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To Ricki. There are no Chinese fingertraps in this book. I promise.



Prologue


Ricki

[image: _____]

It was shaping up to be one hell of a shitty day.

First, my boss Candy had been on the warpath from the minute the boutique opened. Apparently, the two employees that closed the night before hadn’t cleaned up to her satisfaction. They were going to catch hell as soon as they came in for their evening shift. The two young women in question were new hires, employed for just a little over a month, and it had been their first night to close alone.

They hadn’t done a perfect job, but I thought they did pretty well for their first try. However, I knew better than to say that to Candy. By lunch time, I’d managed to talk her into letting me go over what they needed to improve upon for their next shift. While Candy might not have any compunction about firing them over a couple of small mistakes, I really didn’t want to have to train new employees after finally getting those two settled.

I intended to go over Candy’s list of complaints in a calm, concise manner and avoid the words, “Next time you’re fired”, if at all possible. They were two sweet college freshmen and very eager to please. I was certain that the threat of losing their jobs wouldn’t be necessary.

Considering Candy’s personality deficiencies, she paid her employees well. Probably because that’s the only way they would tolerate her batshit crazy ass. Though I didn’t hold the title of store manager, or even assistant manager, Candy paid me as well as most other boutique managers I knew. Since I had to drop out of college my sophomore year, that was pretty good pay.

Even the glass of wine I had at lunch wasn’t much help when it came to dealing with Candy’s edgy attitude all day, so I was glad to see her leave at three for her salon appointment. Since I helped open the store at nine, I left at six after giving the girls a check list of everything that needed to be done for close that night, including the things they had forgotten the night before. Since she had a date, I doubted Candy would come back at nine to check up on them.

After I left the boutique, I stopped by the grocery store. My fridge was almost empty, which meant I needed to grab some basics. Before I could get out of my Honda, my cell phone rang. When I saw who was calling, I almost sent it straight to voicemail. I knew if I did that, he would just keep calling.

“Hello, Craig.”

“Ricki, hey. Are you busy?” He sounded friendly and genuine. Unfortunately, the fact that he was a two-timing scumbag didn’t show in his face or demeanor.

“I have a few minutes. Why are you calling?” It was a struggle to keep my voice even but I would be damned before I’d let him hear even a sliver of my pain or anger. He wasn’t worthy of it.

“I can’t call and see how you’re doing?” he asked, sounding hurt.

I rolled my eyes. “No, Craig, you can’t. You lost that privilege when you started seeing another woman while we were together. Oh, wait. I was the girl you started seeing on the side, wasn’t I?” The words were cutting and sarcastic but they didn’t seem to faze him.

“Look, I told you that I’m really sorry. Can’t we at least be friends?”

Gritting my teeth, I asked, “Do you really want to be my friend? Or are you just looking for an in?” When he sputtered, I interrupted. “You know what, never mind. Your motive doesn’t matter. What matters is that you cheated and lied. Even one of those would be enough to convince me that you’re an asshole. The fact that you did both means you’re a complete piece of shit. Don’t call me again.”

I disconnected and lowered the phone from my ear. Breathing heavily, I rested my forehead against the steering wheel. My one attempt at a healthy, serious relationship had ended up being just as fucked up as my parents’ marriage. It was fucked up in a different way, but still rife with lies and infidelity. His infidelity. It seemed that the only men who wanted me were the kind that couldn’t keep their dick in their pants.

Logically, I understood that many people had happy, monogamous relationships, but, as time went by, I became more convinced I would never be one of them.

It seemed my mildly crappy day was on the fast track to becoming a full-on goat fuck. It was time to go inside, buy what I need, and get home. As I climbed out of my car, I caught a glimpse of a man walking into the store and stopped breathing. From the back, he almost looked like Calder.

Though I hadn’t seen Calder Atwood since Donna’s Halloween party a week ago, I hadn’t been able to get him out of my mind. That night would be forever etched in my memory with perfect clarity. Every kiss, every touch, and the small bruises and love bites that had only begun to fade. It was the most intense sexual experience of my life. Then, not even twelve hours later, I saw him with another woman. While they hadn’t been doing anything other than talking, he was shirtless, his back scratched. The woman was beautiful, tall, blonde, and wearing nothing but a sheer black lace bra and panty set with fresh fucked hair. I wasn’t blind or stupid. It was pretty clear what they had been doing. Yet another example of the type of jackhole that rang my bell.

