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      Julie Campbell needs to get Mr. McCarthy’s attention to pitch her business plan. But the man is not only busy, but an old fashioned, archaic oaf. She does everything for her job as the manager of an exclusive mall—she’s even dressed like an elf to help out one night. Her altruistic act leads her to the hot Santa… who she sees talking to Mr. McCarthy like they’re good friends. So, she comes over and pretends to be with Santa to get Mr. McCarthy’s attention—which ends up leading to a fake date.

      All that Paxton Thurman wants is a holiday season without his family worrying about him since his breakup. When he’s disguised as Santa because of losing a bet, he meets a sexy blonde who summons him to go to a party with her, without knowing he’s a moneyed tech guru and nephew of the man Julie is trying to impress. She likes him for him, and he’ll take that any day.

      But a little lie snowballs into her mistrusting him on a much bigger issue. When he realizes she’s the one for him, he needs to show her where his loyalty lies—before he loses her for good.
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      “Elf coming through,” Julie Campbell yelled as she zigzagged through the crowd of shoppers filling the streets of Tulip Arbor, an exclusive outdoor mall located beachside in Tulip, California. “Elf coming through,” she repeated, fixing the strands of hair straying from under the green hat.

      Her assistant, Tori, who was supposed to be wearing the green dress, along with the white, red, and green long stockings, and black boots, had called in sick, and it’d been too late to find a replacement. As the general manager of Tulip Arbor, Julie had to wear many hats. This one in particular was a size too big and kept sliding down her head.

      Walking in this heavy costume was like herding seven goats in a department store—which reminded her of that time she’d volunteered to help at a petting zoo fall party. She sighed. Lesson learned.

      A kid zoomed past her back so fast she almost lost her balance.

      If there was one thing that brought out the worst in people, it was the holiday season. But who cared? She got paid well to perform her job, and if she had it her way, she’d be able to make her case to the owner of Tulip Arbor, Alan McCarthy. She had a proposal ready for a big store focused on neuro atypical children.

      If only she could find a way to get a leg up with the man. A dinosaur when it came to equality rights, most of the people Alan had invested on in the last three years were either men or married women—preferably married to guys he knew from the golf course. If it would take a man for her to get her project off, she was screwed. It was hard enough to get a date, let alone a date that hung around long enough to meet family, friends and boss.

      But she’d find a way to get Alan to listen to her. Hell, she’d do anything. Maybe wearing this ridiculous costume would send out a message to the universe and she’d be rewarded.

      She found Santa’s Wonderland. The massive sparkling cottage was conveniently located at the mall’s plaza, in the middle of all the high-end stores. The amount of blinking lights would give her a headache if it weren’t for the nice set up, outlining the roof of the building where people walked in and out to get free samples from stores, buy seasonal trinkets, and get their tickets for the little ones to take the special train ride around the area.

      A supersized Christmas tree stood next to the cottage, filled with colorful ornaments, garlands and strings of lights.

      Julie walked into the cottage. Another elf talked to guests, and Fernando, the photographer, fumbled with his camera.

      A long line of people—mostly parents and grandparents with excited children—formed from where she stood all the way to the Santa chair. She ate up the distance, squaring her shoulders and slapping on a smile when a child pointed at her.

      Waving a couple of times, she hurried until she stood inches from Santa himself.

      Although…

      She did a double take.

      Mall Santas were in a rotation, and different guys from various body types and races fulfilled that duty. Most of them, though, were older or pulled off the old look without a lot of work—or make up.

      But the man who talked to a little girl…

      Mysteriously, her heartbeat leaped to her throat, where it lumped into a pulsing knot. She parted her lips, giving him a once over. Santa was in his thirties, and even though he sat at the ridiculously decorated throne, she could tell he was tall. And broad.

      The rippling muscles stretched the limits of the red fabric of the holiday costume. Her gaze traveled down, and even though he clearly wore a fake belly, she could tell underneath he was all muscles and power. Daaaaamn.

      “Mom, can I talk to Santa?” a little boy asked, loud enough Julie could hear.

      “Honey, I still have to get home and cook dinner. Maybe tomorrow,” his mother said. Then, the boy pointed at Santa again, and Julie caught the moment the mother saw Santa’s numerous, hmmm, traits. She fanned herself, and smiled to her kid, saying, “You know what? We can do takeout. Let’s stand in line.”

      Julie glanced at the woman, who finger combed her hair and dashed to the end of the long line, practically sweeping the boy off the floor.

