
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Day 1 

	“Don’t move or make a sound.”

	Mia froze at the com­mand given by a gut­tural male voice. The sharp point of an ob­ject pressed into her back, between her shoulder blades, was even more alarm­ing be­cause it could only mean he had a drawn a gun on her. She’d moved to her neigh­bor­hood three weeks ago, and though it wasn’t the best of places she could live, it was all she could af­ford and she hadn’t thought about mid­night mug­gings when she signed her lease. She blinked rap­idly and tried to think of how she would walk away from the en­counter with her dig­nity in­tact. Fear was an emo­tion she hadn’t be­come ac­cus­tomed to in her new life.

	Fear in the past for her had al­ways been an ap­pet­izer to the main course of pleas­ure. Even now, as she waited for in­struc­tion, the heady memory of chas­ing down prey caused her body to tingle with an­ti­cip­a­tion. Her senses sharpened, and her mouth watered at the re­membered taste of hot flesh and warm skin. It was a hun­ger that would never be fully sated now that she’d left her other life be­hind. Mia would not be swayed by the de­li­cious vices of her past.

	“Open the door slowly,” the man hissed in a low whis­per.

	Mia paused; the hard press of his weapon in her back let her know he was ser­i­ous about his threats but her brain wasn’t will­ing to com­ply. Ac­tu­ally, it was the part of her­self she locked away, her other half of teeth and pain that wasn’t will­ing to fol­low or­ders. Her si­lent other self that was gnaw­ing at her from within, hop­ing to burst forth and feed the con­stant ache of hun­ger she tried daily to avoid.

	“Please, I don’t have much money but take what I have,” Mia said with what she hoped was the ap­pro­pri­ate amount of panic.

	“I said open the door.”

	Her at­tacker’s voice was laced with enough men­ace to make his words ring true but her ini­tial shock was start­ing to wear off. It was late, her shift at a local cof­fee shop go­ing longer than she’d ex­pec­ted, but it was not so late she couldn’t hear the night sounds of cars and people mak­ing their way through the darkened city. If she screamed someone would hear her-they might not save her but they would hear her, and the risk this home in­va­sion presen­ted far out­weighed whatever her at­tacker was hop­ing to achieve.

	Step­ping for­ward, Mia turned around quickly and looked at the man who dealt in the busi­ness of ter­ror and strife. She had ex­pec­ted an­other ex­ample of his prowess, a strike to the face, a men­acing growl, or even the flash of his weapon to il­lus­trate he was still in charge, but in­stead she watched as he faltered in his step and pulled back from her.

	Mia stared in fas­cin­a­tion as her at­tacker tried to re­build the guise he’d donned so re­cently, but the mo­ment had passed and she could sense his fear. She’d been so wrapped in the memory of her past ex­ploits she hadn’t no­ticed the sweetly en­ti­cing scent of his anxi­ety per­meat­ing the space between them. Her secret other half snarled at the idea of tak­ing him apart bit my de­li­cious bit, and she shuddered from the ex­er­tion of keep­ing her nat­ural tend­en­cies bur­ied deep within.

	“You need to do what I say,” the man rasped out.

	His gun shook ever so slightly. Oth­ers might have not no­ticed it, but she was al­ways aware of the tell­tale signs of weak­ness. Those little in­dic­at­ors of body lan­guage that in­dic­ated a per­son was nervous and were try­ing so vali­antly to pre­tend they were not. Clos­ing her eyes, she took a deep breath and in­haled the aroma of his anxi­ety, let­ting it roll over the back of her tongue like a fine wine, and breathed out through her noise slowly, sa­vor­ing the prom­ise of an in­vit­a­tion she could not take.

	“I know they put you up to this, but you have a choice. Run now-you may not get far but at least you’ll know you tried,” Mia whispered, in­fus­ing her voice with sin­cer­ity.

	The man shook his head mutely and waved his gun. He was one of their good little sheep and was de­term­ined to reap the praise and ad­or­a­tion of his mas­ter. She sighed sadly; she knew the fate of sheep that were cared for by wolves.

