.

Closing her eyes, she envisioned Grayson’s home. The cozy interior, made warm by his heated, sexy smile. Saw him as he’d been, tender and funny, considerate…

White light shimmered around her, sending tendrils of heat curling through her body. She felt her mind drifting, soaring over meadow and mountain, until she could see the cabin. A high-pitched scream came from inside.

Her spirit floated through the closed door. In the living room, eight wolves surrounded a naked, cowering man on all fours. The man moaned as one delivered slow, methodical punches. Her spirit cringed at the cruel blows, but more so at the animal pain the man suffered.

Why didn’t he fight back?

She recognized the attacker from the bar. Must be Russell, the pack enforcer Grayson mentioned. Russell kicked the man in the ribs, gloating as he moaned. “Not so tough now, are you, lone wolf? Where’s your super powers? Or did you finally decide to come crawling back to us for obedience training, after you left?”

Her spirit ached at the man’s pitiful whimpers. His bare back was covered with darkening bruises, but the strong muscles, the scars looked familiar.

And then he raised his head, gray gaze dull and resigned.

With a low gasp, she fell back into her body. Breathing heavily, she hung her head, feeling weakened and sick.

The man in Grayson’s cabin was the Ancient himself. He collapsed under another well-placed kick. The shifters laughed, and ambled out of the cabin. “C’mon, leave him and let’s get back to town and fetch our leader. He’s not going anywhere.”

A hard knock at the door roused her. The knob jiggled. “Yo, Samantha, want to spare some water for me?”

She struggled to return to this plane. Samantha gathered her composure, turned off the shower as the door opened. Grayson’s appreciative gaze swept over her naked body. “Waiting for company?”

“Maybe.” She drew in a deep breath. “I have to tell you something. The other night when we fought outside, and my demon came out. The venom, in my talons, when I cut you, it got inside you.”

Grayson shrugged. “So?”

“The venom acts on your deepest fears like a drug. It doubles your pain, makes you feel like you’re split in half. In the forest, when you were sick, what happened? You were in agony. I heard you cry out.”

“Not me.” His face tightened. “That other one, he was hurting. But me, I’m stronger. I don’t need him anymore.”

Panic raced through her. Samantha’s jaw dropped. Oh dear gods, the venom, when he took my demon inside, it disabled his powers and made them go loopy.

The truth stood before her, six feet three inches of muscled, angry Ancient shifter. Grayson’s dark side, fueled by her demon.

And his good, compassionate side?

Was back at his cabin, dying.

If she didn’t unite the two Graysons soon, the Ancient would be lost forever.

 Somehow, she had to convince this dark, demonic half to join sides. Save the good, weaker Grayson before the wolves returned for him.

I’d have a better chance of building a snow fort in Hell, she thought. She felt desperate, sick at heart. It wasn’t just her. If Grayson died, the world suffered a tremendous loss. He was needed.

Liar, the tiny voice inside whispered. You need him as well.

Never before had she relied on her good side for help. Maybe it was about time.

Samantha reached for the white light. Help me, she silently pleaded. Help me help him.

For the first time in six years, thoughts of revenge faded, replaced by a strong desire to rescue her lover. She saw the dark demon before her. Saw its strength, sexuality and courage. She saw herself. Think, Samantha. When your demon took over, what was your biggest weakness?

Grayson’s smile widened as he looked over her naked body. It was an arrogant smile, filled with cocky self-assurance, minus the tenderness and compassion.

Arrogance. Pride. Sexuality. She could play on these.

“I suppose you’re right. I don’t need him. Not when there is you. You’re so much stronger and sexier.”

He bridled and thrust out his chest. It was working.

A slow smile curled her lips. She ran her hands over her hips, toyed with the moist curls at the apex of her thighs. “Like what you see?”

He nodded, seemingly transfixed.

“You want more, don’t you? I’d like it too, but… I want to try something really different. You say there are two of you now.”

Now a pulse began to beat wildly in his throat. Encouraged, she continued. “Back at your cabin. I came so hard, I saw stars. I want that again, Grayson. I want you. But I have a confession to make, and I don’t want you to think the less of me. It’s this fantasy I’ve had for a long time when I lie alone in bed at night.”

Beneath his heavy, dark brows, his eyes widened. “What is it, sugar?”

She reached up, cupped his ear. “Having two men at once. Not just two men. Two of you.”

Sinking back to her toes, she gave him an innocent look. “It’s very naughty of me, isn’t it?”

“Hell,” he said hoarsely.

Deliberately, she tweaked her nipples. “You gave me so much pleasure, Grayson. But imagine two of you at once… Do you think you can do it? Give me enough orgasms to make me scream your name to the rafters?”

