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I adjust my elf ears for the third time in the hotel bathroom mirror. They’re crooked again. Why are they always crooked? One side sticks out like an antenna, the other is flattened like it gave up on me. My fingers tremble, which is super helpful when you’re trying to fix tiny prosthetic ears and not look like a total wreck. I take a deep breath and try to channel confidence. Fake it till you make it, right?

The red velvet costume looks shorter than it did in my bedroom mirror. Like, scandalously shorter. The skirt hits mid-thigh, and when I shift, it rides up even more, giving my gym-toned legs a whole lot of air time. I tug it down, which does nothing. When I lift my arms, the top rides up and exposes my midriff—there's no way I'm keeping this thing in place all night. The hem ends just below the thigh-high white stockings with candy cane trim that cling to my legs. I'm wearing jingle bell booties with actual bells that chime whenever I take a step. I look like a sexy elf who wandered out of a lingerie catalog and got lost in a hotel.

I stare at my reflection. Okay, Maya. You got this. I blow myself a kiss and immediately regret it. Ugh. I’m twenty years old and still pep-talking myself like I’m about to take my SATs. 

The temp agency had been vague about the details of this job. Something about atmosphere, gift distribution, and “enhancing seasonal morale.” Which, translated from corporate speak, probably means “look cute and don’t ask questions.” The pay’s decent and is enough for a couple of overpriced college textbooks and maybe a pizza night or two. And hey, maybe there’ll be cute guys in suits I can flirt with. Maybe I’ll actually say something witty and clever and not at all awkward.

...Right. I’ve never been good at flirting. I either say something weird about space documentaries or just stand there blinking like I forgot how words work.

But tonight I’m in costume and can pretend to be a different person. I’m a confident, sexy elf with absolutely zero shame. I give myself one final flirty smile in the mirror and head out into the hallway, wiping my sweaty palms on my skirt when nobody’s looking.

The hotel screams money with its crystal chandeliers and polished marble floors. When I step into the ballroom, I immediately feel like I don’t belong. Everyone is wearing cocktail dresses and suits. Meanwhile, I’m in a costume that jingles when I walk and ears that won’t stay put. I feel like a fraud. A sexy fraud. But still.

There’s a bar decorated with garland that looks like it serves cocktails with names like “Fiscal Year-End Bliss.” The party is buzzing with holiday spirit and there’s a massive red Santa throne sitting in the corner that’s surrounded by wrapped presents and fake snow. That’s probably where I’m supposed to work. 

I’m halfway to the throne when I see him.

Holy shit. Santa is Vince Henderson.

Vince Freaking Henderson.

He’s in a full Santa suit, ho-ho-hoing at a cluster of women who are clearly enjoying the view. The red jacket hugs his broad shoulders, and when he throws his head back and laughs, something hot and liquid pools low in my stomach. My thighs clench like they’re trying to keep a secret.

Vince has been my brother Jason’s best friend since high school. I was a surprise late baby, so my brother is 15 years older than me. I’ve known Vince for years, but last Christmas, he looked at me differently—like he saw me, not just as Jason’s little sister, but as a woman. Ever since then, I’ve been having wildly inappropriate, embarrassingly detailed fantasies about him. Basically X-rated mental movies that would make my therapist raise an eyebrow. If I had a therapist. Which I probably should.

A banner above the throne reads, “Happy Holidays from Henderson & Co.”

Oh god. This is Vince’s company party. I’m his elf. I’m supposed to work next to him all night. This is either fate or the universe setting me up for a spectacular crash-and-burn.

He spots me. His eyes widen, and his face lights up beneath the fake beard. That voice—deep and raspy—wraps around me like velvet. “Maya? What’re you doing here?”

I nearly trip over my own feet as I squeak, “I’m your elf. The temp agency sent me.” My voice is way higher than normal, like I’ve been huffing helium. Cool, Maya. Real smooth.

A woman beside him squeals, “Oh my god, you two look great together! This is so cute!”

Vince’s eyes meet mine, and butterflies explode in my stomach. His gaze drops to my legs briefly, but long enough to make heat rush to my cheeks. “Yeah,” he says slowly, “this is Maya. My special helper tonight.”