The man disappeared from my view and I forced myself to take a deep breath, trying to calm the racing of my heart. It wasn’t him. I was imagining things because I’d allowed Craig to get me worked up with his stupid phone call. Just as I closed my door and used the remote to lock my car, the cloudy sky opened up and a torrential rain poured out. Swearing, I put my head down and dashed for the entrance to the store.

Once inside, I grabbed a basket and hooked the handles over my forearm. My intention was to pick up just a few things until my next day off. I was done with this day and wanted to go home. Moving quickly, I grabbed a carton of skim milk, cereal, whole grain bread, and deli meat. When I turned to walk away from the deli counter, I stopped short. Calder was standing ten feet away in profile.

Mouth dry, I closed my eyes and shook my head. I had to be hallucinating. My lids lifted but he was still there. Only instead of staring at the shelves in front of him, his eyes were glued on me.

My heart began to thud against my sternum, hard and fast, and I could feel the impact of each beat throughout my body. I wanted to run, but my feet stayed rooted to the spot as Calder began to walk toward me.

“No,” I whispered.

His stride hitched, as though he heard me. Well, he probably had. I didn’t know much about werewolves, but I did know their senses were heightened. He was too close when he finally came to a halt. It didn’t help my heart rate.

“Hi, Ricki.”

A chill ran down my spine when Calder said my name. It brought back a flash of memory from that night a week ago. I could literally feel the tips of his fingers digging into my hips as he held me up against the wall, his face buried between my thighs.

“What are you doing here?” My voice came out shrill and wild. I cleared my throat, trying to combat the tightness.

“Shopping, same as you,” he answered.

I glanced down at his empty hands. “I don’t believe you.” My eyes traveled back up the length of his body, taking in the faded jeans, cream sweater, and dark brown leather jacket. “Why are you really here?”

He leaned forward slightly. My acute awareness of his body made those small inches feel much more threatening. “I needed to see you.”

“Why?”

I tried not to flinch as his hand lifted to toy with the ends of my hair where they draped over my shoulder. My skin tingled though there was a layer of cloth and leather between his fingers and my bare body. How could I be so strongly attracted to him yet still want to smack the shit out of him?

As though he could read my mind, he asked, “Can’t you feel what’s between us? It’s so strong I can almost see it.” His pupils dilated, swallowing the iris until only a thin band of bright green remained. “For the last week, all I can think of is the way you smell and your taste. That night—”

The fog of attraction dispersed under a sudden blaze of anger and I shrugged off his hand. “That night was a mistake.”

“How can you say that? It was the best night of my life.”

Unable to control it, I scoffed. “I’m sure. You fuck my brains out for a few hours then move on to some tall blonde with perky boobs and long legs. It sounds like every teenage boy’s fantasy; screwing two women in one night.”

I jumped when he snarled softly.

“That’s not what happened,” he growled. “Chloe and I—”

I made a slicing motion with my hand in the air between us. “I don’t care about you and Chloe. You lied to me. You made me think that you wanted more than a one night stand. If you had just been honest with me, I could have handled it, but I refuse to waste time with a man who lies to me.”

“Listen—”

“No!” My voice carried and heads turned. People were now openly watching our little discussion. “I told you, I don’t want to know.”

He grabbed my arm, his face tight with anger. “Look, let’s talk about this somewhere else. Just let me explain.”

I jerked on my arm, but he didn’t release me. “I’m not going anywhere with you! Unless you want to attract the attention of the cops by hauling me out the door with everyone here watching us, you need to let go of my arm and leave me alone, right now.”

Calder’s jaw tightened and I was certain that I heard his teeth grinding. He released my bicep suddenly. “Fine, but this isn’t over, Ricki. You and I will fucking talk, so you’d better get used to the idea.” His cheek brushed mine as he leaned over me, his mouth to my ear. “I’ll see you soon.”

My thighs trembled as I watched him turn on his heel and stalk away. He went straight out the doors and into the rain, never looking back. Feeling weak, I waited until he disappeared from sight before I moved.

