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  Chapter one
The Wish That Shouldn’t Work


The thing about running a family bakery in a town of nosy, well-meaning people is that everyone knows when you're failing before you do—which meant my impending financial doom had its own theme music, and it sounded like a sad trombone playing “Jingle Bells.” 
I locked the front door of Winter's Treats late one night, roughly four hours past the point where my feet had started filing formal complaints. The overdue rent notice crinkled in my apron pocket every time I moved, a paper reminder that Christmas miracles were in short supply this year.
Actually, scratch that. Christmas miracles were apparently backordered.
I leaned my forehead against the glass door and stared out at Main Street. Snow drifted past the old-fashioned streetlamps, and every shop window glowed with tasteful holiday cheer. Gus Harper's hardware store had a wreath. The bookshop had twinkle lights. Even the tax accountant's office had managed a modest garland.
My window had a six-foot-tall Santa mannequin that I'd inherited from my grandmother, dressed in a suit that had seen better decades, holding a wooden sign that said Sweet Treats Await! in letters I'd hand-painted during a burst of optimism last January.
The mannequin's smile was starting to feel accusatory.
"Yeah, yeah," I muttered. "I know. It’s bad. I get it."
Today's total? Twelve customers. Six of those had been Gus, who'd come in separately each time to buy a single cookie and glare at my cash register like it had personally wronged him.
I pulled the rent notice from my pocket and smoothed it against the counter. Past due. Penalties accruing. Please remit payment or contact our office to discuss options.
Options… What a friendly word for "we're going to take your grandmother's legacy and turn it into a vape shop."
My phone buzzed. Merry, my younger sister and self-appointed Director of Chaos, had sent me six memes about holiday stress, followed by: Sorry I missed dinner, got caught up editing the TikTok about the gingerbread house structural integrity crisis. IT'S GOING TO BE HUGE.
I typed back: It's fine. Love you.
What I didn't type: We might lose everything, and I'm too tired to figure out how to stop it.
The front door rattled. I looked up to find Gus Harper peering through the glass, his face doing that pinched thing that meant he was about to deliver unwanted wisdom.
I unlocked the door. "Gus. It's almost ten. Shouldn’t you be home?"
"Pipes are going to freeze," he announced, stomping inside and tracking snow across my freshly mopped floors. "Two nights away from catastrophe. Maybe three if you're lucky."
"I'll add it to the list."
"I'm serious. You get a burst pipe in this cold, you're looking at—"
"Thousands of dollars I don't have. I know." I managed a smile that felt like it was held together with frosting and pure spite. "Thanks for the heads-up."
Gus studied me with the kind of X-ray vision that came from knowing someone since they were six. "You entering the bake-off?"
My stomach clenched. The Winter Festival Baking Competition. 
Prize money: ten thousand dollars. 
Entry fee: fifty dollars I didn't have. 
Judging panel: publicly televised. 
Last year's humiliation: still fresh in everyone's memory, including mine.
"I'm thinking about it," I lied.
"You should do it."
"Well—"
"Your grandmother would have done it."
Low blow. "My grandmother wouldn't have let the bakery get to this point in the first place."
"Your grandmother also had your grandfather, your mother, and didn't have to deal with a pandemic, supply chain issues, or whatever the heck 'algorithm' problems Merry keeps yelling about." He adjusted his flannel collar. "You're doing fine, kid."
"I'm twenty-eight and about to lose the family business."
"So enter the competition."
The door chimed again before I could argue because I hadn’t locked it again after Gus. Vivian Frost glided in like she was attending a gallery opening and not a bakery that was already closed. She wore a cream wool coat, and her dark hair was twisted into something that looked effortless but probably wasn't.
"Holly," she said warmly. "Still open?"
"For you? Always." I wiped my hands on my apron. "What can I get you?"
"Just a dozen of your snickerdoodles if you have any left." She smiled. "I'm testing recipes for the competition and wanted to remind myself what the baseline is."
Of course she was entering. Vivian had won last year. And the year before. She had a whole shelf of trophies in her pristine kitchen that she occasionally featured in her Instagram stories, tagged with things like #BakingIsLife and #HandcraftedExcellence.
"Baseline," I repeated. "Right."
"Oh, don't be modest. Your snickerdoodles are lovely. Very...homey."
Homey. The word people used when they meant "not quite good enough."
I boxed up her cookies with possibly more force than necessary. "Twelve dollars."
Vivian handed me a twenty. "Keep the change. Consider it a good-luck charm for when you enter."
"I haven't decided—"
"Of course you will." She picked up the box, and her smile sharpened just slightly. "It wouldn't be a proper competition without you, Holly. Someone has to come in second."
Wow, okay.
She left in a cloud of expensive perfume and casual psychological warfare.
Gus grunted. "I don't like her."
"She's fine."
"She's a menace in a cashmere coat." He headed for the door, then paused. "Enter the competition, Holly. You're better than you think you are."
And then he was gone, leaving me alone with the hum of the refrigerator and the weight of everyone's expectations pressing down on my shoulders like a fifty-pound bag of flour.