A calculating look twined with the lust on his face. Samantha ratcheted up the challenge to his male pride. “Of course, if you’re worried about performing…”

Hard purpose glittered in his gaze. “Never.”

“I’d like to think so, but maybe I’m wrong. I mean, it’s a silly fantasy.” She gave a deep, exaggerated sigh. “That tub looks good. There isn’t any amount of pleasure the two of you can give me I can’t give myself.”

His penis straining, Grayson muttered a juicy curse. Almost there.

Deliberately she cupped herself, gave a slow stroke. “So good. It was so…good.”

White showed on his scar as he clenched his fists. He barked a crude oath, seized her wrist. “Get dressed. I’ll show you.”

 When they set out on the path again, she sensed his drive. He was seething with lust, whipped by anger. Lancing his pride had worked.

But getting him to reunite with his good half was another matter.

 

“What happened to me?” Grayson rasped to the empty cabin.

Never had he felt this weak and useless. It was as if someone had stripped away all his strength and cunning.

Warm blood dripped from several cuts and scrapes over his naked body. Even as the lacerations began to heal, he still hurt deep inside. Felt shame.

Shame and pity for those who’d tormented him. And fear, not for himself, but for Samantha. She was alone with his bad self, his darkest half.

Knowing his darkest moments, he wasn’t certain that Grayson could be trusted.

The back door opened. Grayson tensed. They were back and would deliver more pain, more agony. Then he heard Samantha’s light, teasing voice.

“That’s more like it. I imagine you’re quite hungry after that walk. You ate nothing. Would you care for some dessert?”

Clothing rustled. A low, familiar growl sounded. His. Grayson gave a humorless smile as he forced himself to stand. Not many people came face to face with their worst halves.

Had to hide, get out of sight. He thought of Samantha, the sweet purity of her smile, her daring and courage. Something flooded his chest.

Love.

He loved her.

The emotion did not terrify him, or make him scoff. Instead he felt warmth spreading through all his veins. He put a hand to his once-stone cold heart to feel it beating.

But its thump was sluggish. Blood pumped through his veins like viscous oil. I’m dying, he realized. Grayson tried to fist his hands, tried to summon strength. He let his love for his mate feed him strength.

And then she walked naked into the room, her arms folded across her ample breasts. A sensual smile touched her full lips.

“Here we are. Look at this. Two of you!”

The Other entered the room. Gray eyes met gray eyes. Shock touched the Other’s expression. Then he cocked his head, studying him as if seeing him for the first time.

Grayson did fist his hands then, and felt strength flow back into him. The throbbing agony in his body had turned to a dull ache. His breathing was labored, but his mind sharpened.

Her naked body gleaming with pearlescent sweat, Samantha sashayed over to him, her hips swaying gently. She swept a hand over his clammy brow.

“Poor Grayson. You look terrible. Let me kiss it…and make it better.”

Energy surged through his veins with the softness of her lips pressing against his. He closed his eyes, drinking in her lips, savoring their wet silk. Samantha kissed her way over his naked, shivering body, the white light shimmering around her, swirling into him.

Healing his injuries and feeding him strength.

Then she stood and he saw the purpose in her gaze.

What the hell was she planning?

“Two of you,” she purred. “Two men at once. My wildest fantasy. But first, a little warming up. It is terribly cold outside and we walked quite a distance.”

Samantha dropped to her knees with a pretty sigh. She unzipped the Other’s jeans and withdrew his penis. Riveted, Grayson watched with fascination.

 She laughed, the sound like tinkling bells. Her eyes sparkled as she gazed up at the Other.

“Get ready, sweet thing.”

A wet, red mouth opened wide, encircled the Other’s stiffening cock. He remembered fantasizing about this in the bar, and watched himself wrap strands of her hair around his fist as an anchor.

Watched himself receiving copious amounts of pleasure from each tug of her mouth.

A groan escaped him.

A groan escaped the Other.

Wide blue eyes stared up at the Other as Samantha slid her mouth over the reddened knob, licked a droplet. Her delicate tongue flicked out, teasing and stroking. Then she opened her mouth wide, tilted her head back and took in his manhood. The Other threw his head back and groaned.

She cupped the taut sac, her fingers tunneling through the thicker, coarse hairs of his groin. Then she turned her head, her blue eyes meeting his.

An unspoken thought flickered between them. Please, hang in there. Use your powers, your healing strength. You can’t die.

The erotic image of Samantha sliding her lush mouth over the Other’s throbbing cock twined with a strong feeling of deep-seated love. He inhaled, felt her healing strength invade his body.