On shaky legs, I grabbed the last few things I needed on autopilot. As I made my way to the cash register, I saw a display of my favorite white wine. It had to be fate. After the day I had, a nice glass of wine, or six, sounded great.

I grabbed three bottles and made a beeline for the check out.


Chapter One


Calder

[image: _____]

Two days after seeing Ricki, I was still pissed off. For the last forty-eight hours, I’d fought the urge to track her down and show her exactly who she belonged to. The only thing that stopped me was knowing that I would see her at Donna and Conner’s tonight.

The tension was killing me. I had to release it or I would drag her away from the party kicking and screaming. Centuries ago, that was how the strongest males claimed their mates. They would scent her, cut her from the pack, and carry her off, regardless of her protests. Unfortunately, I didn’t have that option. Being the human mate of a werewolf would be a difficult adjustment for any woman. Essentially kidnapping her wouldn’t put her in the best frame of mind to deal with the transition. But there would be a transition. I marked her last week and being away from her for eight days had my inner wolf howling for his mate. Abstinence wasn’t a state either of us, wolf or man, were accustomed to, so I couldn’t wait much longer to claim her or I would lose control and hurt her.

To get a handle on my simmering temper, I spent the afternoon at my home in the pack compound. Though I kept a small house in the city, the farmhouse was truly my home. It had been in my family for three generations and I’d remodeled a couple of years ago, adding upgrades throughout the entire house.

After I arrived at the compound, I stripped to my skin and shifted, welcoming the burn as my muscles and bones moved into a new position. My skin tingled as thick golden fur spread across my body. When the transformation was complete, I took stock of my body, shaking the last of my humanity away.

In this form, the wolf could take control and I could let go of whatever thoughts or problems were bothering me. I took a mental step back, letting the wolf stretch his legs, running hard and fast through the forest. In the cool fall air, I could smell the smoke from nearby fires, the scent of earth, and the inviting trails of prey.

I let my thoughts wander as fast and wild as the speed of my paws when they hit the ground. As it had been for the last couple of days, my mind centered on Ricki. Who in the hell did she think she was, questioning my honesty? Wolves might be cunning and sneaky, but we hated liars. How could she think so little of me?

I ran in circles and zig zags through the woods for over an hour until I finally collapsed next to one of the ponds on the property. Despite the chilly temperatures, I was hot and panting from exertion. As I lay on my side in the grass, I released the wolf, my body changing back to human form. Immediately, sweat began to collect on my skin and dry in the light breeze.

I rolled over onto my back and stared up at the sky, my thoughts going back to the night I made Ricki mine. The only thing that had stopped me from going after her when she ran was the knowledge of how she would be received in the pack. Chloe hadn’t batted an eyelash at the fact that my mate was human, but her grandmother had been human before she was mated and turned. I’d never met Sophia MacArthur, but her reputation was formidable and fierce, though she was closing in on five hundred years old. Fucking with her or the MacArthur family was an invitation for an ass kicking the offender wouldn’t forget. If they lived to regret it at all.

The rest of the pack wouldn’t be as tolerant as Chloe. Human mates were rare and almost entirely made up of women taken by male wolves. A female wolf taking a man as a mate was practically unheard of. Either way, most packs shunned humans, even if their mate turned them. Often, males refused to turn women because of the danger, even if it meant there would be no pups. Some got lucky and found a mate that had wolf ancestors. Though they didn’t have enough shifter genes to change form, they could have children with a werewolf.

Human females were usually treated like shit by the bitches of a pack. If things went too far, a male would step in, but that would result in even more resentment and vicious behavior behind his back.

I didn’t want to put Ricki in a position that would make it even more difficult for her to accept me. I wasn’t experienced with human women, but I did know that they didn’t recognize their mates the way wolves did. It would take me time to convince her that we belonged together. Hostility from the pack wouldn’t help me reach that goal.

Still, I couldn’t wait much longer to put my plan into action. Though my father explained it to me on more than one occasion, I never fully understood what it felt like to be mated. The driving urge to be near her. It was almost a compulsion and after only six days, I’d given in and followed her from her work to the grocery store.