	“This isn’t go­ing to work,” she called out loudly into the night.

	“Be quiet,” the man hissed, look­ing nervously around him into the dark.

	They must be near, she thought as she fol­ded her arms across her chest. Of course they would be near; they’d put the bait in her path and were prob­ably wait­ing ex­pect­antly to see if she would take it. Mia loathed them, the Fam­ily, and loved them in equal parts. All they had ever known was the easy prey of hu­mans, the sweet taste of their warm blood and the tangy fla­vor of their flesh. Cen­tur­ies of con­di­tion­ing as the top of the food chain, the pred­ator that walked in plain site as it hunted within the shad­ows, her kind couldn’t ima­gine an­other way, but Mia was de­term­ined to try. She was young enough to have hope still and planned to live her life on her terms.

	“I will shoot you.” The man stepped closer, point­ing his gun with more pur­pose.

	The light she’d left on earlier to il­lu­min­ate her front door caused the dark metal of his gun to shim­mer. She could see a si­len­cer fit­ted snugly to the weapon, and she was sure he would in­deed shoot her. The Fam­ily was big on mak­ing a point, and a les­son was never quite learned un­less pain was in­volved. He had prob­ably been told to shoot her where it would hurt but not enough to cause “real” harm. The poor fool didn’t un­der­stand he would have to shoot her in the heart or the head to do any real dam­age. If shot, the old Mia would have smiled as she pressed her fin­gers to the wound, push­ing and prod­ding un­til her fin­gers were coated with her own blood. Hu­mans were usu­ally squeam­ish when faced with blood, and to see a night­mare come to life, rev­el­ing in their own pain, al­ways sent her prey into a tailspin.

	“What’s your name?” she asked softly.

	“I will hurt you.”

	Oh, she thought, they’d chosen well with this lovely little bit of male del­ic­acy. He would hurt her and en­joy every minute of it. With each second that passed and she didn’t at­tack him, the sad­istic nature that helped her­ald him into the lov­ing bosom of her fam­ily be­came stronger. She was no longer the mon­ster he’d ini­tially feared; she was weak and eas­ily con­trolled. The fact that the fam­ily had sent him to cause her pain prob­ably re­in­forced this be­lief, bol­ster­ing his con­fid­ence. Mia didn’t need the gift of mind read­ing to know he would en­joy break­ing her, but it would be done with a slow pre­ci­sion that would en­sure that, once broken, she would never be put back to­gether again.

	“Shoot me if you must, but when I step in­side and shut the door I sug­gest you run and run fast. As I’m sure you’re aware, they do not tol­er­ate mis­takes.”

	Mia turned quickly and opened her front door, step­ping in­side the dimly lit hall of her tiny, first-floor apart­ment, and shut the door quickly. The man didn’t shoot her, and be­fore she could ex­hale the breath she’d been hold­ing she heard a muffled cry. It seemed as if the night sounds dis­ap­peared, and all she could hear was the sound of that man’s death. They’d chosen him be­cause in the past she’d hated men like him, sheep that tried to pass them­selves off as pred­at­ors. They were al­ways too loud and too rough, tak­ing when there was no need, and lack­ing the pa­tience to really learn how to hunt.

	The sounds of fab­ric rip­ping and then flesh caused her heart to race in an­ti­cip­a­tion. She could smell blood ming­ling with the scents of the night, and the slurp­ing gulps of who that had sent him caused that for­bid­den half of her to moan in ec­stasy. Mia clenched her hands at her sides and tried to will her­self to walk away from the door, to go into her bath­room and run a hot bath with lav­ender and jas­mine. She would cleanse her senses of the blood and gore that was right out­side her door and sur­vive an­other day of sobri­ety. Tried was the op­er­at­ive word, be­cause as the sounds of teeth rend­ing flesh from the bone filled the quiet night she found she couldn’t move.