      Julie shook her head and shortened the gap between herself and Santa. When she got closer, she noticed the expressive, intense brown eyes with a hint of gold. He’d obviously worn a fake long, white beard, but the shadow over his kissable lips hinted at a trimmed beard. What was the color of his hair? Brown? Had to be. Oh, that stupid hat ruined it for everyone.

      Taking a detour, she dashed to the back room, where a rope kept the public away.

      “Elf reporting for duty,” she said in a chirpy tone.

      “Thank god you’re here,” said Andre from the beauty department, also dressed as Elf. “I need a break.”

      She clapped her hands together. “Sorry I’m late. Bet the kids are anxious to see Santa.”

      “The kids and their moms. I’ve been an elf all week, and this is the longest line by far,” Andre said.

      “Who is he?” She cocked her head in the direction of Santa’s chair.

      Andre shrugged. “Human Resources sent him. Why, you joining the long line of admirers too?”

      So she could get her heart broken? Julie scowled. “Please. I prefer blonds who are less bulky.”

      “That’s great to know,” said a deep voice behind her. Shivers rippled down her spine. “Can we get more candy canes?”

      She turned around to see Santa glancing at her. Her cheeks felt warm, and a wave of embarrassment washed over her. She swallowed. “Of course. Be right there.”

      “Thanks,” he said. “And the name’s Paxton, by the way.” Then he returned to the chair before she could tell him her name.

      Andre whistled. “Smooth.”

      Julie touched her hot cheeks. Could be, of course, because of her stupid costume. After all, why did that man butt into their conversation anyway? “Don’t be long, Andre.”

      Andre blew her a kiss. “You better go get those candy canes.”

      Julie reached into the cupboard and grabbed a handful of candy, tossing it in the white and red bowl. When she returned to the public space, she slapped on a smile.

      A set of twins already sat on his lap, which provided a good buffer for them. All she had to do was sit pretty for the ones who wanted pictures with the elf as well—a minority, really— and hand out candies and small favors from the stores that participated in this event. Fernando took pictures, and he was too busy for small talk.

      So, Santa’s name was Paxton.

      She strayed a glance his way. Did his voice have a twinge of Texan accent? Maybe she’d imagined it. Either way, shouldn’t matter.

      She’d only had two serious boyfriends, and they both cheated on her. The third guy she dated with hopes of going steady, hadn’t cheated but omitted the fact he had a son. Not that she didn’t like kids. She did. But he’d lied about being a father for weeks—what did that say about him?

      Most likely, Mr. Santa was a player with too many good-looking women on his contact list. There was no need for her to worry about what she’d said. After this shift, she’d go back to her busy life as general manager and she’d never see him ever again.
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      Paxton popped his knuckles. If someone had told him that being Santa for a day at the mall would be this exhausting, he would have laughed. After all, he had excelled at triathlons before. He’d been part of the rowing team at University of Texas. Hell, he’d even created a revolutionary app for hardcore athletes that truly helped them win their challenges.

      He looked down at the little girl with curly hair and big blue eyes on his lap. “And I want a bike, a new Barbie, and also, a kitten.”

      “Honey, Daddy is allergic to cats,” her mother said, nudging her daughter to slide down his lap and keep the line moving.

      “Okay,” the little girl said, then looked over her shoulder at Paxton with a mischievous glint in her eyes. “A puppy will do.”

      “Maddie, c’mon, sweetheart,” her mom said, shooting him an apologetic glance.

      Paxton’s heart shrank. The previous Christmas, he thought he had it all—a fiancée, and a baby on the way. But he’d lost his family without ever making it official. A mutual friend told him the baby Danielle was carrying wasn’t his, which Danielle confirmed. She confessed to cheating on him during a work trip. And just like that, all was taken from him.

      He blinked that memory away.

      “Santa?” the blonde woman called, the one he’d seen talking to Andre earlier. There was something intriguing about her—quirky, even. She wore an elf costume a size too big, but her face was on display, and what a sweet face it was—heart shaped, with high cheeks and dark green eyes. “Do you need a break?”

      He cleared his throat, facing the crowd. Best to get this over with. When his friend Bruce, Human Resources Director at Tulip Arbor, had done a bet with him on their night out the weekend prior, he thought he’d win it. He thought he’d get all darts on the board. He hadn’t, and as punishment he was supposed to be Santa for one night—the only night Bruce hadn’t found a cover for. “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Good,” she said, then bit her bottom lip.

      Awareness stirred in his groin. For the past year, he hadn’t dated much—he’d chosen to leave Texas and move to California for a while. As a renowned software developer with one of the most innovative firms in the country, he could work anywhere. So, he’d chosen California, where a good part of his mom’s side of the family resided.

      His chest felt
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