Though our conversation pissed me off, I finally understood why she ran from me. She thought I was without morals. I liked sex a lot, but like any male wolf, when I took a mate it was until death. I knew enough about humans to know that vows of love, commitment, and marriage weren’t always enough for partners to remain faithful.

Wolves, once committed, wanted only their mate. I could appreciate a beautiful female, but Ricki was the only one I burned for, the only one I needed as much as I needed my next breath.

I shivered as the wind blew across my rapidly cooling skin. I got to my hands and knees and shifted once more, not wanting to make the walk back to my house stark naked in the cold. The run released a great deal of my tension and cleared my head. Tonight, when I saw Ricki, I would make sure she understood exactly what was going on between us. I wouldn’t let her to run from me again.

*     *     *

Hours later, some of that screaming tension had returned. The ballroom at Conner Savage’s mansion was crowded with people. Though the party was under the guise of yet another engagement celebration for he and his fiancée, I knew better. Now that Conner was pushing the Council to ally themselves with the pack and the witches’ coven, this was a gesture. Witches, wolves, and even some cat shifters mingled with vampires. I caught the occasional whiff of humans, but none of them were the scent I was eager to find.

Ricki still hadn’t arrived and the party began an hour ago. The need to see her, hold her, was so acute it hurt. The animal side of me wanted to wallow in her scent until I carried it with me everywhere I went. Though I thought I was doing the right thing last week by not pursuing her, I regretted it. I underestimated the desperation I would feel to be close to my mate. Until her, I had never fucked a woman I couldn’t walk away from.

I smelled her before I saw her, but the sight of Ricki in a slinky red dress turned my muscles to stone. What in the fuck was she doing? Wearing red to an event full of vampires was essentially hanging an Open for Business sign around her neck. Every fanged bastard in the room would be circling her like sharks who scented blood. While the shifters here tonight would respect the mark on her neck, I doubted vampires would care.

As I watched heads turn to follow her progress across the room, I whispered, “Fuck.”

“Problem?”

I turned to glare at Chloe but didn’t answer. She smirked at me. If I wasn’t a little worried that she would hand me my ass, I would have shoved her away like I did the disrespectful pups in the pack. Unfortunately, she wasn’t a member of the MacIntire pack, but an enforcer for another. She definitely must have taken after her grandmother in terms of ferocity because females usually didn’t last long in the upper levels of pack hierarchy. I had no interest in testing out her fighting abilities, mostly because I wasn’t entirely certain I would win.

“So, I’m guessing the little human in red is your mate?” When my scowl turned to a snarl, she had the balls to laugh.

“How did you know?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Her scent was all over you last week when we talked. Also, the way you’re staring at her as though you want to club her over the head and drag her out of here by her hair is kind of a dead giveaway.”

I growled. “Shut up.”

“Suit yourself.” Laughing, she walked away.

I ignored her, searching the room for Ricki. I knew she was still near because her scent hadn’t weakened, but I’d lost sight of her while I was talking to Chloe. I saw her with Kerry and another woman. I thought the female’s name was Shannon. I recognized her but hadn’t spoken to her before.

Since she was surrounded by her friends, I knew that talking to Ricki right now wasn’t an option. After what happened two days ago, I doubted that she would be eager to speak to me again. I would wait for now, but we would talk sometime tonight. In the meantime, I wanted her to know that I was nearby.

Stalking across the room, I glared at several vampires who were about to approach my mate. To make sure my message was clear, I projected one clear, aggressive thought. MINE! Everyone around the group of women, vampires and shifters alike, moved away.

Some of the tightness in my muscles relaxed as my mate was no longer crowded by hungry vampires and horny werewolves. Knowing that Ricki would run if she saw me approach, I angled my path in order to flank her. As I neared, my eyes widened. The red dress clung to every curve of her body and had no back. Though the back of the dress wasn’t indecent, I didn’t like that the sleek lines of her muscles and the tanned skin stretched over her spine were on display for everyone.

The urge to strip off my suit jacket, wrap it around her, and haul her out of Conner’s house was so strong, I paused. Clenching my fists, I took a deep breath. I would have my chance to talk to her, I only needed to be patient. Though my patience was definitely wearing thin.

