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Fake-dating my brother's grumpy best friend aka my once-upon-a-time high school crush? Definitely not on my Christmas list. Especially after he played Grinch with my heart last Christmas Eve. But when a scandalous video of me sneaking into his luxury hotel in just a teddy with Dasher the Cat in my arms goes viral, we've got no choice: turn him from the "Most Eligible Scrooge" to "Mr. Fixer-Upper Heartthrob" and save my PR gig.

Sure, Landon knows all my buttons (annoyingly well) and has this maddening way of making me swoon all over again, but we've got ground rules. Top of the list? No falling in love. Even if we get stranded in the most romantic small-town renovating a house for the holidays.

Dear Santa, it's me, Julie. if you're listening: grant me this one wish and I'll toss in some extra cookies. And carrots for the reindeer, of course!

# Most Eligible Scrooge is the perfect steamy romantic comedy for you if you love Hallmark movies and romcoms with, um, the door open (aka it's getting "hot" in Swans Cove).

# Most Eligible Scrooge is the perfect steamy romantic comedy for you if you enjoy:

Brother's Best Friend trope;

Holiday romcoms;

Fake Dating;

Grumpy book boyfriends;

Billionaire romance;

Boss romance.
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A little note to you, dear reader:
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First of all, thank you. Thank you for picking up this book. Julie and Landon thank you. too.

There’s a FREE prequel called ONCE UPON A CHRISTMAS EVE that you can pick up if you’d like, but it’s not necessary to fall in love with Landon and Julie. 

I write those steamy romcoms to make you smile and swoon. I mention this in the acknowledgements but I want to say it here, too:

To the people pleasers out there: always remember your worth. You matter. <3 And to those who hold a special place for a people pleaser in their heart, I see and appreciate you too. 

Thank you!

<3

Elodie



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: ]
This one is for...
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––––––––
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To my husband for loving all of me.

And to you who needs to hear that you're enough.

Just the way you are.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​[image: ]
DECEMBER 17th​
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CHAPTER 1—JULIE
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"Did you fly to the North Pole for this Cupid ornament?" Mara Sullivan, bestselling romance author and CEO of "Love Fairy: Your VIP Cupid," radiates holiday spirit in the red velvet dress I picked up for her at 5.30 a.m.

I'm a mess, breathless, and my stomach is roiling like a snow globe given one too many vigorous shakes. Mara has been teasing me with a promotion for a year, a sweet carrot in contrast to the scary-looking stick: threat of job loss and bulldozing my reputation.

"Julie." Mara snaps her fingers in front of me, her patchouli scent overpowering, but my everything-is-okay smile remains unbroken. "Where. Is. The. Ornament." She stresses each word with a sharp tap of her manicured index finger on my desk and I straighten my spine, knowing she hates it when I slouch. She narrows her eyes. "There's nothing to smile about."

I wince, but my lips must be frozen in place. "I looked in the trash like you asked. It wasn't there." My voice doesn't betray the fear tightening around my throat. Mara has axed assistants for less than a missing ornament.

Mara's nose crinkles, her glittery reddish eyeshadow at odds with her piercing, disappointed glare. "That explains the fish smell."

The lingering scent of microwaved fish isn't my doing. Three days ago, Mara had me order salmon; today, she wanted it reheated and tested for freshness.

Gross.

But it's okay. Just part of the job.

"I need the Cupid ornament tonight. Also, order a butterfly vibrator." Her voice doesn't lower or change intonation. "Dick needs... help." The details about her boyfriend's shortcomings are more than I need to know and are my cheeks turning crimson, or is it getting warmer in here?

Other assistants deal with this, right?

"Mm-hmm."

Mara plows on. "Have the full analysis of my interview and the article outline on orgasms on my desk in an hour."

Without waiting for a response, she strides off toward the conference room, ready to make her grand entrance as the sound of the team butchering “Jingle Bell Rock” at the holiday party I organized but can't attend trails behind her.

In no time, I'm ordering the top-rated butterfly vibrator—one advantage to city living. At least that's one task I can check off the list.

Switching windows, I'm met with the daunting task of my current draft—"The Big O and Love—How to Have It All." I'm stuck. An hour's research into "love and climax" and "signs of orgasm" has gotten me nowhere.

I have several books at home now on the topic and, well, I can't really talk about the one time I came so close with the way off-limits and way-too-infuriating man I refuse to think about.

I need more practice.