I should clean up. I should go through tomorrow's orders. I should figure out how to make fifty dollars appear out of thin air so I could afford the entry fee and at least try to save this place.
Instead, I found myself standing in front of the storage closet, pulling out the box of Christmas decorations that I hadn't had the energy to sort through yet.
The ornaments were wrapped in newspaper from three years ago. I unwrapped them carefully, each one a small memory—the snowflake Merry made in second grade, the wooden reindeer my father carved before he died, the glass icicle that caught the light just right.
And at the bottom, wrapped in tissue paper that had gone soft with age: the chipped ornament.
I lifted it carefully. It was a round glass ball, painted with a winter scene—a small bakery with golden windows, snow falling gently, a family visible inside. My grandmother had bought it the year she opened Winter's Treats. It had fallen once, years ago, and a small crack spiderwebbed across one side. She'd kept it anyway.
"Too much history to throw away," she'd said. "Perfect things are boring anyway, Holly-girl. It's the flaws that make us interesting. That make us real."
She'd hung it on the tree anyway, chip and all. And every year after, she'd tell me: "That ornament has seen a lot of wishes. A lot of Christmases. A lot of love. Maybe someday it'll grant you one of your own."
I turned it over in my hands now, the chip catching the light. The bakery in the painting looked warm. Safe. Exactly the kind of place people came to when they needed comfort.
This used to be that place.
Exhaustion hit me like a wave—the kind that made your bones ache and your eyes sting. I was so tired. Tired of struggling, tired of smiling through it, tired of pretending I had any idea what I was doing.
"I just need one miracle," I whispered to the empty bakery, half joking, half desperate, and fully pathetic. "Just one. Please."
The ornament pulsed warmly in my palm.
I jerked, nearly dropping it. The glass was hot—not burning, but warm like it had been sitting in sunlight. I held it up to the light, squinting.
Just a chipped ornament and my overtired brain playing tricks.
"You need sleep," I told myself firmly.
I wrapped the ornament back up and set it on the counter to deal with tomorrow. Then I turned off the lights, grabbed my coat, and headed for the door.
As I stepped outside into the snow, my phone buzzed. A notification slid across the screen—an email from Mayor Thimble with the subject line: REMINDER: Bake-Off Entry Deadline Tomorrow! Show Your Community Spirit!
I looked back through the window at the darkened bakery. At the Santa mannequin standing guard in the display, perpetually cheerful, perpetually optimistic.
For just a second, I could have sworn his painted smile looked a little wider.
I blinked.
Same smile. Same slightly unsettling glass eyes.
"Definitely need sleep," I muttered and headed home through the snow.

      [image: ]I dreamed about gingerbread houses that night. Dozens of them, perfect and gleaming, with icing that never drooped and walls that never collapsed. 
In the dream, my grandmother stood beside me, piping perfect rosettes, and when I asked her how to save the bakery, she just smiled and said, "You already know, sweetheart."
But when I woke up to three alarms and the gray light of early winter, I still had no idea what she meant.
I threw on jeans, a sweater that had seen better days, and my puffy coat, then trudged through the snow to the bakery. The morning air bit at my cheeks, and Main Street was still quiet—that perfect small-town silence before the world woke up.
I unlocked the bakery door and stepped inside.
And froze.
The Santa mannequin was gone.
The display window was empty except for some scattered cotton-ball snow and the wooden sign, which had fallen over.
My brain stuttered. Had someone stolen him? Who steals a sixty-year-old department store mannequin? Why would—
A crash came from the kitchen.
Every horror movie I'd ever watched helpfully provided commentary as I crept toward the back, grabbing a rolling pin from the counter. Because sure, a rolling pin would definitely help against—
"Oh! These are incredible."
I stopped dead.
The voice was male. Deep. Warm like honey and completely, utterly sincere.
I peered around the corner into the kitchen.
And saw him.
A man—tall, broad-shouldered, criminally handsome—stood in front of my cooling racks, holding one of yesterday's snickerdoodles. He wore the Santa suit from the mannequin, but it fit him differently. Better. The red velvet stretched across actual muscles, and he'd rolled the sleeves up to his forearms.
He had dark hair that looked like he'd run his hands through it, a jawline that could cut glass, and eyes that were somehow both a warm brown and utterly, devastatingly earnest.
He took a bite of the cookie and actually moaned.
"Hello?" I managed.
He turned, and his face lit up like I'd just given him the greatest gift in the world.
"Holly Winters! I'm so glad you're here. I'm Nick." He brushed cookie crumbs off his hands and extended one toward me. "Short for Saint Nicholas."
I stared at him.
At his hand.
At his face.
At the empty display window visible through the kitchen doorway.
"I think," I heard myself say, "I need to sit down."
"Of course!" He pulled out a stool. "You've had a shock. Can I get you water? Milk? I found your cookies. Did you make all of these yourself?"
I sat. I gripped the rolling pin. I tried to remember if carbon monoxide poisoning caused hallucinations.
"Who are you?" I asked slowly. "And where is my mannequin?"