	Mia was temp­ted-she was para­lyzed, ac­tu­ally, with the de­sire to open the door and beg for the bits that were left. Sa­vor the taste of a meal like no other, but she didn’t be­cause she knew if she failed this test she’d never be able to pass any other the Fam­ily chose to send her way. She was her own wo­man now, and though it was dif­fi­cult, she pushed that dark half of her­self that craved the hunt back down into the deep­est, darkest hole within her she could find. Her skin prickled and sweated from the ex­er­tion, but as with most chal­lenges she faced, she sur­moun­ted it and breathed a sigh of re­lief.

	Push­ing from the door, she shook her whole body and felt the ten­sion of the last few minutes fall off her like dis­carded wa­ter. She tuned out the noises from the other side of the door and walked through her tiny stu­dio apart­ment, touch­ing the now-fa­mil­iar things she was col­lect­ing in her new life. The ges­ture groun­ded her and helped keep her in the present. All of this stuff was an ex­ample of the life she’d planned for her­self, a life that was away from The Fam­ily. She could do this, she thought as she headed to­ward the bath­room and the prom­ise of a hot bath.

	“You’re get­ting sloppy.”

	The cul­tured tones and deep timbre of a male voice startled Mia. She should have known the Fam­ily wouldn’t have stopped with the at­trac­tion out­side her door but would also send backup just in case she was stub­born enough to pass on what they were of­fer­ing.

	“This is my sanc­tu­ary. I guess I as­sumed wrongly you all would re­spect that.” She turned slowly and watched as he un­fol­ded him­self from the dark shad­ows that danced at the very edges of the room. It was as if they were one and the same, and as he stepped fully into the low light she’d turned on when she’d left for work earlier in the day, Mia res­isted the urge to sigh out her ap­pre­ci­ation.

	It was hard, be­cause one could not look at the sheer per­fec­tion that was Ga­len and not ut­ter a sigh of con­tent­ment. He was darkly hand­some with olive skin, burn­ished golden from his time in the sun, a tall, leanly muscled body that spoke of agil­ity as well as strength, and a rak­ish mop of wavy raven hair that seemed to bal­ance per­petu­ally between groomed and wild. It was his eyes, though, that al­ways held her cap­tive, and as she gazed into them she res­isted their mag­netic pull.

	He was the bad boy in­carn­ate that had you whis­per­ing a re­luct­ant no even as you dreamed of him slip­ping those strong fin­gers un­der the edges of your panties. Ga­len was heartache and rest­less nights, but also mo­ments of such ex­quis­ite pleas­ure that when he was deeply em­bed­ded in­side you his bad boy ways didn’t mat­ter. He was the ul­ti­mate pred­ator, and it would take all the strength Mia had to res­ist him, be­cause though she could deny her dark other half the pleas­ure of blood and flesh, they both longed for the pleas­ure Ga­len could cre­ate with one well-placed kiss.

	“You have had your fun-it’s time to come back home,” he stated flatly, in­ter­rupt­ing her wan­der­ing thoughts.

	“My de­par­ture was ap­proved by the eld­ers. Your tres­passing is in vi­ol­a­tion of that agree­ment,” she replied firmly.

	“Would you pun­ish me, sweet Mia, for break­ing the rules?” His ques­tion was like the warmest caress with the hint of a sharp sting. She res­isted blush­ing as the memory of such caresses sur­faced in her mind. Mia would not suc­cumb to the charms of the bad-boy pred­ator. No mat­ter how en­ti­cing those charms were.

	“Not me per­son­ally, but I’m sure a call to the eld­ers would suf­fice,” she re­tor­ted, rais­ing her chin in de­fi­ance.

	“That is as­sum­ing you can reach the phone.”

	“Un­less you plan to re­strain me, I don’t see there be­ing a prob­lem.” As the words left her mouth, she stifled a groan of frus­tra­tion at the smirk his lus­cious mouth formed. He stepped farther into the light, and she res­isted the urge to re­treat, even as the dark in­tens­ity of his sea-green eyes held her in their snare. She should never have men­tioned re­straints to Ga­len, be­cause that had al­ways been his fa­vor­ite form of play.