Or a Christmas miracle.

The post-its sticking from my computer screen taunt me. I pride myself on my organization skills and on how much I can get done in a day, but Mara is testing my limits.

Ignoring the panic rumbling in the back of my mind, my fingers find comfort in the small Christmas tree I added to my desk—a little touch of joy that I hoped others might appreciate, too.

I can do this. I have to. As “All I Want For Christmas” by Mariah Carey starts up in the conference room, I hum along, wishing I could be there with them, letting loose. But I can't. Not yet. Not until everything's perfect.

I focus back on my to-do list, staring at "Finish article outline on orgasms," "Send Mara's ex a signed copy of her latest book dedicated to ‘All The Frogs She Had To Kiss,’" and "Dress up as a Christmas elf and hand-deliver my boss' latest manuscript to famed romance author Dorie Nobers, all while singing ‘All I Want for Christmas Is a Blurb’ without tripping in my elf shoes.”

All I want for Christmas is a happily-ever-after type of love, a job that doesn't slurp the soul out of my body like a demon enjoying his favorite smoothie, to show my family they don't have to worry about me... and maybe less public singing in elf attire.

And an orgasm.

Yes, an orgasm.

An earth-shattering, toe-curling, can't even remember my name orgasm.

The belting-out-a-solo-in-the-spotlight pleasure I've read about in those romance novels stacked on my nightstand and that I almost could taste last Christmas Eve with "The One We Don't Talk About" as I teetered on the edge. The type of pleasure that stars in the steamy fanfiction I've been secretly writing—"Lyndon and Jules: Cold Case Detectives."

My pen name's inbox is practically bursting with a symphony of subject lines, each one escalating in its urgency: "What's the Next Move?," "Don't Keep Us Hanging!," "More Lyndon, Please!"

But... I haven't been able to type a single word about Lyndon since Mark stepped into my life three weeks ago. It's like my fingers froze over the keys, my mind blank whenever I try to weave another steamy scene. It feels... wrong, somehow, to keep writing about being pressed against Lyndon’s hard chest in the elevator when I'm trying so hard to give Mark a fair shot. I mean, real life isn't a fanfic, right?

I take a deep breath—forgetting about the salmon smell I can't seem to shake off.

Mara is an asshole. My friend Lana texts me from the other side of the office as she changes the algorithm for the new dating app Mara wants to launch in seventeen days.

Truth. Are we still on for drinks Friday?

At least this year I'm going home for Christmas, and before that, Lana, Poppy, and I are going to spend an evening relaxing.

Definitely. I want to hear all about tomorrow night. She adds wink emojis and hearts and the organ behind my chest flutters.

Before I know it, I'm texting Mark: Have fun at the squash tournament.

I have a plan for when he comes back to his apartment. Tomorrow could be the night. Operation Orgasm, as Lana likes to call it, is on.

Thanks, Sunshine.

His reply is another mood-booster. My nerves perk up and flutters of anticipation descend in my chest like the beginning of a snowstorm.

My eyes whip to the clock, and the Rudolph-on-a-mission jitters skid to an uneasy halt. What if my orgasm master plan bombs? Stop overthinking, Julie. Sighing, I abandon the article outline, swapping to our social channels.

Sure, my work chair's as comfortable as a bed of nails, but diving into the digital aftermath of Mara's Channel One interview? That's a task that sparks joy.

Headlines organized by reach, a brief on website traffic spikes and our account interaction—it seems Mara's interview is going global. Perfect for Love Fairy's European expansion dreams.

The next time my eyes stray to the clock, it's past nine.

Lana left to go on another date—she's trying the app's functionality before launch. Another developer has been chatting with her about some issues she's been having with hers. Karaoke's a memory, the office deserted, the party migrated to some bar, minus me. But hey, at least my analysis is done and our hashtags game is more than successful.

#MaraTheLoveFairy trends, with influencers reposting videos, lamenting their love life wreckage, and wishing for their own love fairy.

"Julie!" Mara's shrill voice ricochets from her office.

"Yes?" I answer, voice steady despite my clammy hands.

Dear Santa, please let this go smoothly. I'll even feed your reindeer.

The click-clack of her heels grows louder, her hands finding her waist as she looms over my station. "Any luck with the Cupid ornament?"

Rather than answer "no," I meet her gaze. "I preemptively ordered a replacement—same personalization. It should arrive..." I check my watch, "...in about ten minutes."