Felt it nudge the dormant powers inside him. They flared, sending warmth to replace the dark coldness.

He was healing himself.

Samantha slid her lips from the Other’s rigid cock. The Other’s eyes flew open and he stared at her.

“Was that good for you?” she whispered.

Seemingly enchanted, the Other nodded, transfixed by her wet, red mouth. Grayson knew suddenly what she planned.

Samantha was going to save him.

Licking her mouth, she looked at both of them, a tinge of nervousness in her wide, guileless blue eyes. “I…don’t know what to do. I’m not that experienced.”

Hell, before me you never were with a man before me, sweetheart, but Grayson kept his mouth shut.

The moment had to be timed just right, he thought. He had to tune into the Other, let the hard lust overtake him.

Grinning, the Other glanced at him. “Well sugar, here we are. Two of me and we’ll teach you what to do.”

“Yes,” Grayson said softly.

Stronger now, he stood and went to Samantha, seizing her in his arms. Her mouth was warm and soft beneath his, and he savored the kiss. Then he stepped back, and began kissing his way down her body. Her firm breasts, her belly, the soft thatch between her legs.

The Other slid behind her, kissing the back of her neck. Soft sighs assured him Samantha was feeling pleasure.

This has to work, he thought, surrendering to the pure bliss sure of tasting her sweet skin. It has to.

 

This has to work, Samantha thought desperately. A fever of growing excitement coursed through her veins, knowing these two powerful Ancients were intent on having her.

 As the two Graysons began kissing and licking her body, arousal and embarrassment filled Samantha. A flush heated her face and she stiffened, uncertain of what to do.

The good Grayson looked up, desire darkening his gaze. “Let us do the work, sweetheart. We’re going to give you pleasure like you’ve never felt before.”

Against her backside, she felt the bad Grayson feather hot kisses over her shoulders. Then his strong arms slid around her, his hands cupping her breasts. Slowly he tugged and teased her nipples, his long, hard cock pressing against the small of her back. Samantha’s body pulsed with heat as the men made wicked magick with their hands, lips and tongues.

The good Grayson put his hand between her trembling legs, nudging her thighs apart. With his fingers, he gently parted her slick folds and spread them. She flushed, feeling vulnerable, her most intimate place exposed to his hungry gaze. Moisture seeped from her core with every flick of the bad Grayson’s questing fingers.

“So beautiful, so wet for me. But we need you much, much wetter.”

His hands grasped her hips in an iron grip, forcing her still as the bad Grayson continued playing with her nipples. She felt a wet tongue slide over her cleft, tease the taut bud at her center.

Caged between the two powerful males, she could not move. They dominated her, their heavy muscles like solid stone, their powerful arms holding her fast for their mutual pleasure. They played her like a finely tuned instrument, each stroke and caress highly erotic and arousing. Samantha’s head tipped back and she closed her eyes on a shuddering gasp.

Then the bad Grayson pressed his thick, long cock against the crevice of her ass while he continued to gently tug on her nipples. He seized her hips with his hands.

Wedging a thigh between her legs, he spread her wide, then bent his knees and stroked his cock along her wet channel. The round tip teased her pulsing opening as the good Grayson’s tongue laved at her swelling clit.

With a powerful grunt, he thrust into her from behind. She sagged forward, her limbs trembling.

“Easy sugar,” he crooned.

Placing his hands on her back, he forced her to bend over slightly.

Limp with shock, she leaned forward, supported by the bad Grayson’s firm hold on her hips.

Deeply impaled, she felt the Grayson behind her go still, letting her adjust to the awkward position. He was thick and hard and deep inside her. Breath fled her in a shuddering gasp. The hot, teasing strokes at her center continued. Samantha had never envisioned such erotic delight, cradled by the sleek muscles of two men intent on arousing every part of her body.

Two men who are the same man, she thought in a daze.

Then Grayson’s shaft, hard as stone, began to withdraw and push into her again. Flesh caressed and gripped the thick intruder, coating his maleness with her increasingly copious juices. Samantha began to pant as the strokes between her legs matched the rhythm of the tongue pleasuring her.

I can’t bear it. It’s too much.

“Stay with us,” the bad Grayson told her. He grunted as he deepened his thrusts, each rocking motion an exact match for the flicking tongue at her clit.

 Squirming she pressed against Grayson’s mouth, her hips lifting upward to each drag of his tongue. He took the swollen bud between his teeth and gently clamped down, and then began to suck. One Grayson fiercely driving into her from behind, the other licking her from the front. A hoarse moan tore from her throat as molten heat intensified between her legs, growing sharper, and deeper.