My goal was to make sure she knew I was close enough to touch her and to throw her off balance. I wanted her to be unable to think of anything but me, just as all I thought of was her. As I closed in, I realized the group of females were talking about me and smiled.

Suddenly, the edginess I’d been feeling all evening lost its sharpness. Deliberately, I walked past her, dragging my fingertips across the smooth skin of her lower back. She jumped and turned to stare at me with wide brown eyes. I didn’t stop moving. My eyes met Kerry’s and I winked at her. When I saw the corner of her mouth tug as though she was fighting a smile, I knew I had an ally.

I headed toward the bar and ordered a beer. I found a spot that allowed me a clear line of sight to the group of three women. As I took my first sip, I watched them. Well, actually, I couldn’t take my eyes off Ricki. I couldn’t figure out what it was about her that drew me the most. I noticed things about her I’d never noticed about any other woman. While I appreciated the same sort of assets most males did, I watched the gleam of her silky golden skin under the lights and the way her hair moved. I was definitely a mated wolf if I paid attention to things like her hair and skin, even when the sexiest parts of her body were covered.

Shaking my head, I drank more of my beer. Lachlan was going to get a kick out of this, my being mated. Still, if it meant I had Ricki in my home and in my bed every day, I could handle the teasing.

As I watched, Ricki’s face paled and her eyes went wide, as though she were fighting tears. Straightening, I set my beer on a table and began moving before I could think about it. She never even noticed me when she turned and hurried out of the ballroom.

Veering to the left, I wove my way through the crowd, trying to keep my eyes on her. For some reason, I felt a strong urge not to let her leave my sight. When she disappeared through the doors leading out of the ballroom, I cursed under my breath and rushed forward. I must have been projecting some violent thoughts because the vampires parted in front of me as though they knew that I was on the verge of throwing them out of my way.

The hall was all but empty when I exited the room, so I relied on my nose to lead me to Ricki. I turned down several hallways, surprised as usual by the size of Conner’s home. It was like a maze. While I liked my space, a home this large just made me feel twitchy.

I followed her trail to a powder room at the back of the house. As I lifted my hand to turn the knob, I heard the muffled sound of crying. Instead of opening the door as I planned, I tapped lightly.

“Ricki?”

The choked sobs ended abruptly.

“Ricki, open the door.”

“Calder?”

“Yeah, baby. Open the door.”

After a short pause, I heard the click of the lock in the door knob as she turned it. The door cracked open, revealing half of her face. Something twisted in my chest when I saw the remnants of tears on her cheeks and the slight redness to her eyes. It was obvious she tried to wipe away the wetness on her face, which turned that twisting in my chest into something more violent.

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice shaky.

Without a word, I slid inside the small bathroom with her. I used my foot to shut the door behind me. I cupped the back of her head, tilting her face up so I could see her clearly. Her breath hitched when I rubbed my thumb across her cheekbone, wiping away a stray tear.

“Why are you crying?”

She blinked furiously. “I’m not.”

I smiled a little at her stubbornness. “Okay, why were you crying?”

Ricki just stared at me, her brown eyes swimming with tears again. I lowered my face and rubbed my cheek against hers. I wanted to kiss her, but held back because my first priority was to comfort her.

“Tell me what’s wrong, darlin’.”

Ricki sighed, her eyes closing. “I hate it when you call me that.”

“Why?”

“Because I like it too much.”

I couldn’t control the twitch of my mouth. “I like callin’ you darlin’.” I rubbed the nape of her neck gently. “Please tell me what’s wrong.”

Her eyelids lifted. “Were you telling me the truth about the woman you were with last week?” Her brown eyes were piercing, as though she could see straight into my soul.

“Yes, I was telling you the truth about Chloe. She and I have been friends for a long time. She’s not a member of the pack and I only see her a couple of times a year at most.”

Ricki’s eyes narrowed as she continued to study me. “Then why were you shirtless? And why was she in nothing but her underwear?”

I frowned at her. “Is that why you thought we had sex?”

“Uh, yeah. Most of the time men and women are only naked in each other’s presence when they’re screwing each other.”

I shook my head. “It’s not like that with shifters, Ricki. We’re not shy. Nudity is common and not always sexual.”

