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      Gabriel hovered near the reception desk, his focus remaining locked on Eve. The fifteen-foot Christmas tree offered a backdrop that only made her look more beautiful. She was like a regal princess. From her dark hair to her green eyes, he still couldn’t believe that some guy hadn’t swept her off her feet.

      Then again, Eve was the kind of woman who didn’t seem to put much priority on her own love life. She was always working. Here at the resort was where he’d first met her. From the moment he had, he knew she was special.

      The problem was she didn’t feel the same about him. It had been so clear that he’d chosen to become her friend rather than her love interest.

      Gabriel glanced over at the guy who’d just found the engagement ring for his future bride as he made his way toward the elevator. That man’s question had thrown everything off-balance. If a stranger could tell Gabriel had feelings for Eve, then who else had noticed?

      He prayed Eve hadn’t. Boy, that would be embarrassing. If she knew he liked her, and she hadn’t said anything, either she was being a good friend, or she felt more awkward about the whole thing than he did.

      A sigh burst from his lips. It wasn’t like Eve would ever be interested in him anyway. If he’d ever seen even a glimpse that she might have feelings for him, he would have asked her out on the spot. So here he stood, admiring her from afar—always watching but never quite being part of her life in the way that he wanted most.

      “Gabe, I need you to man the counter at the ice-skating rink.”

      Gabriel started and glanced to his right. His manager scanned a document in his hand, not looking up. The man was in his mid-fifties and claimed he ran this resort because there were two things he cared about most—creating connections between people and Christmas.

      Well, if he was so interested in creating connections, he should have paid more attention to the people who worked for him.

      Stephen glanced up at Gabriel. “Well? They’re short, and we have a large group heading that way.”

      Gabriel straightened and gave his boss a nod. “Of course.” He headed through the lobby, slowing his steps as he passed Eve. She looked up at him from her clipboard and flashed him a smile, stirring those familiar reactions in his chest. They’d probably hang out after their shifts like they usually did.

      Their evenings were always the same. Eve would chat excitedly about some couple she interacted with. Gabriel would let her take control of the conversation because he loved hearing her talk. Maybe they’d go ice-skating or spend some time at the pool. Then they’d part ways without anything remotely romantic. He was content with this. They’d been doing it for two years now.

      So why was he suddenly wondering if he was doing something wrong?

      If he confessed that he liked her, he could lose everything. Friendships didn’t last as long when the two individuals didn’t feel the same level of attraction. Gabriel tore his focus from her and headed out the door.

      He’d made the right call. Eve was out of his league anyway.

      Gabriel arrived at the rink a mere five minutes before the large group that Stephen had mentioned showed up. A group of couples in their seventies were on-site for some program. It was possible that Eve had told him about it, but he couldn’t recall.

      About thirty minutes later, he was just standing behind the counter, waiting for people to bring their skates back. His eyes followed one couple after another slowly making their way around the rink. All the Christmas songs that played over the intercom seemed to bleed into one another.

      Gabriel rested his elbows on the countertop. It was probably time to find someone of his own—someone who could make him happy. Someone who wasn’t Eve.

      “Hey.”

      Speak of the devil. Gabriel turned his head in a slow, lazy motion. “Hey.”

      Eve placed her hands on the counter and climbed over to his side, forcing him to move out of the way. “I got off a little early, so I thought we could hang out.”

      Gabriel gestured toward the rink that was nearly filled to the brim. “I don’t think I’m going to get out of here as soon as you’d like. Maybe you could go hang out with Amy.”

      Eve made a face. “Did you hear? She’s dating Finn. They’re inseparable.”

      Biting back a smile, Gabriel pulled his focus from Eve and put it back on the rink. “You don’t seem too pleased about it.”

      “Amy? With Finn? There’s no way they’re going to last. Besides, workplace relationships rarely do. And what are they going to do when they get done with this gig over the holidays? I’m pretty sure they live in completely different states.”

      “You don’t think they’d find a way to make it work?” Gabriel could feel his throat closing up already. It wasn’t that relationship talk was hard for him to handle. At least, it hadn’t been before that guy brought Eve to his attention. For some reason, Gabriel couldn’t stomach this tidbit of information.

      Eve might have seemed disinterested in him, but she’d also appeared less than enthused about anyone else who worked here. He’d thought it had something to do with just not wanting a relationship. But maybe it had more to do with her opinions of dating someone at work.

      She leaned forward and rested her elbows next to his on the counter. Their shoulders bumped against each other’s, and she set her focus on the rink just like he had. “I mean, I guess it could work if they were really in love.”

      “And you know they aren’t.”

      A smile tugged at her lips, and she nudged her shoulder against his. “Hey! I’ve been at this a long time. You know that. And if I know anything, it’s getting a feel for how well a couple will mesh. Amy and Finn don’t at all.”

      Gabriel scrunched up his face. “Isn’t Finn new?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, if he’s new, then how would you know? Wouldn’t it be better for you to get to know him first? Maybe he’s the right kind of guy for Amy.”

      Eve snorted. “Amy only likes him because he’s the flavor of the season.”

      Gabriel’s brow lifted, and he turned slightly to stare at her. “Flavor? Are you suggesting that the girls talk about the guys around here as if they’re ice cream?”