It shimmered like a point of light, and then as he penetrated even deeper from behind, she exploded. Samantha screamed, squeezing his cock and milking it, as the suckling at her center gentled into slow, tender licks. He kept tasting her until the rapturous spasms quieted.

With a slow sucking sound, Grayson pulled out of her tight core. Kneeling at her feet, the good Grayson rested his head against her thigh.

He gazed up at her with worshipful devotion like a loyal supplicant. “So beautiful,” he said thickly. “You are so beautiful to me, Samantha. If a thousand angels fell from heaven, their light would dim beside you.”

Standing, he pulled her to him, kissing her deeply. He was fully erect, his penis pressed against her belly. Desire hummed inside her like a live wire as their tongues danced and mated. As they kissed, Grayson backed up until he fell on the bed, pulling her atop him.

He lifted her up so Samantha could sit back. She straddled him, sliding her soaked cleft over his straining penis. She rose up and impaled herself on his hard length. It felt so good, so thick and full. The gentleness in his hands as he grasped her waist sharply contrasted to the eager throbbing deep inside her.

She glanced over one shoulder at the bad Grayson, saw his full mouth flatten with hard lust. He was still magnificently erect.

A shiver coursed through her as he stepped behind her and burrowed his shaft along the crevice of her buttocks.

An incredible excitement surged in her veins. These two virile men, the same men, wanted her with a primitive lust that bordered on feral hunger. The wolf shone in their eyes as each gave a low possessive growl. Their urgency scented the air, tangling with the musk of her arousal.

Fearful of what they intended, she whimpered. Then Grayson’s fingers teased and swirled, creating a delicious friction at the swollen bud between her legs. Samantha arched, her buttocks rising in the air as she pressed against his hand.

The bad Grayson leaned over her, pressing against her back, his heat and hard muscles caging her. The tip of his erection was slick with her juices as he nudged her, pressing against her back passage. Samantha arched and whimpered.

“Just relax,” Grayson murmured from beneath her. “Don’t resist. Let it happen.”

Behind her, the bad Grayson pushed against her. With gentle, yet relentless force, he pushed slowly inside, forcing her to open and admit him. Blood pounded in her ears and her breathing came in ragged pants.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Grayson soothed from beneath her. “Let him in.”

He prodded again, in deeper and stronger strokes. Samantha’s breath came in a choking sob of pleasure as she relaxed to the impact of full penetration.

Two cocks pierced her, one from below and one from above. She felt invaded and full, stretched to the limit. Yet pleasure hummed inside her. Grayson, the good Ancient, and the bad Ancient, commanding her body.

In unison, both men began to move inside her. Grayson grasped her hips, sliding her slowly up and down as the bad Grayson withdrew and pushed into her back channel once more.

It was erotic, wicked and exciting. As the fever began building inside her again, Samantha placed her hands on his muscled torso.

 She leaned close to claim a kiss, the sensitive tips of her breasts rubbing over his furred chest and whispered into his mouth.

“When he comes, come with him and blast him with everything you’ve got to reunite the whole.”

 

The friction of her sweet, tight core squeezed him hard as he slowly lowered and raised her. Grayson tenderly stroked his fingers over her round hips. Samantha, his Samantha.

Behind her, guttural groans of pleasure sounded as the Other pushed into her. Grayson stared into her eyes, letting her see all the emotions he held there for her.

All the love he’d denied.

Panting, she stared down at him, her own eyes filled with softness.

Please, let this work. He couldn’t bear to leave her alone, unprotected, when those bastards returned. He’d need all his badness, the bastard he was, to fight them.

She was hot, tight silk clenching his cock. He groaned, giving way to pure sensation.

The Other groaned deeply as well. He tensed.

Grayson recognized the signs, and opened his mind and all his senses so nothing was held back and everything flowed into him like water.

With a loud shout, the Other bucked wildly, pumping heavily into Samantha as she bore down tight and screamed. Her core milked him tightly, squeezing on his sheath as Grayson cried out her name, shooting his seed deep inside her. He opened all his senses, summoned all the healing magick shimmering in his soul and let it out in a blast of pure energy.

The Other lifted his hands from Samantha’s hair and his groan of pleasure turned into a shocked gasp. He pulled out of Samantha, staggering backwards. His wet penis bobbed like a divining rod. Solid flesh paled, became insubstantial as mist. He was no longer corporeal.

“What the hell did you do to me?” the Other screamed.

Samantha untangled herself and rolled away. As his powers surged, he opened his arms as if about to embrace a lover.

“Come back to me,” he commanded, chanting the ancient healing words. “Two halves shall be made whole.”