Nick smiled brightly, genuinely, and absolutely unhinged. "I am your mannequin. Well, I was. But you wished for a miracle, and here I am! Minus the beard, though, because that thing was itchy."
He spread his arms wide like this explained everything.
Like this was perfectly normal.
Like I wasn't currently having a complete mental breakdown in my own kitchen so early in the morning.
"Here you are," I repeated faintly.
"Here I am!" He beamed. "Ready to help."
The rolling pin slipped from my fingers and clattered to the floor.
Nick bent to pick it up, his movements graceful, and when he handed it back to me, his fingers brushed mine.
They were warm. Real. Definitely attached to an actual person.
"This is a gas leak," I said. "Or a stroke. I'm having a stroke."
"You're not having a stroke." He said it so kindly, so reassuringly. "You're perfectly healthy. You just needed help, and now you have it." He gestured around the kitchen. "I've been organizing. Your flour situation was frankly chaotic. And I have so many questions about this 'mixer' device, but I didn't want to break anything before asking."
I stared at him.
He stared back, patient and pleasant.
"You think you're Santa Claus," I said.
"I don't think I'm Santa Claus." Nick looked briefly confused. "I am Santa Claus. Well, a version of him. The magical essence, if you will. Manifested through your wish and given form by…" He paused. "Actually, I'm not entirely sure about the metaphysical mechanics. But the important part is: I'm here to help you."
"Help me."
"Yes!" He picked up another cookie. "Starting with these. Holly, these are exceptional. The cinnamon-to-sugar ratio? Chef's kiss." He actually did the gesture. "You should enter them in the competition."
I had the creeping suspicion in my staticky brain that I'd finally, completely lost it.
"I need," I said carefully, "you to explain what is happening. Slowly."
Nick's smile softened. He pulled up another stool and sat across from me, those ridiculous brown eyes full of concern and something that looked almost like wonder.
"You wished for a miracle," he said simply. "And I'm here to give you one."
Outside, the sun started to rise over Main Street, painting the snow gold and pink.
Inside my kitchen, an impossibly handsome man who thought he was Santa Claus smiled at me like I was something magical.
And the chipped ornament on the front counter?
It glowed, very faintly, with a light that should not have been there.
I was either losing my mind, or Christmas had gotten very weird.






  
  Chapter two
Santa Claus Is Coming…To Life


So this stroke or psychotic break I was having? Very on-brand for how my week was going. 
The impossibly handsome man in my kitchen—wearing a Santa suit like he was auditioning for a very specific calendar—smiled at me with the kind of earnest warmth that made my brain skip like a scratched CD.
"You're not having a stroke," Nick said again, somehow reading my mind. "I promise. You're just…adjusting."
"Adjusting," I repeated. "To what, exactly?"
"To magic!" He said it like it was obvious. Like I should have expected this. "You wished for a miracle, and"—he gestured to himself with both hands, presenting his entire ridiculous existence like a game show prize—"miracle delivered!"
I stood up. Sat back down. Stood up again.
"Okayyyy," I said slowly. "Okay… Let's…let's say I'm not hallucinating."
"You're not."
"Let's say that." I held up a hand before he could interrupt. "You're telling me that you—a full-grown man—were a mannequin until last night?"
"Well, I wasn't always a mannequin," Nick said thoughtfully. "Before that, I was dormant magical essence tied to the collective belief in—"
"Nope." I pressed my fingers to my temples. "Too much. Way too much for eight o’clock in the morning."
"Would coffee help? I tried to make some earlier, but your machine made angry noises, and I didn't want to upset it further."
Despite everything—the insanity, the impossibility, the way my entire understanding of reality was currently doing backflips—I almost laughed. "The coffee maker's been temperamental since 2019."
"Ah." Nick nodded seriously, like this explained everything. "Machines have feelings too."
"They really don't."
"Are you sure? Because the mixer seemed very sensitive about the flour situation."
I stared at him. He stared back, completely sincere, ridiculously handsome, and utterly, catastrophically insane.
Or magical.
One of those.
"I need to think," I said. "And you need to"—I gestured vaguely at all of him—"stop being shirtless."
Nick looked down at himself, confused. The Santa suit jacket hung open, revealing a white thermal shirt that clung to a chest that had absolutely no business existing on a former mannequin. "I'm not shirtless. I'm wearing—"
"More clothes. You need more clothes."
"Oh!" His face brightened. "You're cold! I can fix that." 
He started toward me with clear intent to…what? Hug me? Wrap me in festive outerwear?
"No!" I held up both hands. "I'm fine. I just need…space. And coffee. And possibly a priest."
"I don't think priests help with this kind of magic," Nick said helpfully. "This is more folk tradition, belief-based manifestation, not religious—"
The front door chimed.
We both froze.
"Stay here," I hissed. "Don't move. Don't talk. Don't—just don't."
I speed-walked to the front of the bakery, trying to arrange my face into something that didn't scream "there's a magical man in my kitchen who thinks he's Santa Claus."
Gus Harper stood in the doorway, snow dusting his shoulders, holding a wrench like he'd come prepared for
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