	“Oh, sweet Mia, I would so love to have you bound for our pleas­ure.” The deep timbre of his voice washed over her body, and she could al­most feel the cool tex­ture of the satin ties he used wrapped around her wrists and ankles. He would have her spread open, aching and wait­ing for his mas­ter­ful touch. His strong fin­gers would knead sore muscles and his de­li­cious mouth would kiss skin sens­it­ive from hav­ing him so near. He would trail his too-sharp teeth gently across del­ic­ate parts of her body, nip­ping where needed as he kept her hov­er­ing between a state of pleas­ure and pain. She both hated and loved his unique abil­ity to do that to her body.

	Mia took a deep breath and ig­nored the way his nos­trils flared as the scent of her arousal per­meated the space between them. She was her own per­son now, and the bad-boy pred­ator was not go­ing to drag her back. Straight­en­ing her spine, she gave him a cold look be­fore she brushed past him to her front door. She dis­en­gaged her locks and opened the door swiftly, in­dic­at­ing with her head what she wanted him to do. He gave her a toothy smile that was white per­fec­tion and too-large teeth and sauntered in her dir­ec­tion.

	“Res­ist­ing al­ways makes the chase that much more ex­cit­ing,” he whispered close to her ear be­fore he walked into the night and the shad­ows.

	Mia slammed the door be­hind him and ig­nored the sound of his husky laugh that seeped into her apart­ment like a pro­voc­at­ive per­fume. Her darker half whimpered with a need that had noth­ing to do with her earlier hun­ger, and Mia wanted to sit down and cry with her. She should have known it was too easy when she was re­leased from the fold and told she could go out on her own to dis­cover a world made in her cre­ation. She en­vi­sioned a world that wasn’t ruled by The Fam­ily, one where she chose to live as hu­man. Mia should have been more sus­pi­cious, a little bit more cau­tious, but now that she knew they weren’t go­ing to play fair, she would be on guard and ready for the next time they sent their mes­sen­ger out on a call.



	




	Day 2 

	Mia slowed as she passed the mouth of an al­ley. She couldn’t ar­tic­u­late what slowed her, but she knew there was some­thing in the dark shad­ows of the deser­ted ac­cess way that she was sup­posed to see. The hairs on the back of her neck felt as if they’d been in­fused with elec­tri­city as they crackled against her skin. Tak­ing deep breaths, she was thank­ful she’d de­clined her coworker’s of­fer to walk her home. They lived in op­pos­ite dir­ec­tions from the cof­fee shop they both worked at, but Mia’s des­tin­a­tion would take her through the less sa­vory area of the neigh­bor­hood, and her coworker wor­ried about her walk­ing it alone. Sug­gest­ing in­stead to ac­com­pany Mia and have the coworker’s boy­friend pick her up from Mia’s place.

	It was a sweet ges­ture that spoke of kind­ness Mia hadn’t quite got­ten used to. She had never been ab­used with the Fam­ily but little niceties had never been part of her ex­ist­ence. One either thrived or didn’t, and the thought that someone cared for her safety warmed her enough that she al­most gave into the tempta­tion, but as she stared into the too-quiet dark­ness of the al­ley she real­ized she’d made the right choice.

	“You might as well get this over with, be­cause I’ve had a long day and don’t have time for bull­shit.”

	She in­fused her state­ment with as much bravado as she could muster. Mia really was tired; she hadn’t slept the night be­fore, as her dreams were plagued with dreams of sub­mis­sion. They were tor­tur­ous, prom­ising ful­fill­ment but never tak­ing her where she needed to be. She’d woken sev­eral times in the night after the sen­sa­tion of the cool press of leather against her skin or the tingle of her hair be­ing pulled by fa­mil­iar, strong hands sent her body into a frenzy only to have her mind squelch the pleas­ure with real­ity. Mia was grumpy, and if the fam­ily wanted a fight, she felt ob­liged to give them one to­night.

	“Oh, piss off!”