Pitiful screams of the fading Other echoed in Grayson’s sensitive eardrums. Fresh agony speared him. Grimly he concentrated and opened up all his healing empath powers as the Other embraced him as if he were a life raft.

Darkness shrouded him. The sins of his past, the people he’d hurt. The darkness was a sharp stabbing knife, sinking into his heart over and over, but he did not turn away. The darkness was him and he was it, needing it, needing his badness, his strength. Grayson let the darkness sink into him like a black puddle, the acid burn bubbling his soul. He arched off the bed in hot agony.

A low, anguished howl escaped him. When he fell back, the Other was gone.

He was fully Grayson once more.

Sitting up, he pressed his fingers to his sweating temples, and gave Samantha a sharp look. “You okay?”

Nodding, she sat on the bed, a dazed look in her lovely blue eyes. “I need to get dressed.”

A little wobbly, she left the room.

Emotions flooded his heart and he welcomed them. It had taken a separation of his self to acknowledge his feelings for Samantha.

When she returned, Grayson turned to embrace his mate.

 A grayish figure with crimson eyes and a red mouth snarled at him. Her powers were back. Samantha was fully demon once more.

“What…the fuck?” he yelled.

Her features faded to normal. A small smile played on her mouth. “When your dark half came inside me, I took back my demon powers. Two can play this game, Grayson.”

A rich curse filled the air. Grayson raked a shaky hand through his damp hair. “You can’t do this, sweetheart. We’re back to square one.”

Suspicion filled him. “You took back your demon powers from him when he came inside you. But I did as well when all three of us were physically connected and the energy I blasted him with…”

He gave a shaky laugh. “I’ll be damned. What comes around, goes around.”

She squinted at him. “What are you talking about?”

“Me. You and what you have inside you now, sweetheart. You’ll soon find out.”

And then his senses pricked in horror as he picked up a familiar stench wafting through the house. Grayson stood, tugging at her hand.

“We need to get the hell out of here. They’ve come back.”

The front door banged open and a thick, oily gas gushed inside. Coughing, Grayson motioned to Samantha to cover her mouth.

No use. Tears gushed from her eyes. The mixture made him dizzy, disabled his powers. Magick sparked the air, not his, but a familiar magick in the air.

Wearing gas masks, the six from his pack who’d tormented him entered the bedroom.

But this time they were no longer alone.

A corpulent man in an expensive suit and an oil gas mask pushed past. He regarded the disoriented Samantha and the naked Grayson with a nasty look.

“Grayson. About time.”

Words forced past his cracked, dry lips. “Hello Jerome.”

Samantha’s features slowly resumed their normal appearance. She stared in stunned shock. “Jerome?”

“Jerome Cabot.” Grayson fisted his hands. “My pack leader. The one you’ve been searching for all this time.”






  

 

Chapter Nine


 

The windows were opened. Magick sizzled in the air, forcing the gas outside. As Cabot and his men removed their gas masks, she desperately struggled for her powers.

Samantha gulped down fresh air. No use. The gas had tamped both dark and white light.

Her mind swirled with disbelief. The enemy she’d sought stood before her. Yet she couldn’t summon the vibrant strength to react.

She’d absorbed back her demon strength with every last drop of the bad Grayson’s come. The spell she’d silently chanted had worked. Yet neither darkness nor light aided her now as Cabot approached. The shifter lifted a strand of her hair, wound it around a blunt finger.

Breath escaped her. Gasping, she struggled for composure.

For the cold anger and hatred that stayed her course all this time.

Nothing happened but the same cloying dizziness. It was as if she were an invalid. Neither angel nor demon powers emerged.

Her astonished gaze whipped to Grayson. His muscled body glistened with sweat. Taut with strain, he fisted his hands as he glared at his leader.

Former leader.

“The tear gas is a special, illegal mixture one of my loyal men obtained for me. It scrambles your natural powers. Just long enough to disable you,” Cabot said, yanking her hair back so hard she winced.

“You bastard, stop touching her.” Grayson leapt forward, only to be restrained by two shifters. They snapped silver handcuffs on him, winding a length of rope about the cuffs and tying him to the bed. His head fell back and he looked weak and drained.

Fighting back tears, she reached for her strength. Cabot took her hands, turned over the palms.

“Grayson, you have a deep affection for this one,” the shifter murmured. “She is quite comely. I did not realize she would grow to become such a lovely Darklighter.”

“You killed my parents,” Samantha croaked, repulsed at his touch, yet too weak to draw away.

