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      I locked the front door at nine on the dot, then spun the sign so the cheery side faced out to the frosted street. The last patrons waved as they wobbled down the sidewalk with bags, scarves, and that special dazed glaze of people who had found the perfect thing at the worst possible minute. Inside, the store hummed like a snow globe after you shake it. Twinkle lights. Cinnamon pinecones. A sugar cookie candle that would probably outlive us all.

      Santa lingered near the register with one boot planted on the lower shelf like a sea captain who had conquered the Lands of Layaway. He called himself Nick, but the suit, the voice, and the nice list clipboard in his hand did not exactly scream anonymity.

      “You keep stalling,” I said, peeling off my elf gloves. The bells on my wrist gave me away with a traitor’s jingle.

      “I am not stalling,” he said. “I am triaging holiday cheer.”

      “Sure,” I said. “And I am the Tooth Fairy’s tax accountant.”

      His eyes did that slow smile first, like the corners figured it out before the rest of him. Nick was broad and steady in a way the suit could not disguise. He had a quiet strength that made the glass ornaments feel safer on their hooks. He also had a habit of waiting by the door until everyone else left so no one had to walk out alone. Which was very chivalrous, and very convenient for my plan.

      “Cocoa?” I asked, lifting the staff mug from under the counter.

      “We are closed,” he said.

      “I am staff,” I said. “Consider this continued employment.”

      He surrendered with a hand lifted in defeat. I ducked into the tiny break area nook and microwaved milk in a paper cup that had a penguin wearing a scarf. There was exactly one peppermint stick left. Fate wanted me to win.

      When I came back out, he had removed the hat but kept the suit jacket, which felt illegal and honestly made my nerves spark like tinsel in a static storm.

      “You seem determined,” he said.

      “It is Christmas Eve,” I said. “Some of us take that personally.”

      I handed him the cup of cocoa. He took it, and our fingers almost touched, which was ridiculous because we had worked together for weeks and had managed to keep our fingers very well behaved. Regardless, the heat climbed up my neck anyway. I reached for the peppermint stick and swirled it inside my cup. Candy-cane fog rose. His gaze followed the motion as if it owed him money.

      “Confession,” I said. “You stall every night because you do not want to go home yet.”

      He cleared his throat. “That is not a confession. That is a hypothesis.”

      “Then test it,” I said smirking. “Truth or dare.”

      “Harley,” he said, and there was a warning in there somewhere that only made my pulse get all bright and happy.

      “Truth,” I said. “Why do you stall?”

      He stared at the snowflake decals on the front window. “Because going home feels like turning the lights off too fast.”

      My heart gave a sympathetic ache. I nudged his forearm with my elbow. “Then we will dim the lights slowly, together.”

      The holiday playlist switched to a sultry saxophone version of Silent Night that had no business being that cozy. I took a sip of my cocoa. It was too hot and too sweet and exactly what my plan required.

      “My turn,” he said. “Truth or dare.”

      “Dare.”

      “I dare you to stop calling me Santa when you are trying to boss me around.”

      I grinned. “Nick, I dare you back. Help me finish the window tree. One last sparkle for the night.”

      He nodded like a man walking into battle. I walked him to the display near the front of the store. I had been saving this one just in case my courage met an opportunity. A small artificial spruce stood there, bare and patient. I pulled a box of mini ornaments from under the counter, lifted the lid, and revealed peppermint swirls, tiny stars, and a dozen secret surprises I had assembled over the weeks.

      His eyebrows lifted. “You planned this.”

      “Of course,” I said. “Christmas miracles do not schedule themselves.”

      Nick let out a chuckle that he tried to hide, but I noticed it.

      We decorated in a hushed silence. My fingers brushed his knuckles when we reached for the same ornament. His palm steadied my waist when I rose on my toes to nestle a star near the top of the tree. The store grew softer at the edges. Outside, snow fell in lazy spirals. Inside, my breath synced to his without my permission.