	She screamed into the dark al­ley and turned to con­tinue on her way only to be stopped by a whim­per­ing plea for help. Mia knew it was a mis­take, but the siren song of that plea drew her for­ward and caused her dark half to rise out of the deep, dark place where she’d been se­questered. Someone was pos­sibly in­jured, weak, and vul­ner­able in­side that al­ley, and Mia’s darker half sal­iv­ated in an­ti­cip­a­tion. She was just at the lip of the al­ley and held her­self back from mak­ing that fi­nal cross­ing. Clench­ing her fists, she took a deep breath and shook her body sharply, dis­pla­cing some of the need that had over­come her.

	“I’m go­ing to call 911. Just stay calm,” she called out as she fumbled in her bag with numb fin­gers.

	Call­ing for help was so counter to who she was that she fo­cused on who she wanted to be, a per­son that didn’t prey on the weak, or she would fal­ter in her de­cision. If there was someone in­jured in­side the al­ley, there was noth­ing she could do for him or her without the aid of med­ical pro­fes­sion­als. She would only tempt the tenu­ous hold she had on her con­trol after her sleep-de­prived night, and if she was go­ing to beat her in­her­ent drive to con­quer by sub­du­ing the pred­ator that resided in­side her, she had to avoid all op­por­tun­it­ies for tempta­tion.

	“You really aren’t any fun any­more.”

	Mia al­most dropped her phone at the sound of Ga­len’s voice. This was the second time he’d caught her un­aware, and she wanted to kick her­self for be­ing so stu­pid. Growl­ing with frus­tra­tion, she shoved her phone back into her purse and stared into the smug face of her tor­mentor.

	“Don’t you have any­thing bet­ter to do?”

	“Yes, but the per­son I want to do bet­ter with isn’t will­ing to play,” he said with a lech­er­ous grin.

	She wanted to knock out those per­fect white, too-sharp teeth. Not only that-she want to shave off that rak­ish mop of wavy raven hair and mess up the per­fect angles of his strong jaw. Mia wanted to shake him un­til he fell apart and wasn’t such an ar­che­type of sex and sin taunt­ing her back into the life she’d chosen to step away from. Giv­ing him the bird, she pulled her hobo bag closer and walked away. His husky laugh should have ir­rit­ated her but in­stead it strummed a prim­it­ive tempo against her clit.

	“If you are com­mit­ted to be­ing a part of the herd, I in­sist that I walk you home,” he said as moved along­side her.

	“I don’t need any­thing from you,” she answered tersely.

	Her hardened nipples called her a liar, but she knew they were con­fus­ing the brisk night air for the prom­ise of his fin­ger­tip caress. Grind­ing her teeth, she ig­nored her way­ward nipples and the in­cess­ant throb­bing of her neg­lected clit and looked at Ga­len from the corner of her eye, scowl­ing more at how he seemed so at ease, her bad-boy pred­ator. The crooked smile he gave her when he caught her star­ing only in­furi­ated her more, caus­ing her to speed up her pace in or­der to get to the sanc­tu­ary of her home. She would need a calm­ing lav­ender­and jas­mine-scen­ted bath again to­night, and pos­sibly the ex­pert­ise of her new­est elec­tric toy.

	“I’ve missed you.”

	She hunched her shoulders at his con­fes­sion, re­fus­ing to hear truth in his words.

	“I know you don’t be­lieve me, but I have.” Mia pressed her lips tightly to­gether and res­isted the urge to re­spond. The in­dus­trial build­ing that housed her apart­ment was in sight, and if she could stay si­lent long enough, she’d make it home where she could shut out his words and their pos­sible mean­ing.

	“I miss how re­spons­ive you were when I ap­plied the right amount of pres­sure. I can still feel how wet you’d get in the palm of my hand after I’d given that lovely little pink clit of yours the spank­ing it de­served.”

	Mia al­most faltered in her step as he fin­ished his de­clar­a­tion in a voice gone even deeper from arousal. She didn’t re­spond though, be­cause she was afraid of what might come out of her mouth if she spoke, and more im­port­antly what might find its way in. In­stead she squared her shoulders and gave Ga­len a scath­ing look. He was com­pletely un­re­pent­ant and gave her a mock­ing wink as he kept pace with her hur­ried steps. The little light she kept on above her door was a beacon in the night, prom­ising sal­va­tion from the tor­ture he was bring­ing.