“Not I.” Cabot dropped her hands, his smile gone. “Oh, I wished it. I ordered it. But a certain disloyal member of my pack betrayed me. And for that, I expelled him. Some of my men wanted to kill him for his betrayal. I forbade it, until he took an assignment to make you his mate.”

The cool, green gaze fouled with ugly anger. “I could not have Grayson absorbing the powers I coveted. The minute he agreed to make you his, he signed his own death warrant.”

A strangled grunt escaped Grayson as he struggled to free himself. “It’s me you want, Jerome. Leave her be. Take me instead.”

“You’ll both suffice.” Cabot glanced at her, laced his hands around her neck. Pressure ensued and she struggled to breathe. “But first, we must clear the air. Samantha should die knowing the real identity of her parents’ killer. Not me.”

“It was you.” She gasped, her vision growing blurry. “I, I heard my mother scream your name.”

Cabot laughed. “I was not there, dear Samantha. My representative was. He was under my express orders to kill them.”

“Then…” She struggled to pry his fingers from her throat. “Tell me who it is. I’ll destroy him myself.”

 The pressure eased and she choked down a lungful of blessed air. Her vision blurred with tears as Grayson’s tormented gaze met hers.

“He killed your parents, Samantha. Grayson is the one you want.”

 

Sorrow lacerated his guts as those wide blue eyes stared at him in dawning shock. Now the truth came out, with all its ugliness.

Cabot looked amused. “We’ll leave you two alone for a moment. I wish to take a short walk to see what new territory I’ll acquire with Grayson’s death.”

When the door slammed behind them, he turned to his mate.

“Samantha…” he began.

“You murdered my parents,” she said dully. “You took away the people I loved. It was your knife held to their throats. The blood…”

He wanted to slit his own throat at her anguish. Immobilized, his fingers stretched out for hers. Samantha yanked away.

“Don’t touch me.”

Misery and self-loathing congealed inside him. Since the day he’d watched her parents breathe their last, he’d dreaded confronting the truth.

Dreading hurting her again, Samantha with her stunning courage and mixture of goodness and bad. The sweet angel and the strong demon. He had known every minutia of her demon strength.

Knew exactly what power it gave her.

“Why? They never did anything to you.”

Somehow, he must get through to her, to make her see. Maybe she could save herself. She must. Cabot would not lay a hand on her, he vowed grimly. If I have to gnaw off my own damn hands to get free, I will.

“I was under orders from the Society to execute your father. Your mother was to be spared, as were all of you. But your father had killed a human and taken justice into his own hands. He had to be destroyed to preserve our world.”

Samantha’s fists tightened.

“Jerome found out my assignment. He ordered me to capture your father, bring him back to the pack with your mother, and kill them both slowly. Very slowly. When a demon or a half-demon is destroyed, unless it’s done very quickly, the dark powers are unleashed like a mist. Anyone can absorb them.” His even gaze met hers. “Do you understand?”

Please. You must.

“Killing them slowly would enable you to gain my father’s power.”

“Not me. Jerome. He craved the darkness, and knew your mother would not remain silent. She had to die as well. When I told her what my leader wanted, she screamed his name. She was terrified, knew what it meant for her daughters. Jerome would have the ability to capture all three of you, and destroy you.”

“But you killed her…”

“Samantha, she asked me to. She could not bear to live without your father.” He gentled his tone, knowing the agony this caused. “I had no choice with your father. It was quick and painless for them both. I made certain of it.”

Grayson bowed his head, relief filling the empty space inside him. For so long, he’d kept silent. “I was the one you sought all this time. I’m the one you wanted revenge against.”

Emotion shadowed her face. She bit her lip. “It, it was painless.”

 “Yes. I made certain through my powers. Your mother screamed for me to do it, Samantha. I’m sorry. I know…for a mother to wish to leave her children behind.”

Urgency loaned him strength. “Listen to me now, sweetheart. These handcuffs, the merging of my two halves sapped me. I can’t fight this. But you can free yourself. Get out of here before they return. Cabot wants you now, to take your father’s place. Free yourself.”

Closing his eyes, he struggled against his bonds. No use. Exhausted, his muscles quivered. Grayson opened his eyes to regard the woman he loved.

The demon, the angel.

“I can’t ask your forgiveness. I don’t deserve it. All I ask is for your life. If you live, I can die in peace,” he said hoarsely.

Misery filled her luminous eyes. A single tear leaked out, splashed on his hand as she leaned over him.

“Maybe I can forgive you for what you did. You were under orders and you were merciful. But why did you keep the truth from me?”

“I couldn’t bear to see you hurt again, like that night.” His voice broke. “It killed me that you had to witness that. It killed me, Samantha. And when you gave me this scar. I nearly welcomed it.”