"Fine." Her sigh translates to “not fine,” but she has bigger fish to fry. "And the coverage analysis?"

My nod would make every bobblehead proud. "It's been picked up already by E! and Marie Claire."

"Good. Good."

Her boyfriend, the model on her latest cover and newly minted VP of Celebrity Research at Love Fairy (a role created for him), wraps his arms around her waist. "Genius. Your line about infusing love from your books into people's hearts was perfect."

Though the idea and the messaging were mine, the last thing I need is a pat on the back from this creep who's been blasting unsolicited dick pics worldwide with the message Hey Beautiful, Here's my eggplant.

Yes, he spelled out the word "eggplant" before the actual eggplant emoji.

There should be a flashing warning siren for any dick pic sent. Did they request this? No? Don't send it.

He lets go of Mara and leans in toward me, reeking of spicy cologne. "Could you print those reports for me?" His breath prickles my neck, and I stiffen. Printing for her boyfriend wasn't on my to-do list.

Despite this, my peacekeeping smile stays intact as I hand over the papers. "Here."

His slick fingers graze mine, and I go rigid. "Thanks, doll."

"I'm Julie," I remind him, keeping my tone neutral.

"Oh, I know." Another brush of fingers. This time against my arm, and a shudder crawls on my skin, as if a cold, slimy snake slithered by. "And I'm Richard, but you can call me Dick."

Oh, I do.

My tight lips should give him a hint I'm not a fan of this conversation, but as always, he's clueless or doesn’t care. I sit back down, crossing my fingers he gets the message, but he steps even closer and... did he also eat that rancid salmon?

"Thirteen things to know about female orgasms?" He snickers, reading the website I had back up and breathing out in my neck. "I could write the guide on female orgasms: how they sound, how they taste, how to achieve them."

Yes, with the help of a butterfly vibrator and a vivid imagination.

My irritation fuels my fast click to close the window. "If you'll excuse me, I have a few more things to do for Mara."

Fortunately, she summons him, freeing me from his nauseating leer. "Of course."

Barely a moment passes when I hear my name again. "Julie!"

Sighing, I hurry toward her office. "Yes?"

She motions at the TV. "Landon Adams. You know him, right?"

If by knowing him, she means spending fourteen years in crushville on my brother's best friend who may or may not have inspired my very popular grumpy hero named Lyndon.

Then, yes. I know him.

Last Christmas, we toed past friendship into an unforgettable, blush-worthy territory.

I mentally swipe left on the flashback.

He's in my past. I've moved on.

"Earth to Julie? Landon Adams. You do know him, right?"

"Hmm-hmmm."

Dick's eyes move from my face to my chest, as if my boobs have a direct line to Landon. If only he knew that Landon's seen all my phases: timid kid, gawky teen, and adult, moaning his name. Fun.

I feel the weight of Mara's gaze pinning me, her sharp nails rapping against the surface of the desk until Dick, finally getting the cue, ceases his ogling and returns his attention to his tablet. "Mark..." She pauses, as if measuring the weight of the words to come. "My nephew. Her boyfriend." There's an emphasis on “boyfriend” that sends three more slithering snakes up and down my spine. She's clearly sending a message, though I'm unsure of its intended recipient.

"Mark mentioned something." She begins, "Apparently, they bumped into Landon at a restaurant on their second date. He footed their bill. Mark was impressed. That's when I knew he meant business with you." My mind races, replaying that night and Landon marching to our table, barely giving me a polite smile before turning to Mark. My heart hammering, I played his game: pretending nothing ever happened between us, pretending he didn't keep me on read after that, pretending my heart didn’t get one more bruise with broad shoulders and icy blue eyes and a deep chuckle that used to make me smile. Mara barrels on before I can answer. "It's no small feat to impress Mark."

Her words linger in the air for a moment. Mark was certainly impressed. After all, he asked me to go steady right after that encounter and a week later, even gave me a key to his apartment. It's been a whirlwind of a relationship so far, but I decided to stop thinking too much and let myself get swept off my feet.

"Landon's single, right?" The abrupt question jolts me from my thoughts.

I nod, dreading where Mara's getting at. "Depends on your definition of single. Unattached? Yes."

"He'd make an ideal client." Mara contemplates. "Arrange a meeting."

I flick my gaze to the screen. There's Landon, all six feet of charisma and business power, answering questions with his typical grumble. A grumble I've heard in less formal circumstances. Currently, he seems more interested in leaving the red carpet than this interview.