      When we stepped back, the tree glowed like a secret. There were tiny gift tags tied to a few branches. He noticed them immediately; because of course he did. Nick noticed everything.

      “What are these?”

      “Open one,” I smiled.

      He untied a tag and read the little note. His smile arrived slowly and real. I had written silly gifts we could give ourselves. Five more minutes of quiet. The right to say no. A peppermint kiss. A second chance at joy.

      He looked at me for a long beat. “A peppermint kiss.”

      “I have excellent handwriting,” I said, which was not the question he asked.

      “Truth,” he said gently. “Do you want to use this one?”

      The peppermint stick had melted into a pink ribbon in my cup. I was sad I couldn’t use it to tuck behind my ear, but then I did something brave. I stepped into his space, our chests practically touching, tilted my head up, and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his mouth. It was shy and testing, like knocking on a door you already knew would open.

      He exhaled a laugh that sounded like relief. His hand found the small of my back. The next kiss was not to test any boundaries. It was warm, certain, and slow enough I could feel every part of it. My insides sang with joy. The bells on my wrist tattled again as my arms moved.

      “I thought you would be trouble,” he said against my smile.

      “You hired me anyway,” I said.

      “Seasonal worker,” he said. “Limited immunity.”

      “Then we should not waste any,” I suggested.

      The lights in the display window reflected us back, a red suit and an elf dress and two people who were about to make a perfectly harmless mess of ribbon and self-control. I tugged his jacket lapel, and the tree answered with a happy shimmer.

      “Dare,” I whispered. “I dare you to lock the back door too.”

      He glanced toward the stockroom. “You are relentless.”

      “Christmas waits for no one,” I said.
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      I had promised myself to be a professional this holiday season. Friendly, dependable, like the cheerful anchor at the end of the checkout line. I did not plan on Harley. You could not plan for a meteor. You either hoped it missed you or you stepped into a wish and let it burn.

      The back door clicked. I returned to find her perched on the counter like a pinup model invented by a greeting card. Candy cane behind her ear. Stocking seams on her legs. A smile that unwrapped things inside of me I had taped shut with holiday cheer and polite deflection.

      “You are certain,” I said.

      She held my gaze with a kind of light that made no room for doubt. “Truth. I am.”

      Her certainty loosened a knot in my chest I had not noticed until it slipped. As I moved closer, I could feel my heart beating out of my chest. The music changed to a cozy melody in the background. The whole store smelled of cocoa and pine. I set my Santa hat aside, and she lifted her hands like a woman ready to receive a gift. The laughter in her eyes said we knew exactly what we were doing, and the care in mine promised we would do it right.

      We kissed again. Longer. More heated. I tasted peppermint and desire. She made soft sounds that went straight to my knees. I braced my hand beside her hip and tried to remember every rule I ever made about not crossing lines at work. She exhaled my name, and the rules folded themselves into a neat stack and slid under the register. Her hands were pressed against my chest. Her fingers were already finding ways to slip inside my jacket.

      There is a way to be playful without losing respect. She showed me how to forget all about respect. Her fingertips traced the curve of my collar. A teasing tug at a button. The kind of laughter that made clothing feel like a suggestion rather than a boundary. We took our time. I was determined to keep it fun. We let it get warm in a way that sent the snow to do its best from the outside.

      “Another dare,” she said, breathless. “Show me what you do when the lights go off too fast.”

      I answered by lowering the front light strings to a slight dim. The tree by the window kept a soft glow, like a nightlight for grown-ups. Shadows turned bold corners into private alcoves. Her legs wrapped around my waist for a second, then she hopped down with a sparkle of bells and tugged me toward the plush armchair in the Santa photo area. Scandalous. Practical. Perfect.

      She settled there and pulled me in. Our hands explored with need and with the exact opposite of patience. We traded compliments that sounded inappropriate in the best possible way. She teased me with the peppermint stick and then tossed it aside before we
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