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Chapter One

Rachel
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WHEN MY GAZE CONNECTED to his over the sea of Christmas shoppers, the resulting kick to my heartbeat accidentally triggered my index finger on the perfume bottle. A fragrant spray hit my mouth instead of the woman’s wrist I’d been aiming for. 

I sputtered at the awful taste. “Oh, that’s truly bad. I don’t recommend this one at all.”

The woman stared at me in disgust. “You’re not supposed to drink it. For heaven’s sake, you nearly got me in the eye. Watch what you’re doing.”

“Your eye is near my mouth?” I asked, rubbing my lips with the back of my hand.

The woman huffed, her jowls flapping against her fur-lined collar, and then flicked her gaze to my raised wrist. All color leached from her face as she stared with wide eyes. “You don’t even celebrate Christmas, you freak.” With that, she turned and stalked off.
“Neither do dead people,” I called after her, then firmed my lips in case she spun that into a threat. It wasn’t. Mostly.
I often had this effect on customers since I’d started working here four months ago, and yet here I was, working in retail during the busiest time of the year. Despite my sharp tongue, I tried to keep it in my mouth most days, but even though it was the season of holiday cheer and good will, I’d met several shoppers who’d obviously missed that particular memo. And if they saw my pentagram tattoo on my wrist in this backwoods town... Well, I might as well have just stabbed them in the ass with my pitchfork or performed a crazy sex ritual involving the blood of goats. 

The truth was, I loved goats. And second, the pentagram was a symbol of faith for Wiccans like myself. Like the cross or the Star of David, the pentagram wasn’t bad; it just had negative connotations to those not in the know. For me, it represented my deeply spiritual relationship with the five elements of life. But I kept it covered with long sleeves because some people had missed the memo on the whole freedom of religion thing, too. 

There were a lot of missing memos lately. Someone should probably look into that.

Readjusting my sleeve over my tattoo, I swept my gaze over the store’s crowd, searching for that blue pair of eyes underneath the brim of a Santa hat that had caused my brief lapse of motor control in the first place. There, in the menswear department, nodding at something my boss, Mr. Garner, was telling him. Wait, why was Mr. Garner with him? Did this hot stranger work here now or something?

As if he’d heard my thoughts, the stranger turned his head and grinned, a devious gleam in those smoldering blue eyes of his. He wore a gray suit and a festive red tie, and looked like a twenty-something professional who could head his own department store empire even with the Santa hat. His dark hair had that whole I-woke-up-like-this appearance that had surely taken him at least five minutes this morning to achieve. The whole package was a devastating mix of sex appeal and mischievousness that I had no plans of peeling my eyes off of anytime soon.

As Mr. Garner spoke to another menswear employee nearby, the hot stranger lifted an imaginary bottle of perfume, spritzed it toward his mouth, and shrugged, his lips cocked at a teasing slant. 

My cheeks flamed. Pretty sure he was asking what the hell I’d just done. Great question, but I would never tell that it was him who’d caused my accidental perfume taste experiment. Instead, I laughed, and because I was on the mature side of twenty-two, I scratched my middle finger to my chin. 

He chuckled, and I wished I could’ve heard the deep timbre it surely made.

Elizabeth, one of my very few coworkers who could stand me, sauntered up to the counter, eyeing the stranger over her shoulder and then flicking her emerald gaze to me. “Should I feel left out that all the cool people are speaking with their hands?” She poked her index finger through a hole she made with her other hand and jabbed it in and out a couple times. “There. Now I’m cool too. You do know you just flipped off Mr. Garner’s son, right?”

“What?” Shoot, I needed this job and couldn’t afford to fuck up. I’d moved here a couple months back because it was cheap and the nearby community college offered business classes. It was my dream to one day open a Wiccan shop.

Elizabeth smiled as she joined me behind the perfume counter. “He comes around every once in a while to schmooze with his dad before he conquers the east coast as a business executive.” She nudged me with her hip and winked. “This is the first time I’ve seen him use sign language all the way across the store to talk with a perfume girl, though.”

I stared after him as he and his dad walked off amid the crowds of holiday shoppers. “Who else was he supposed to sign to? You were on break.”