Her mouth opened and closed and a distant look entered her gaze.

Samantha traced the cruel mark with a finger. “I remember now. A shadowy, tall stranger, his face hidden by a cowboy hat. I picked up the knife, and when he bent over, I ran out of the closet, lashed out…and then I fainted.”

“It was me. I called the Society and they kept you safe until you could be reunited with your sisters. I’m sorry, sweetheart. I’d have done anything to take away your pain. I’m an empath healer and I couldn’t even heal your anguish. I can remove evil, but couldn’t with Jerome. He was my alpha, and every time I tried, my sense of loyalty balked. Loyalty. Duty. I lived for it.”

Grayson’s voice shattered. “Can you ever forgive me?”

 

Forgive him, the man she’d wanted dead all these years?

Confusion, anger and grief collided together, making Samantha’s dark half and her angelic side clash like warriors. All this time, she’d lusted after killing the Hunter who’d slain her parents. She’d envisioned him as a ruthless beast with cold eyes. He lay before her now, but all she saw was love for her.

“You spared them Cabot’s torture.” She wiped her streaming eyes.

His gaze was steady. “Knew I had to. I knew if I went against my alpha, I’d get kicked out and lose my family and my entire pack. I’d do it again.”

For the first time, her heart wasn’t heavy with crazed fear and the thirst to destroy. It was heavy with the knowledge this man had sacrificed everything to spare her parents agony and prevent Cabot from growing stronger.

“Cabot is the one who deserves my wrath. But we’re trapped here. He wants my powers, Grayson, and there’s nothing I can do to stop him.”

“Yes, there is.” His deep voice grew stronger. “You can defeat him. It’s in you, this ability. Without calling on your own natural powers. You have new strength and new powers that you can tap. Save yourself, Samantha. It’s all I ask. I can die in peace, if I know you are safe.”

“What new powers?”

The door burst open. Cabot stood in the hallway, anticipation gleaming on his face.

 “Time to go, little demon. Outside. First, I have a very belated date here with your Ancient.” He fished a silver dagger out of his suit. “Myself and my friend here.”

Two of his men dragged her off as Cabot sat on the bed, the dagger hovering near Grayson’s torso. Grayson’s shriek followed as they hauled her outside. Crying out his name, she struggled in their grip.

She must do something and stop this. But how? Grayson said she had the power within her. Yet when she desperately tried coaxing out either the white light or her demon strength, nothing happened.

Cabot clattered down the back steps, humming a tune as he dropped the bloody dagger on the dead grass. Grayson’s blood. Her heart pounded as tears rose in her throat.

“Now, Samantha. You’re not as strong as your father was, but you’ll suffice. Time to dance with the wolf. Nice and slow. It has to be slow. Sorry it’s going to hurt. Badly.”

The last word came out in a snarl. A large, muscled gray wolf replaced the dapper man. His men released her with a knowing smile.

Remember sweetheart. It’s in you.

Grayson’s words echoed in her mind. A humming sang in her veins, a vitality she never felt before. It was filled with courage, ruthless determination and gentle healing. As if Grayson’s powers had merged with hers…

They did! When I removed my demon magick from him, I absorbed his.

Wonder filled her. The shifter had given her his strength, even his bad self had bonded with her to protectively watch over her. No one had ever sacrificed so much for her. His wicked sense of humor, sensuality and deep courage were qualities she’d sought her whole life.

I love him.

Angel and demon both welcomed the thought. The demon with wicked thoughts of what she’d do to his naked body; the angel with the loving tenderness she’d shower upon him.

Samantha flexed her hands with a humorless smile.

Natural powers, my ass, you son of a bitch. I’ve got new powers that aren’t my own. Someone very powerful was watching my back. An Ancient.

As Cabot neared, saliva dripped from his opened mouth. Fangs glistened. He wanted to tear and rip and maim. Slowly.

“Not so fast,” she murmured. “Let’s take our time and dance, huh, big boy?”

Snarling, the wolf surged forward. She darted away, her mind racing as she remembered what Grayson told her. I can remove evil, but couldn’t with Jerome.

But she harbored no loyalty toward the werewolf.

“C’mere, big doggie, nice doggie,” she crooned. “You want to dance, let’s dance.”

The taunt worked. Jerome circled, then loped toward her, teeth bared.

Power sizzled inside her as she flung out her hands. A bolt of energy sailed through the air, lassoed the wolf’s legs, cinched them tight. With a howl, Jerome fell. His men looked shocked, then furious.

As they raced forward, she did the same. Samantha danced out of reach, triumph snaking through her.

