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Cheap white felt fibers tickled his lip, smelling of plastic packaging and stale sweat. Mo adjusted the fake beard, swallowing the dry anxiety in his throat. The costume was awful. The red trousers were tight across his thighs, and the faux-leather boots squeaked on the laminate flooring with every step.

He knelt beside the artificial pine tree, its green plastic needles reflecting the dull glow of a blue nightlight from the hallway. His large, calloused hands reached for a glossily wrapped box. It was heavy, maybe a gaming console. He thought of his three children sleeping in their cold bedroom across town. His wife had walked out six months ago, leaving him with an empty bank account and three expectant faces. This was his fourth house tonight.

He slid the heavy box into his burlap sack. The fabric made a soft scraping sound against the carpet. He reached for another, a smaller package wrapped in bright silver foil with a big red bow.

“You’re about forty years too young and fifty pounds too light to pull off that suit.”

The voice was smooth, carrying a smoky, mature edge that immediately froze Mo in place. He didn’t turn around immediately. He kept his hands flat on the carpet, his chest rising and falling as he tried to calm his racing heart.

“Turn around slowly,” she said.

He turned. Lucy stood in the doorway of the kitchen, leaning against the frame. She was forty-five, her shoulder-length bleach-blond hair messy from sleep, but her eyes were sharp. She wore a deep green silk robe tied loosely at her waist, revealing her collarbone. Her body possessed the soft, confident curves of a mature woman. In her right hand, she held a black smartphone, her thumb resting over the screen.

“I was sleeping,” she said, her gaze scanning him from the floppy red hat down to his squeaky black boots. “Then I heard a noise. I thought about calling the cops right away, but I figured I’d come down and have a look first.” She tilted her head. “What kind of idiot breaks into a house in a velvet suit on Christmas Eve?”

Mo cleared his throat, his hand rising to pull the white beard down past his chin. He tugged it off entirely, the elastic snapping free, and let it drop to the carpet, revealing his strong jaw, his neat goatee, and the dark skin of his face. His heart hammered against his ribs, but he forced his voice to remain steady. “I’m not here to hurt you. I just want the stuff under the tree.”

Lucy raised an eyebrow, taking a step closer. The scent of vanilla and expensive lotion drifted toward him, cutting through the dusty smell of his costume. “Oh, is that all? Just a casual robbery. That makes me feel so much better.”

“I’m serious,” Mo said, keeping his hands visible. “I don’t have a weapon. I’m not a violent guy. I just... I need this.”

“You need a PlayStation?” She gestured to the sack. “Or is it the designer perfume I bought myself?”

Mo looked down at the floor. The shame was a physical weight, heavier than the sack of stolen goods. “My kids. I’ve got three of them. Their mother left us. My sister has them tonight, asleep at her place across town. But I can’t even afford to buy them decent food, let alone the things they asked Santa for.”

Lucy watched him with intrigue. She took another step, bare feet silent. She was close enough that Mo could see the fine lines around her eyes, the confident set of her mouth. She was a widow, her initial grief long since replaced by a quiet, simmering boredom. She hadn’t had a man in her house in years.

“A father of the year candidate,” she murmured, her voice dropping to a lower, more sensual register. “So you dress up as the big man to steal from other people’s families. Quite the paradox.”

“I know how it looks,” Mo said. He stood up slowly, using his height to his advantage, though he kept his shoulders rounded to seem less threatening. He was twenty-five, well-built from years of manual labor, and the red velvet jacket strained against his broad chest. “If you’re going to call them, just do it. But please, don’t let my kids see me in handcuffs.”

Lucy looked him up and down. Her eyes lingered on his broad shoulders, then moved to his face, studying the sharp lines of his jaw and the dark intensity of his eyes. A slow, calculating smile touched her lips.

“Who said anything about calling the police just yet?” she asked, her voice soft.

Mo blinked. “You’ve the phone in your hand.”

“I do,” she agreed, tapping the glass with her fingernail. “And with one swipe, the local precinct will be on their way. You’ll spend Christmas in a holding cell, and your kids will wake up to nothing but a phone call from social services.”

She took another step forward, stopping just in front of him. Even at full height, the top of her blond head only came to his chin. She smelled delicious, warm and entirely female. Mo felt a sudden, unexpected spike of heat in his lower stomach, a reaction that seemed completely inappropriate given the circumstances.

“But,” Lucy continued, her eyes locked onto his, “I might be willing to negotiate. I’m a very reasonable woman. What’s your name, Santa?”

“Mo,” he whispered, his throat dry.

“Well, Mo. I’ve been very lonely in this big house. The holidays are terribly quiet when you’re by yourself.” She reached out, her fingers cool against the warm skin of his neck as she gently adjusted the collar of his red suit jacket. “It’s a shame to waste such a well-built Santa.”

Mo felt his muscles tense under her touch. Her hand was steady, her touch lingering on his collarbone. She was dominant, her gaze unwavering, expecting him to submit to her tempo.

“What do you want?” Mo asked, his voice thick.

“I want to see what else is under this ridiculous suit,” Lucy said, her voice a low, teasing purr. She stepped back slightly, her hand sliding down his chest before dropping away. “I want you to show me that you can be useful. If you want to leave here tonight with that sack of presents, and without handcuffs, you’re going to have to earn them.”

Mo stared at her, his pulse racing. The terms of her deal were clear, written in the dark, hungry look in her eyes. It was a dangerous game, but as he looked at the green silk robe draping over her mature curves, he realized he didn’t want to run away.

“How do I earn them?” he asked.

Lucy smiled, a slow, triumphant expression. She pointed toward the kitchen. “First, you’re going to pour us a drink. And then, we’re going to talk about your punishment.”

She turned her back to him, walking slowly toward the kitchen, her hips swaying with a deliberate, hypnotic rhythm under the silk robe. She didn’t look back to see if he was following, confident that the threat of the police, and the sudden, heavy pull of attraction between them, would keep him right on her heels.

Mo stood by the tree for a second, looking at
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