And he's alone. I frown. He's been alone on the pictures I have or have not looked at dozens of times before meeting Mark.

"Hmm-hmm," I offer, noncommittally. Because I'm not convincing Landon, Mister Scrooge of Eligibility, to join Love Fairy. Mara doesn't know Landon has commitment allergies. His only lasting relationship is with his work. That high school bad boy who could be sweet and funny? The one with the hot temper and all that leading main character charisma? He's a grouchy CEO now. Even more off-limits than before.

I'm not making a business deal with him. I'm not crossing that line. One of the few remaining.

"Good. Good." Mara's lengthy pause leaves me hovering awkwardly by her desk. When she finally turns back to me, it's to demand, "Get me his number."

Oh no.

"I... Yes, will do. I need to check if I still have the right one. My brother... I'll ask him."

"I don't need to hear a play-by-play of your thought process. Just make it happen!" She waves dismissively as her boyfriend smirks in agreement. "If we sign him and find his match, A-Listers worldwide will follow suit—this could be the breakthrough Love Fairy needs. You have forty-eight hours to make this Landon thing happen or else..." Her penetrating gaze intensifies as she hisses the warning, "You don't want to end up on the naughty list now, do you?"

If I fail, my career could end before it starts. Mara's last two assistants landed their dream jobs. One got a job at a prestigious PR firm, another is working for the Met, but the one before that disappointed her and is now stuck managing social media for a discount Viagra company, trying to come up with catchy hashtags.

Mara's influence and power can make or break me.

My dream is to work for her charity, but if I fail her, it's over. I imagine my family's disappointment, their disbelief. I was supposed to prove that I could do something big on my own. Now, that hard work could go up in smoke.

But there's hope, buried under fear and dread of Landon. I'll call him on Friday, after a boost from Operation O.

I swallow. "Sure. I'll make it happen."

Her predatory smile chills me as she strolls off. "Forty-eight hours. Tick-tock."

The clock is ticking.

Merry flipping Christmas.​
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CHAPTER 2—LANDON
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Every fiber of my being loathes red carpets.

They're nothing more than show-off events, especially those that masquerade as charitable evenings, but in reality, are orchestrated by some megalomaniac with a god complex.

'Tis the season to be giving. Bullshit. 'Tis the season to be fake. Also, 'tis the season to think about your best friend's sister, apparently.

My eyes scan the crowd on the other side of the red carpet. Her boss was rumored to come to this event—but it's not like she'd bring her assistant with her. Right? 

My therapist, who I started seeing three months ago after the nth unreasonable explosion, might suggest delving into why I'm searching for Julie in the crowd, why I'm disappointed not to see her, why that disappointment is tightening the muscles in my shoulders, my jaw, making me feel like snapping at the world.

She'd prod me to explore the depths of that, but Julie... Julie is the one topic where we're at an impasse. I recognize that my feelings for her are not just a recurring theme, but a raging storm I can't seem to outrun.

After that fateful Christmas eve last year, these feelings are more alive, more turbulent than ever before. So I do the only thing I can—I bury them, deep down, shoving them to the pit of the earth, because I fucked up and I should have known better.

But as much as I try, those feelings refuse to stay put, always clawing their way back up, back into the heart I'm desperately trying to pretend doesn't even exist.

"Landon! Here! Look here! Smile for us!” 

Photographers clamor, my name erupting from their mouths like an invasive mantra. The flash of their cameras creates an almost tangible barrier, making the air feel denser. I have to restrain the scowl tugging at my lips—I don't need another snapshot to feed the media's narrative: “Landon, New York City's Most Eligible Bachelor or Scrooge?” 

I'm pretty sure someone on the board started that nickname—trying to oust me sooner than later.

This is taking forever.

Ahead of me, Nora Morain, the star of Dead Ends—a new zombie TV series that's all the rage—waves to the crowd, her agent on the other side telling her to slow down even more while the organizers are telling her to keep going.

Zombie shows. They're everywhere now. A reminder of a past I'd rather forget, another reminder of her, of Julie.

It's like the universe is giving me the finger, bringing back all those memories I've been keeping at bay.

The hours we spent huddled together on the worn-out leather couch in her and Jack's living room, watching zombie shows, zombie movies, zombie everything... when we weren't watching her favorite rom-coms.