“Special helper” sounds filthy. I want to help him with all his needs. Especially if some of them involve taking off that suit.

The woman who is tipsy and thriving giggles. “I’m Jennifer from HR! Can your elf help me tell Santa what I want?”

Vince’s voice is warm and teasing. “Maya loves helping Santa. Don’t you?”

The way he says it makes my skin flush. Is he flirting? Is this happening? I try to keep my voice steady. “Helping Santa is my absolute favorite thing.”

Did that sound desperate? Probably since I was too breathy. 

I settle into my role, handing out gifts and cracking cheesy elf jokes. I smile so much my cheeks hurt. But the whole time, I’m hyperaware of Vince. Every time our hands brush, my pulse jumps. When I bend over to organize gift bags, I feel his gaze on my ass like a brand. It makes my pussy throb, which is inconvenient and also thrilling.

During a lull, I lean against the throne and glance at him through my lashes. “So, Santa,” I purr, trying to sound sexy and not like I’m about to pass out from nerves. “Have I been good this year?” Vince’s hands tighten on the armrests. That tiny movement gives me courage to continue. “Because I’ve been thinking about being very naughty.”

Oh my god. Did I just say that? I want to crawl under the fake snow and die. But I also want to know what he’ll say.

His eyes darken, just for a second, and I get a thrill from it. He’s affected. Before he can respond, a group of guys wander over. 

The next hour is a blur of photos, candy cane jokes, and gift distribution, but the tension between us simmers. His fingers linger on mine when I hand him gifts. When I lean over, I make sure he gets a good view of my boobs down my top. I find excuses to reach for things, stretching my arms up so the velvet rides up and exposes skin—and each time I catch his eyes dropping to my bare midriff before he looks away. I'm playing a dangerous game and loving every second of it.

At one point, I step close and whisper, “Santa, what do you want for Christmas?”

His eyes twinkle, and there’s heat behind his smile. “That’s a good question, my little elf. What do you think Santa wants?”

I think Santa wants me bent over his sleigh. Or I hope he does. I keep the thought to myself. “Something... extra special?” 

I tug my hem like I’m adjusting it, drawing his attention to just how short my skirt is.

He murmurs, “Maya,” and it sounds like a warning. 

Is he telling me to stop? Or warning that he’s about to lose control?

“What?” I blink innocently. “I’m just asking a question. It’s what good elves do.”

“Are you a good elf?” His voice is a growl now, and I force myself to hold still so I don’t rub my thighs together. 

“Sometimes,” I say. “But I’m better at being naughty.”

Who is this person I’m pretending to be? Where did shy, awkward Maya go? I don’t know, but this version of me is on fire. Maybe I can flirt after all and I just need the right motivation.

His eyes flash, but more people arrive and ask for photos. I pose next to the throne, resting my hand on Vince’s shoulder. My fingers find the warm skin at the back of his neck, and he shudders. I feel drunk on power. On him.

Later, when the crowd thins, Vince murmurs, “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

I whisper near his ear, “I don’t know what you mean. I’m just being helpful.” I’m definitely playing the slutty elf perfectly. I deserve an Oscar tonight. 

The party winds down by ten-thirty. We’re cleaning up, and suddenly there’s no buffer of people. It’s just us. 

I fidget with a gift bag. “So, that was fun.”

“Fun,” he echoes. “That’s one way to put it.”

I’m mesmerized as he shrugs out of the red coat, revealing a white t-shirt that clings to his chest and shoulders. He pulls off the beard and hat, raking a hand through his dark hair, and I nearly melt on the spot. He’s so hot I could scream.

I look around, desperate for something to keep him engaged. There’s mistletoe on the trellis above us. Oooh, perfect. 

I point up. “Look. Mistletoe. It’s tradition, right? Santa’s gotta kiss his elf.”

What if he laughs? What if I just ruined everything?

Vince looks up, then back at me. His expression is torn. “Maya, your brother...”

I step close enough to tilt my head back to meet his eyes, “It’s just us. Who’s going to tell him?” I’m trying to sound confident, but I’m terrified he’ll reject me.

We stare at each other for what feels like forever. I see the war behind his eyes. My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat.

He cups my face and his voice is thick with restraint. “You don’t know what
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