“Doubtful,” she said as a horde of women marched up to the perfume counter, their Christmas spirit secreted away behind their sneers. “Did you see the way he was looking at you? Like he’d love to get you all alone?”

Yes. I had seen it, and somehow, despite my heart tripping over itself at the thought, I helped the women without chugging any more perfume.

Later on my break, I headed to the breakroom while searching on my phone for the scoop on Mr. Garner’s son. Robert A. Garner was a recent MBA grad from Northwestern University, and he was just as devilishly hot in the few photos I’d found as in real life.

And I knew all about what he looked like in real life because I was suddenly memorizing every inch of him from just three feet away. He stood in front of the pop machine in the otherwise empty breakroom, his suit jacket off, his white shirt sleeves rolled up to reveal the ropey muscles in his forearms. As soon as his blue eyes landed on me, they lit up as if I were a walking Christmas present.

“Are you smarter than this pop machine?” he asked, his voice darkly seductive. “Because I clearly am not.”

I smashed my phone against my thigh so he wouldn’t know I’d been stalking him like a creeper. “Uh, yeah, you have to magnetize your quarters.”

He chuckled, and it was even better than I’d imagined, so deep and pleasant that it unfurled a tingling warmth between my legs. 

His gaze played slowly down my body, catching on my name tag and the swell of my tits and hips. “Say what now...Rachel?”

“I’ll show you.” I held out my hand and wriggled my fingers until he dropped his quarters into my palm with a charming grin. Then, I moved closer and rubbed both sides of the quarters on the plastic surface of the machine. Under the weight of his gaze and the press of his body heat, I was aware of my every movement, the parting of my lips, how my breath hitched at the crisp, woodsy scent of his cologne.

Wow. If he had a theme song, it would be “O Come Let Us Smell Him.” 

“You’re blowing my mind right now,” he said, his breath feathering my hair across my cheek. “If this works, I’ll recommend you for sainthood.”

“Of pop machines? How did you know that was my life goal?” I dropped the newly magnetized coins into the machine. This trick worked five times out of ten. Not great odds, but this time, the quarters didn’t spit out the bottom. They landed inside with a satisfying clink. 

“Genius,” he said.

“Just Rachel will do for now.”

He pressed the button for a Coke. “Well, Rachel, I’m Robert. Can I buy you something for your trouble? Coke? Perfume?” The bottle thudded into the bottom tray, and he offered it to me.

I shook my head. “I think I prefer perfume. It’s like a breath spray you can also use on your skin. It’s like a two-for-one deal.”

“See? Genius.” He leaned in conspiratorially, our faces only a breath apart. “How does it taste, though?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” My heartrate spiked at his nearness, and I pushed my lips together to contain my ragged pants.

“Mmm, yes,” he whispered against the corner of my mouth. “Yes, I would.”

He leaned in farther and kissed me, hardly a touch, but it was enough to light me up. I tilted my head for more without consciously deciding to, and he swooped down again to give me another peck. When I reached up for more, he gave me his all. His tongue parted my mouth and then he was kissing me like a madman, consuming my senses with his smell and taste and feel, a magic potion that pressed me harder against him. I ran my hands through his dark hair and moaned as the strands slipped between my fingers like silk.

“Fuck.” A feminine voice snapped through the air behind me, automatically wrenching Robert and me apart.

My head spun with want, my pussy throbbed with heat, and I locked my knees as I grinded my thighs together. This wasn’t me, making out with a stranger in the breakroom. This was something other people did. Not me.

But I liked it. So much that my panties were soaked.

A woman who worked in the shoe department swept into the breakroom, oblivious of what had just happened, and glanced up from her phone. “Can you believe this snowstorm that’s supposed to hit on Christmas Day? My boyfriend can’t come now.”

I ticked my gaze to Robert. He moved to the doorway, his eyes fevered and his jacket slung strategically between his legs. His broad shoulders rose and fell, and his swollen lips parted either in a dare or a promise. Maybe both. He jerked his head for me to follow, and like an idiot stoned from a single kiss, I did.

This was a bad, bad idea wherever this was
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