Has she started watching Dead Ends yet? Maybe she's curled up on her couch in her tiny apartment, alone this time. Or maybe not alone. Maybe that guy I saw at the restaurant with her is holding her hand, wrapping his arm around her, showing her what all those books about orgasms she had hidden underneath her sink are all about.

If I clench my jaw any tighter, I'm going to shatter a molar.

"Nora! Have you been stress-eating because of the show's mixed reviews?" The words, so casually cruel, slice through the night air and my entire body stiffens, narrowing my eyes, trying to discern in the crowd who the fuck asked that question. 

The noise becomes even louder when Nora falters, almost splashing to the ground. She's a fifteen-year-old kid, her shoulders shaking under the weight of attention. The shouts and jeers hurling her way have her bottom lip trembling, and I can almost feel the palpable fear radiating from her.

She freezes, staring straight ahead as the crowd becomes more vicious, more demanding.

"Nora, is the rumor about you and Shane true?"

"Nora, show us those braces, come on!"

"Nora, why isn't your mom with you today?"

Anger flares up in me. Can't these vultures find someone their own size to prey on?

With a sigh, I do what I know will take the heat off her. I attempt to smile, and wave at the reporter from EntertainMeNow to follow me toward the gaggle area where reporters and somewhat celebrities are gathered for on-the-spot interviews.

The photographers swarm my way and the young actress seizes the opportunity and rushes inside. I hope someone close to her is nearby. Someone she can rely on and she doesn’t have to pretend with.

"Landon!" The reporter lunges at me, her microphone a cold intrusion against my cheek. "You weren't at the Met Gala. How come you attended this event?" Her red dress rides up her thighs, and even my partiality for red doesn't prevent the frown that creases my brow as I step aside. Not because I don't like the view, but because now that Nora is gone, I want to march away from all of this. I've had enough of the spectacle, the leering eyes, and the invasive questions.

"It fits in my calendar," I grunt out. And I can almost hear the hotel's PR person schooling me on my tone. I step away, but the EMN reporter clinging to my side has other plans. We had a fling more than a year ago, but that doesn't entitle her to more than a few words. She got plenty of satisfaction out of those afternoons—but when she wanted a repeat in February, a Valentine's Day fun, I told her I was busy. Because for the past year, I've been a monk. No one can erase the memory of Julie's laughter, her blush, the way her lips tasted.

I rub the back of my neck, hoping to push those images away.

The EMN reporter must not notice the warning bells in my gaze, or she simply ignores them, because she keeps on my heels.

"There are whispers you might lose your position as CEO of Forever Love Hotels. Care to comment?

The VP of Communications from Forever Love Hotels stands a step behind me. The heat of his smug grin radiates into my back, his presence like a snake in the snow. Instead of offering support, he sidesteps, his polished loafers crunching against the ground as he strolls past me with a victorious smirk stretching his thin lips. Because the reporter is right: One more misstep and they'll out me as CEO.

"I'd say we're here for the Christmas season." The words spread a bitter aftertaste on my tongue. "Not to discuss planted stories." Forget grunting, I'm full on growling now.

The EMN reporter's eyes widen, but she doesn't miss a beat. There's an edge to her professionalism that I hadn't detected in the softness of her skin. She shifts her weight, and a sparkling diamond ring on her finger catches the glare of the camera lights. Time for a diversion. "Beautiful diamond, Ana."

"My name is Anita."

Shit.

"Right. Congratulations are in order?" My question hangs in the biting night air.

She tilts her head, the wind catching a few loose strands of her hair. "Indeed. Which brings me to my next point."

Crap.

"I found my happily-ever-after thanks to the Love Fairy. Have you ever thought about joining a matchmaking service?”

I don't resist the urge to roll my eyes. And they suggest I join the Love Fairy, the matchmaking service Julie works for? As if my life isn't complicated enough. Another absurdity to add to the growing list.

"I'm glad it worked for you," I utter without sounding like a complete asshole.

"But you believe in love, right?"

Sure. And I believe in Santa Claus and that reindeers can fly.

I'm a hotel CEO, not a character in some second-rate romantic comedy. This love-wild speculation typically orbits Valentine's Day.

Why is everyone so bent on dissecting my love life around Christmastime?

Ana... Anita... whatever her name is, continues. "I've heard about Forever Diamond's expansion plans. And your holiday campaign's pretty loved-up. Is there a special someone we should know about?

"No."