She scowled at me. “What do you mean nudity is common?”

I realized that she really didn’t know anything about shifters. “We get naked before we shift. It’s messy business and usually ruins our clothes if we’re dressed. That night, Chloe was here with members of her pack and there were issues between two of our younger members. No one could find Lach, so they tracked me down. Chloe and I ended up shifting in order to deal with the situation. She didn’t want to put her dress back on until she’d showered. Something about bloodstains being a bitch to remove from Versace.”

Ricki’s eyes widened as I continued.

“You have to understand, darlin’. I marked you. That means something to me. You mean something to me. I don’t want anyone but you, Ricki.” Without thinking, I slid my thumb beneath the strap of her halter dress and ran it over the fresh scar I’d left on her neck last weekend.

“What does that mean, you marked me?” she asked, her eyes wary.

Sensing we were getting into dangerous territory, I tried to choose my words carefully. “It means that your special to me.”

Smart girl, she didn’t let my carefully chosen words fool her. “Special? Like twenty other women?” she asked sarcastically.

I shook my head, tugging her closer so that her body rested against mine. “No. You’re the only one I’ve ever marked.” Unable to resist any longer, I touched my lips to hers. “The only one I ever will mark.”

For a moment I thought I succeeded in distracting her, but she asked, “What does the mark really mean?”

I knew she wouldn’t like what I had to say, but I told her the truth anyway because I hated the idea of lying. “It means that you’re my mate.”


Chapter Two


Ricki
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“What?” I asked. I was very nearly yelling and I struggled in his embrace. “What in the hell does that even mean?”

Calder’s arms tightened around me but I kept shoving at him.

“Mate? MATE?!” I asked shrilly. “As in, wife?”

His expression became sheepish. “I guess that’s the human equivalent, but—”

“No.” I shook my head. “No way. I’m not your mate and no way in hell are you mine.”

The concept scared the shit out of me. My father had been a handsome man, but Calder surpassed him in the looks department. In fact, compared to Calder, my dad was Quasimodo. All he would have to do was snap his fingers and women would fall all over themselves. It was a disaster in the making. Already I could see my future and it was more frightening than my past had ever been. I would not become my mother, a shell of a woman subsisting on vodka and broken dreams.

Calder’s face hardened and his eyes glittered with anger. “What am I to you then?”

“A one night stand.”

I gasped when his fingers tightened in my hair, pulling the strands. He pulled my head back, our faces so close together I could feel his breath on my lips. I ignored the heavy throb of desire that began to build between my thighs. I told him things I’d never told another man, about my fantasies and what I enjoyed. It seemed he hadn’t forgotten that I liked an edge of pain during sex.

I inhaled again and was immediately distracted by the clean scent of his skin. He smelled like soap, only earthier. Memories overwhelmed me. Though he wasn’t touching my hips, I could feel the bite of his fingertips into my flesh as he held me up against the wall and pounded into me.

I shuddered as the flash of that past moment superimposed over the present. The way he’d touched me, rough and demanding, had left behind bruises that were just beginning to fade away. I found myself studying them in the mirror every time I undressed to take a shower, alternately hating their presence, yet regretful that they were disappearing with each passing day.

“I don’t think so,” he whispered, closing the small distance between us so that his mouth brushed mine with each word he spoke. “I think that’s what you want me to be, but we both know it’s not the truth.”

“I don’t know anything about you,” I argued fiercely, “other than the fact that you’re a great lay.”

His control broke then. Growling, he slammed his mouth on mine, forcing my lips open for the assault of his tongue and teeth. I felt the vibrations of that growl in my chest. The kiss was hard and punishing, completely lacking in the tenderness he’d given me before.

The sharp edges of his teeth dug into my lip and I whimpered just before the taste of blood filled my mouth. Calder growled again, his hands moving from my head to my ass. He changed the angle of the kiss and I cried out as he put more pressure on the spot where his teeth had cut me.

Tearing his mouth from mine, he lifted his head and stared down at me, breathing heavily. With a gentle finger, he probed my lip, grimacing when I hissed. “I’m sorry,” he panted, lowering his forehead to mine. “I’m so sorry I hurt you.”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. I was too busy dealing with the painful realization that I had no defenses against Calder. One kiss and I was willing to let him do whatever he wanted to me.