Not enough. Not nearly. What would Grayson do?

Heal them. The empath would heal the evil inside, and leave only the goodness.

Samantha danced closer to the wolf, careful to avoid the slashing fangs. She laid her hands on the thick fur and inhaled deeply.

 Wolf and woman merged in spirit. Blackness gushed inside her soul, a nasty foulness that made her gag. Grimly, she held on, her touch absorbing, drawing out the poison like snake venom.

Jerome fell back with a whimper. She concentrated and forced the evil out of her pores, coaxing it to gather in her hands. Samantha stared at the foul mass on her palms. Concentrated, drawing on her love for her parents. Her sisters. Grayson.

The mass turned into black ash. Gently, she blew it away.

When she did the same to the other men, leaving them trembling and weak, Samantha raced back into the house. Elation turned into sobs. Surely it wasn’t too late to save him.

You can’t die. Please.

She thought of his big, bustling vitality, his cocky grin, his quiet strength as he’d held her. His powerful sensuality, the way he made fire in her veins with his caresses, the joining of their bodies.

I need my mate. He was her mate, forever.

The house was quiet as she ran inside. Tears blurred her vision as she gulped down a deep breath for courage. Demon and angel powers were returning, the white light hushing her fears, the demon loaning her trembling hands strength to turn the bedroom doorknob.

Grayson lay still upon the bed. Blood soaked the covers.

A sob clogged her throat. Samantha slammed a fist against the jamb, cracking it.

His eyes opened. “If you keep doing that, I’ll have no house left.”

Joy keened through her. She joined him on the bed, covering his naked body with kisses. His lips, his face.

As she told him what happened, the usual cocky grin faded. “I knew you could do it, sweetheart. I had faith in your ability to defeat him.”

“I thought Cabot killed you,” she whispered.

“Can’t keep a good Ancient down. We’re hard to destroy. Especially when a certain lovely temptress with demon strength and angelic healing gives me her powers.”

“When we made love…we bonded,” she realized.

Grayson winked. “Had sex. I know you dislike that word love.”

“Made love.”

He yanked hard at the handcuffs, breaking them. “Seems that gas of Jerome’s needs a little adjusting. It doesn’t work for long.”

She touched his face, tracing the silvery scar with a finger. “I don’t understand something. If you’re so powerful and can heal with your empath powers, why does this remain?”

Grayson’s gaze grew somber. “After you did, I poured salt water onto it. I figured I deserved it, and every time I looked in the mirror, I’d remember what I had done.”

Softly, she kissed the cruel mark. “I’m glad you did. Because it’s a mark of honor on an Ancient who gave up his life, his pack, his beloved family to spare my parents.”

She wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, Grayson.”

Closing his eyes, he rested his chin against her head. “Love you too, sweetheart. And that’s the truth.”

 

A week later, her feet dangled over his strong arms as Grayson carried her over the threshold of his secret cabin. Their union had been formalized, Director Anderson officiating. The bounty on her head forever cancelled now that she’d tamed her dark side.

Sparing Cabot and his men and removing their own darkness was a clear sign of compassion. The demon no longer ruled her.

 Grayson had winked at her and murmured, “That part of your demon, anyway.”

She’d met his family, and they’d fallen all over Grayson, and then her, showering them with hugs and kisses. Wetness came to his eyes as he hugged his parents and siblings. Leadership of the pack had fallen to Grayson’s cousin, who immediately welcomed him back.

But Grayson refused to join, only saying he would visit from time to time.

Now they were alone in his cabin. Samantha glanced around as he set her down. “Why here?”

A gleam ignited his gray eyes as he tweaked her nose. “Last time I didn’t have the pleasure of all of me being with you. The only one having fun was the bad me.”

“I like the bad you. You’re very good.”

He grinned. “I can be even better, sweetheart. I thought it was a good place to consummate our union.”

“Always devoted to performing your duty?”

His kiss promised a blizzard of pleasure. Grayson smoothed back her hair, gave her a tender look. “From now on, my duty is solely reserved for you.”

They never made it to the bed. Tearing off their clothing, they writhed together, entwined like snakes as they made fast, furious love. After, he held her close, burying his head into her hair.

“Remember what you told me when we first met? You said, ‘I’m no angel.’ And I wasn’t, either. Just an ornery demon.” Samantha stroked his sweating temple.

Raising his head, he gave her a sexy, drowsy smile. “Don’t know about that. You’re every inch an angel to me.”

As she raised her eyebrows, he added tenderly. “Because sweetheart, heaven is right here with you. And here is where I want to stay, for always.”
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