"But you are focusing on couples and love for this campaign, right?"

"Yes." My one-word answers are the bare minimum, in contrast to the fully decked Christmas trees lining the entrance to the event.

"Some say you know neither."

I lean forward, tempted to remind her I know a thing or two about passion, but she's barely a speck on my extensive radar.

Her eyes widen, and I watch as she swallows her surprise. "Some do not know what they're talking about."

"Really? Because from what I've heard, you haven't spoken to your parents in eight months except by text. Didn't you used to go back to your hometown for Christmas?" She pauses for a moment before pressing, "Don't you miss seeing your goddaughter opening her gifts?"

She better keep Jack's kids out of this. My annoyance turns into fury, but I keep it under control. I stare at her, letting the moment be as awkward for her and her viewers as it is for me.

"Wait, one last question." Her friendly smile tightens into something more strategic, making my teeth clench again as she touches her ear, probably getting instructions from her producer. Despite the unease coiling in my gut, I stay put instead of storming off. "We've learned about a new video of you that's trending."

I don't even blink. The words slide off me like a puck on fresh ice. "It's not the first. It won't be the last."

"Fair. But this one is slightly different," she states, checking her phone but angling the screen away. "Do you recall a Christmas charity event in California two years ago?"

There's a new tightness in my chest—even though nothing nefarious comes to mind.

The ludicrous melody of "Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer" plays from her phone.

I watch as the scene unfolds: a charity event filled with the sweet scent of mulled wine, way too many Christmas lights, a kiss under a towering Christmas tree in an apartment building's lobby.

I cross my arms over my chest, watching the memory with an air of detachment. It's a stolen moment with a woman whose name I hadn't known. I was single, so what's the big deal?

As the video continues, an elderly woman with pink hair stumbles upon us, losing her balance and knocking over the Christmas tree. Ornaments rain down, and a parrot from the lobby takes flight, saying “Kiss me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me.”

It wasn’t my best moment but definitely not my worst.

I chuckle at the absurdity of it all. "Everyone was okay," I assure the journalist, recalling how I'd caught the grandmother before she fell. "It was harmless. Quite funny, actually."

The journalist doesn't share my amusement. She leans in, her eyes fixed on mine, her voice dripping with insinuation. "Do you know who the woman is? Carol? She's an HR representative of Forever Diamonds. She's now been promoted to Director of HR."

My casual demeanor falters. I hadn't known that. I hadn't known her at all.

"The rumor," the journalist continues, her voice tinged with triumph, “is that her promotion was a result of your affair. Did she get promoted because of your connection?"

"An affair? This was barely a kiss." The room seems to close in on me, the light-hearted memory on the screen now taking a sinister turn. Because that kiss I almost forgot could be problematic if it’s seen as corporate favoritism or abuse of power.

I quickly compose myself, maintaining control of the situation. "I was unaware of her position within the company.” My tone is all business-like. “Our encounter was brief and coincidental."

“Okay, sure.” The journalist turns to me again as she gives another sign to the cameras. "Let’s recap for our socials. Landon Adams, CEO extraordinaire, a regular on all these ‘40 Under 40’ lists, and a tabloid darling to boot. Life in the fast lane, huh?"

I work to keep my face neutral. The cameras are on, and I can't afford a misstep.

"But let's get real," she dives in. "You missed the boat on that boutique hotel in Paris. The definition of love and romance and you couldn't seal the deal. Then, your other hotel renovation turns into a total trainwreck. Guests stranded, including pop sensation Danny Rockwell, who’s writing a song called ‘Forever Hated.’ Not a great look for Forever Hotels, which you keep touting as the ultimate in love and luxury."

I feel a scowl coming on but manage to control it just in time. The cameras are still rolling.

"And oh, that kiss now round the world." She goes on. "And now she’s running your HR department? Makes you wonder if decisions at Forever Diamonds are being made in the boardroom or—let's be candid—the bedroom."

She doesn't miss a beat. "And speaking of love lives, there's that broken-off engagement with the Forever Hotels heiress from a couple of years ago. A lot of people think that was your real ticket to the top."

My pulse quickens. This is spiraling into a PR fiasco, and the cameras are capturing every moment. The minute we're off air, I need to hustle, get my team together, and fix this mess.

Dori Carmichael III, the CFO, and at least two other board members have been on the lookout for a chink in my armor. This new video might be exactly what they needed.