“I can’t do this.” My voice was so soft it was almost inaudible, but he heard it anyway. His body tensed against mine, but his hands remained gentle on my face. I blinked rapidly as panic rose in my chest. “I can’t do this.”

My vision blurred and I suddenly felt as though I was drowning.

“Ricki.” Calder’s voice was harsh and insistent, commanding my attention.

I blinked up at him and realized my breathing was shallow and fast. I was on the verge of hyperventilating.

“Take a slow, deep breath,” he stated firmly.

I forced myself to inhale, my breath catching several times. I held it for a moment, hoping it would help calm the racing of my heart, then released it in a steady stream. I repeated the process twice more before I finally had control of my body.

After I calmed, Calder tilted my chin up so that my face was lifted toward his. “Come home with me tonight, Ricki. We can talk. I’ll answer all your questions and tell you more about myself.”

I flinched. I knew without a doubt that there would be very little talking if I agreed. Though he seemed sincere, I wasn’t sure I would be able to keep my hands to myself.

“No, I can’t.”

I could hear the frustration in his voice when he asked, “Why?”

I just shook my head. How could I even begin to explain what I was feeling? My last attempt at a normal relationship had been with Craig and he had a girlfriend I knew nothing about the entire time. It hurt when I found out, but that paled in comparison to what I felt last weekend. After only one night, it seemed as though my heart had broken when I saw him with another women. If I let him in, let myself care for him, he could decimate me. I would become the ghost of my mother. I refused to live her life.

“Come with me,” he pleaded. “Please.”

The choking sensation that accompanied panic returned. “I can’t!” I rasped. My words felt as though they were being torn from my throat.

Desperate to escape before my resolve crumpled, I skirted around Calder and jerked open the door to the bathroom, literally running down the hallway. I almost knocked down Shannon as I rounded a corner.

She grabbed my arms to steady us both. “Whoa, Ricki. What’s wrong?”

“Get me out of here.”

Her eyes widened when she realized I was crying. “Okay, let me just—”

I shook my head. “No, please, please, Shannon, just take me home.”

“Okay. Okay. Just calm down.”

She held my arm as we left the house, acting as though she expected me to collapse at any moment. Considering the weakness in my thighs, it was amazing that she didn’t have to carry me to the car.

After we were settled in the vehicle and on our way back to my apartment, Shannon glanced over at me. “Do you want to tell me what happened?”

Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back against the seat. “Not right now, okay? I just….can’t deal with it right now.”

I didn’t want to talk, but I couldn’t handle the vacuum of silence either. As though she sensed exactly what I needed, Shannon shut up and turned the radio to one of her favorite country stations. Grateful I didn’t have to listen to my own chaotic thoughts the entire ride home, I didn’t even complain about her horrible taste in music.

*     *     *

I barely slept that night, tossing and turning, my mind refusing to shut down. I finally drifted off just as the sun began to rise. At ten my alarm went off, jerking me awake. I knew I had been dreaming, but the details were fuzzy and faded quickly. Feeling unsettled, I climbed out of bed.

Typically, I would go downstairs to the gym in my apartment complex, but this morning I was too drained. Instead I staggered into the kitchen and made myself a huge cup of coffee in my Keurig. After adding milk and a little sweetener, I carried the mug to my kitchen table and collapsed in a chair.

I drank my coffee in a trance until the cup was empty. As I finished off the last few sips, the caffeine finally seemed to hit my brain, clearing the fogginess from my mind. I brewed another mug and carried it into the bathroom with me to drink while I showered and dressed.

An hour later, I was dressed, made-up, and my hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. I wasn’t very hungry, but I might not get a chance to grab lunch later, so I choked down a slice of toast and a banana.

“Mrawr.”

I looked down as my little black cat, Pepper, wandered out of my bedroom. Dammit, I’d almost forgotten to feed her. Quickly, I poured some food into her dish and refilled her water bowl. She purred lightly as I ran my hand over her back as she swayed past me.

