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The car crunches over the gravel drive, each stone popping under the tires like a warning. My stomach twists tighter with every turn of the wheels. I’ve never seen a house this big outside of a film. The Davis mansion glows against the December night, every window spilling golden light, every archway wrapped in garlands of pine and glittering ribbon. A choir of carol singers stands near the entrance, their voices rising into the frosty air, and I feel suddenly underdressed, even though I spent an hour deciding on this dress.

I clutch the invitation in my hand like it’s proof I belong here. Mr. Davis, my boss, insisted I come, said it would be “good for me to meet people.” But I’m only three months into the job, and the thought of mingling with sixty strangers makes my throat dry.

The driver opens my door, and the cold air bites my cheeks. I step out, heels sinking slightly into the gravel, and stare up at the mansion. Every window glows, every wreath sparkles with tiny lights. The choir sings, ‘O Come, All Ye Faithful,’ their voices pure and strong, and for a moment I feel like I’ve stepped into another world.

Inside, the warmth hits me immediately. The scent of mulled wine, cinnamon, and roasted chestnuts drifts through the hall. A towering Christmas tree dominates the foyer, its branches heavy with glass ornaments that catch the light like jewels. I pause, staring, until a voice breaks through my awe.

“Clarice!” Mr. Davis strides toward me, broad smile, hand outstretched. He’s wearing a velvet jacket, festive but commanding. “So glad you made it. Come in, come in.”

I smile, trying to match his enthusiasm. “Thank you for inviting me. Your home is... breathtaking.”

He laughs, modest but pleased. “All Katrina’s doing. She lives for Christmas.”

And then I see her. Katrina. She glides down the staircase in a deep emerald gown, her hair swept back, diamonds at her throat catching the light. My breath catches before I can stop it. She looks like she stepped out of a painting, and for a moment I forget to move.

Her eyes find mine, and she smiles. It’s polite, welcoming, but something in it feels sharper, more deliberate. I force myself to look away, to focus on Mr. Davis, who is already introducing me to a cluster of work colleagues I’ve never met before.

Guests swirl around me, coats being taken, glasses of champagne pressed into hands. I feel out of my depth, smiling too much, nodding at names I’ll forget instantly. The tree looms behind me, its needles dusted with fake snow, its ornaments shimmering. Another smaller group of people sings carols from the corner, their voices joyful and bright.

Katrina drifts closer, her perfume subtle but intoxicating. “You must be Clarice,” she says, her voice smooth, warm. “I’ve heard about you. Welcome.”

I manage a polite smile, though my pulse races. “Thank you. Your home is beautiful.”

Her eyes linger on me a moment too long, and I feel heat rise in my cheeks. Then she turns gracefully to greet another guest, leaving me with the echo of her presence and the realisation that I’ve just met the woman of my dreams and although I don’t even know her, I want her.

I sip champagne, trying to steady myself. The bubbles fizz against my tongue, but they don’t calm me. I keep glancing toward Katrina, catching glimpses of her laughter, her gestures, the way she commands attention without effort before I’m ushered into another room.

The dining hall is a spectacle. Long tables stretch beneath chandeliers, every surface gleaming with silver cutlery and crystal glasses. Candles flicker, wreaths hang from the walls, and platters of food arrive in waves: roasted turkey, mushroom wellington, glazed vegetables, steaming bowls of potatoes.

I sit far down the table, surrounded by colleagues I barely know. They chatter easily, laughing, trading stories. I nod, smile, sip wine, but my attention drifts constantly to the head of the table. Katrina sits beside Mr. Davis, her posture elegant, her laughter like music. Every so often, her gaze flicks down the table, and I swear it lands on me.

I stab at my food, trying to focus. I remind myself: she’s married, she’s my boss’s wife, this is dangerous. But desire doesn’t listen to reason, and I know deep down that
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