	“No com­ment, sweet Mia. Usu­ally that lovely mouth of yours was quick to put me in my place. Which in­ev­it­ably was in­side you.” He chuckled to him­self at his own state­ment.

	Mia prac­tic­ally ran the fi­nal yards to her door and fumbled around in her bag, search­ing for her way­ward keys. She could feel him at her back, wait­ing pa­tiently for an in­vit­a­tion she couldn’t give if she planned to keep her san­ity. If she let him in, he would have her-dear God, would he have her-and when she was at her weak­est he would con­vince her she didn’t need to stay away. He would be all ra­tional facts and ex­amples of how cen­tur­ies of evol­u­tion could not be wrong, and she wasn’t a mon­ster when she fed her darker half’s needs. Those sea-green eyes would stare into hers, and she would be­lieve every single word, and there would be noth­ing of her left. She needed to stay strong, walk in her front door, and shut it firmly be­hind her.

	Fo­cus­ing on what she needed to do to put dis­tance between her and Gale be­came a man­tra she chanted as she tried des­per­ately to find her keys in her ri­dicu­lously large purse. She kept re­peat­ing each step in her plan as she felt him be­hind her, wait­ing pa­tiently in the shad­ows of the night. It was on a con­tinu­ous loop as she fit­ted her key in the lock and pushed her door open to free­dom, clos­ing out her bad-boy pred­ator. It was even the thing that kept her groun­ded as the husky sound of his laugh slipped into her stu­dio, re­mind­ing her just how pa­tient a pred­ator can be.



	




	Day 3 

	Mia’s nerves were frazzled, and she was sur­prised she hadn’t snapped at some point dur­ing the day. If she’d barely slept two nights ago; last night she hadn’t slept at all. Ga­len’s words to her the night be­fore had their in­ten­ded ef­fect, and she’d fit­fully turned in her bed as her body ached for the re­lease only he could provide. She taken mat­ters into her own hands, lit­er­ally, but it wasn’t the same and in­stead, even though she’d come, she’d never found re­lease.

	She rubbed the counter vig­or­ously, hop­ing the mo­tion would burn some of the un­spent en­ergy that was rid­ing her hard. She and her man­ager were clos­ing up, and Mia al­most had the place spark­ling as she manically cleaned every sur­face and ap­pli­ance. Tully had re­treated to the small of­fice in the back to fin­ish clos­ing pa­per­work and leave Mia to her newly ac­quired OCD tend­en­cies.

	“I don’t think that can get any cleaner, Mia.” Tully chuckled as she walked out from the small of­fice.

	Res­ist­ing the urge to snarl, Mia gave her a weak smile be­fore gath­er­ing up her clean­ing sup­plies. The idea of mov­ing, pick­ing up and plant­ing roots some­where else, far away, entered her mind, but she knew the Fam­ily and she knew Ga­len. There wasn’t a place far away enough. She sighed with frus­tra­tion as she put the clean­ing sup­plies away and hur­ried to gather her stuff so she and Tully could leave.

	“I know we haven’t worked to­gether long, but if there is any­thing you need to talk about, let me know.”

	Mia felt the un­fa­mil­iar prick of tears as her man­ager gave her a shy smile. She’d never had any­one to con­fide in. Prob­lems were solved de­cis­ively where she was from, and there was no need to de­lib­er­ate. This new hu­man con­di­tion she found her­self part of was more com­fort­ing than shed ex­pec­ted.

	“Thanks. I really ap­pre­ci­ate that,” she replied, giv­ing Tully a shy smile of her own.

	She could tell the other wo­man wanted to say some­thing else but pulled back at the last minute. Mia was grate­ful be­cause even though she was awed by the new emo­tional world she in­hab­ited, she wasn’t com­pletely com­fort­able with the com­plex­ity of it all. In­stead they turned off the lights and Mia waited pa­tiently as Tully locked up.

	“Let me give you a ride home,” Tully said.

	“Thanks, I’d ap­pre­ci­ate that,” Mia replied.