Though I left the apartment with plenty of time to spare, there was an accident on the highway and traffic was backed up for miles. By the time I parked around the corner from the store, it was ten past noon. I’d tried to call Candy twice, but gotten her voicemail both times.

The shop was empty as I walked inside, but that didn’t mean that my boss wouldn’t read me the riot act. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t been late in almost a year, all she would care about was the fact that I was ten minutes late today.

Sure enough, as soon as she heard the bell chime on the door, Candy swept out of the store room in the back. As her name suggested, she was petite and sweet looking, with long, white blonde hair and huge blue eyes. Her face was heart-shaped and perfectly made up, giving her the appearance of an expensive porcelain doll.

“Where have you been?” Her light, breathy voice was shrill and harsh.

I suppressed a sigh. Ten minutes might as well have been an hour as far as Candy was concerned. “I’m sorry I’m so late, Candy. There was a major accident on the highway and it took me a bit longer to get here than I planned.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “You could have at least called.”

I clasped my hands in front of me to stop myself from putting them on my hips. “I did call, twice. I left one message on the shop machine and another on your cell phone.”

She sniffed, her chin lifting so she was looking down her nose at me. I had to bite my lip to stop myself from laughing because it looked ridiculous. “Well, neither phone rang.”

I knew she was full of shit. Candy never answered the phone at the store. More than once during my employment, she stated that answering the phone was beneath her and the reason she had employees. She also screened the calls that came in on her cell. I was amazed how well the boutique did, considering Candy’s attitude toward doing any sort of work herself. She preferred to delegate, harangue, and criticize. I reminded myself that I needed the money. Someday, I would find another job that paid as well as this one, but someday wasn’t today. Until then, I needed to suck it up and let Candy’s bitchy attitude roll off my back.

“I’m sorry, but I did call. We can check the machine together if you like.”

“That won’t be necessary,” she answered tartly. “Now, I have a little list of things I’d like you to take care of today. I’ll go over it with you before I leave for my lunch date, which I’m going to be late for, thanks to you.”

She turned and stalked back into the store room. I finally allowed myself to roll my eyes at her back before I followed her. The ‘little’ list that she put together for me was almost a page long and, in realistic terms, would have taken me at least three days to complete. Still, I accepted it without complaint because I knew it was her way of punishing me for the ten minutes she’d been faced with the possibility of doing some actual work.

Grateful for the solitude, I turned on the store’s stereo system. Though Candy kept the channel tuned to a Top 40 station, it was nice to have something upbeat in the background. The peace lasted for two glorious hours before she returned.

It seemed today would a be slow one, so I managed to knock out a third of the list she left me. I doubted that my boss would be impressed, though. When she sashayed through the door of the boutique, she seemed much happier, almost smug. I wondered if her lunch date had been code for a nooner because she was positively mellow compared to her usual high strung self.

She didn’t speak to me and headed straight to her office as was her habit. I smirked at her predictability and kept working. There were a few customers, but the store was deserted. At five-thirty, the bell on the door sounded and I looked up with a smile on my face.

“Welcome to Candy’s.” When I saw who stood there, I froze. “What are you doing here?”

Calder stayed where he was, his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “Can we talk?”

“Not now. I’m working.” When I realized what I’d said, I shook my head. “No, we can’t talk. Period. Please leave.”

It was just my luck that Candy chose that moment to come out of her cave. “Ricki! That’s no way to speak to a customer.” All smiles, she came forward. “Well hello there. What can I do for you this evening?”

Though the inflection was friendly, I knew Candy chose her words for their double meaning. I felt all the muscles in my shoulders tighten painfully. God, I was going to have to watch my boss flirt with the man who just last night had claimed to be my mate.

Calder nodded politely at Candy. “Thank you, but I’m actually here to speak to Ricki.”

“Really?” My boss’ eyes were speculative and cold when she turned to glare at me. After a pause, she continued speaking as she stared at me. “Surely Ricki told you that she isn’t supposed to have visitors while she’s on the clock.”

Shrugging and grinning sheepishly, Calder dipped his head, looking every inch the charming, self-effacing guy. “I’m sorry. I thought Ricki was off work at five. I waited outside for her, but when she didn’t show, I got worried. That’s why she was telling me to leave when you came out, she knew that it was against
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