      She gave him a pointed look. “You know as well as anyone here that is exactly what’s happening. What else are those girls going to discuss?”

      “I dunno, their jobs?”

      Eve laughed. “In a perfect world, you might be right. But the fact is that we come out here for the holiday season to work for other couples. It’s hard not to succumb oneself to thoughts of romance when you’re surrounded by it on a daily basis.”

      He nudged her. “So what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “You entertaining any romantic thoughts?”

      She lifted a shoulder. “Maybe I did once upon a time.” Eve shook her head. “But right now? Nah. I have so much on my plate. I don’t have time for something like that.”

      “Well, maybe you should.”
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      A chill swept down Eve’s spine despite her oversized winter coat. She glanced at Gabriel out of the corner of her eye. Usually, he seemed indifferent to discussions she started regarding relationships. It wasn’t lost on her that he let her prattle on with only veiled interest. Tonight was different for some reason. Why was he asking her these questions? Did he have feelings for Amy?

      No, that was crazy. He hadn’t said more than a few words to Amy. At least, not that she was aware of.

      Today was like any other day at the resort. She had to coordinate some of the groups’ events, and Gabriel would inevitably be at one of them, ready to bring a smile to her face and pull her attention from the sad fact that she didn’t have a special someone of her own.

      At one time, she might have considered Gabriel. He was cute and sweet, and he could make her laugh. Those were the first things she looked for. But he’d never really given her any indication that he wanted something more to develop between them.

      “Anyway, since Amy is obviously busy⁠—”

      “And so am I,” Gabriel interjected.

      She laughed and bumped her shoulder into his. “I say we plan on something as soon as you’re done here.” She peeked at him.

      He gave an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, all right. If I have to.”

      Eve shook her head even as a smile crossed her face. “I think we should rent a movie and watch it in your room. This week is going to be so crazy. We have two weddings and one bachelorette party.”

      “Speaking of, I’m pretty sure a guy is proposing to his girlfriend tonight.”

      Eve gasped. “Who?”

      He huffed. “You think I know their names? That’s your department, not mine.” His eyes danced with amusement, and he gave her a crooked grin. “Everyone knows that’s why you get those sorts of assignments. I think Stephen might even think there’s witchcraft involved.” He waggled his brows and peered at her, making her squirm just a little. His voice lowered. “It’s okay, Eve. You can tell me. Are you, in fact, a witch?”

      Eve pulled back from him with a short laugh and gave him a slug in the arm. “Quit teasing me. You know I love this sort of stuff.” She returned to her position beside him, their arms touching. She looked out at the older couples making slow circles on the rink. Most of them held hands, and all of them had joy in their eyes. Her voice softened. “I mean, just look at them. They’re so happy.”

      Gabriel’s voice, right next to her ear, was so soft and husky it gave her goose bumps. “Then why haven’t you found someone for yourself?”

      She didn’t meet his probing gaze, though she could feel it on her. Instead, Eve lifted a shoulder and sighed. “I guess I’m too busy. I spend a lot of my time here, working on-site.” She glanced at him then. “Did I tell you that I’m thinking of subletting my apartment?”

      His brows lifted.

      “Yeah. I figured I spend more time taking shifts here than I do living at home. I think I might ask Stephen if there is a way to give me a permanent place here.”

      His eyes bore into hers, making her itch. She couldn’t tell if he thought she was crazy or if he admired her work ethic. Usually, she could pinpoint the emotions he was experiencing, but not this time.

      She pushed him with her fingertips. “Aren’t you going to say something? You know, tell me that I’m making a mistake⁠—”

      “Are you?”

      Eve froze then blinked a few times. “What?”

      “Is it a mistake?” He turned his whole body and rested his hip against the counter. “Why are you making this decision? I think you’ll be able to figure out if it’s a mistake based on the answer to that question alone.”

      She pressed her lips together, dragging her gaze from his. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, once you figure that out, then I think you’ll be golden.”

      “What would you do? If you were me, that is? I mean, I love being here. Whenever I go home for a break, I keep thinking about what I’m missing at the resort. It’s why I always request Christmas instead of asking for it off. This place—I don’t know—it makes me happy.”

      “Then it wouldn’t be a mistake.”

      Eve glanced at him again. “Do you really mean that?”

      He turned to face the rink, not meeting her questioning gaze. “I’m not you, Eve. I can’t make those kinds of decisions for you.”

      “But you know me better than anyone.”

      His gaze cut to hers, the surprise plain on his face.

      “I mean it. You’re my best friend.” Her face colored, and she dropped her eyes to her hands. “That’s pretty pathetic, isn’t it? I mean, if you’re my best friend and I don’t have much going for me at home, then what is even the point?”

      “Hey.” His quiet voice pulled her from her spiraling thoughts. He lifted her chin with his knuckle, and a spark of static electricity caused her to jump. They both smiled, but his didn’t last as long. Gabriel’s face grew serious. “I’ve always been a fan of people following their hearts. And if this is where you’re meant to be, then make it happen.” He dropped his hand and folded his arms. “Besides, if it’s pathetic that I’m your best friend, then it’s equally pathetic that you’re mine.”

      A fresh surge of goose bumps crawled up her arms, and she flashed him a wide smile. “I love that we’re so close
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