	To­night she wouldn’t chance an­other late-night stroll that would place her in the path of her own per­sonal Big Bad Wolf. As she walked with Tully to the wo­man’s beat-up, eco­nomy-sized car she felt a sense of re­lief at the thought her and Ga­len’s paths wouldn’t cross. They quickly got in­side and sat in a com­fort­able si­lence the short dis­tance to her stu­dio. Mia thanked her as she got out of the car and had never so sin­cerely met those two words in her life. As she walked to her front door she felt the anxi­ety of an­ti­cip­a­tion settle in, but she wouldn’t let it weigh her down.

	Even as she stepped into the fa­mil­iar con­fines of her stu­dio, she couldn’t shake the feel­ing some­thing big was about to oc­cur. It was her lack of sleep, she thought to her­self, and her nerves were just tightly wound be­cause she’d de­prived her body of the rest it needed. There was a quart of dark chocol­ate ice cream in the fridge that would help take the edge off.

	“This new care­less­ness is start­ing to con­cern me.” Mia froze at the sharp tone of Ga­len’s voice. She’d never been the re­cip­i­ent of this type of rep­rim­and, and it stung un­pleas­antly.

	“This is my sanc­tu­ary,” she replied with her own sharp tone.

	“You know bet­ter than most that noth­ing is ever truly sac­red. Even if you have joined the herd, you should never for­get what it was like to run with the pack,” he growled, step­ping out of the shad­ows and con­front­ing her.

	“I can do whatever I damn well please,” she replied.

	He stared at her with those too-in­tense, sea-green eyes, and she felt as if he were tak­ing her apart layer by layer. The longer he stared, the more her body craved the touch of his hands in­stead.

	“Yes, I guess you can,” he fi­nally said softly.

	Mia ex­pelled a sigh of shock. He wasn’t sup­posed to agree with her. In­stead he was sup­posed to push and prod un­til she be­came so angry all she could think about was put­ting as much dis­tance as she could between them.

	“What is it you would do to­night?”

	Her bad-boy pred­ator was very clever, she real­ized. This new ca­pit­u­la­tion wasn’t some­thing she could ever think of as sin­cere. He was still plot­ting and as al­ways when he took away her need for an­ger, her de­sire for him had op­por­tun­ity to flare stronger. Two nights she had tossed and turned as im­ages of denied pleas­ure flittered through her brain, leav­ing a phys­ical im­print on her body. It was tor­ture and the tempta­tion of him was far too great for her to ig­nore. Be­cause he was a clever hunter, she knew it was all part of his grand plan, but she was once a clever hunter her­self and knew how to play the game as well.

	“It seems I will be damned,” she replied be­fore fist­ing the front of his shirt in her hand and bring­ing his mouth down for a hard kiss.

	She ran her tongue gingerly along the edges of his sharp teeth and moaned as he pulled her close to his body, so close she could feel the out­line of his per­fect erec­tion. Feel­ing him hard and heavy against her was all the sig­nal her body needed, and it softened in an­ti­cip­a­tion of be­ing filled with him. Mia didn’t have time to think be­fore he roughly lowered her pants and bent her over the back of her couch.

	“This won’t change any­thing.”

	He didn’t say it as a ques­tion, and she didn’t bother an­swer­ing be­cause when he surged in­side of her there was no need for words. She would fal­ter this time, pos­sibly sev­eral times, be­cause the tempta­tion of his pleas­ure was far stronger than her hun­ger for easy prey. His sure strokes and nimble fin­gers that plucked at her sens­it­ive clit sur­passed the heady sen­sa­tion of sink­ing her teeth into a fresh kill. Her bad-boy pred­ator was wild and un­in­hib­ited as he moun­ted her, driv­ing her higher and higher un­til she could only find her way down by crash­ing. But he didn’t stop; in­stead he pulled quickly out and dropped to his knees, bury­ing his face in her wet cen­ter from be­hind and de­vour­ing her with one lick, nip, and suckle at a time. She was ca­reen­ing again to­wards that highest point, try­ing to stave off the crash when she real­ized that be­cause noth­ing had changed, it meant they would get to do this all over again.
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