Anita turns to the camera. "It would seem Landon Adams is earning his title of Most Eligible Scrooge." She whirls back to me. "Forever Diamonds Board Member Dori Carmichael III told The Wall Street Journal these incidents are becoming a liability for the hotels. Any comments?"

Shit.
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CHAPTER 3—JULIE
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After an exhausting day in the office and that singing bit in the elf costume that I'm pretty sure might earn me a restraining order from one of my other favorite authors, I'm late for my own surprise, but Operation O is still underway.

I've ignored my brother's text asking me if I heard from Landon after that viral video. It's not his first viral video and it won't be his last. Plus, I'm not his PR manager.

Before getting myself ready, I barely had enough time to tend to a task my colleague Bethany had offloaded onto me—feeding Mara's sister's fussy Persian. Bethany, forever allergic to cats, dogs, and a healthy share of responsibility, couldn't manage it. Last year, she dropped off Santa The Chihuahua at my place without warning. Last year, Landon... Nope. Not going there. Especially not tonight.

I rush to freshen up at home, racing against the ticking clock, using the key Mark gave me to water his plants when he's off to a business trip in the New Year to finish the surprise preparation. When he gave me the keys, he told me I could also use them whenever I wanted...

His two-day squash tournament is over and Mark should walk through the front door any moment now.

I spritz on an ambitious amount of his favorite, overpowering lavender perfume, and tuck myself in underneath the Christmas tree. I'm a gift ready to be unwrapped, an all-you-can-want buffet of sensuality, I guess.

"I'm so ready," I whisper to myself. "So, so, soooo ready."

My pep talk sounds as convincing as a low-budget infomercial.

This is more a show than anything else. It isn't me, but Mark's been patient. He asked me to be exclusive before we even had sex. That must mean he's serious and it's more than time for me to fully move on from... the one who should not be named.

Plus, Mark got me that gift. And the bright pink lingerie is clearly yet another hint we're ready to move to the next step. The teddy pinches at my shoulders, uncomfortably tight across my stomach. The pompoms are too much, and the bodysuit doesn't flatter me like the outfits I used to describe for Jules in my fanfiction.

The synthetic branches of the tree dig into my back, but I convince myself it'll be worth it once Mark arrives. I close my eyes and imagine his surprise, his want. A chuckle escapes me at the thought of Mark growling with desire like Lyndon would. Yes, Lyndon. Mark isn't the growling type, but he's been sweet and patient.

The key in the door is like a lightning bolt zapping me out of my fantasy. A cold shock of fear prickles up my spine, deflating my pretend confidence as quickly as an overstretched balloon. I scramble to adjust the lingerie once more, my fingers trembling as I try to smooth the pinching lace and realign the ridiculous pompons. I cross my fingers that my hair isn't tangled in the expensive ornaments and that the woman's laughter I hear is coming from outside, not inside the apartment.

But the more I listen, the more my heart sinks.

He's not alone.

Fantastic. I'm tucked away beneath the Christmas tree like an early Christmas gift in a lingerie getup that's slowly cutting off my circulation, and he's brought someone home.

My throat tightens—and I want to disappear into the ground.

I hold my breath, feeling the quickening of my pulse in my throat. Please, let them go to the bedroom. Let them forget about the living room and give me a chance to escape from under this Christmas tree I'd once helped him carry into his apartment.

Of course, that's too much to ask.

They hurry into the living room without a word, but grunts and moans.

My stomach churns, a nauseating whirlpool of betrayal and disbelief. The taste of bile rises, threatening to choke me, each laugh, each touch between them a twist of a very sharp knife in my chest.

I squint through the forest of glittering ornaments, taking in the sight of his hands all over her, and my heart drops to my feet. My vision narrows on the curve of her waist as he rips her dress off, revealing the same teddy I'm wearing.

Okay, universe, I get it.

This is far worse than I could have imagined.

"You have no idea how much I want you, Sunshine."

Sunshine?

That's... my nickname. I'm Sunshine. He told me it was because I brightened his gloomy days. It was something special between us... wasn't it?

She's giggling. "Oh, I think I do."

That voice...

No.

It can't be.

He's all over her, hands roving, tongue exploring. His words echo in the room. "My place looks so much better with you in it."

Seriously, gag.

She answers with another giggle. "Oh, Mark."

It is her. Bethany. My colleague, Bethany. The same Bethany who took two days off that I graciously covered, the same one who offloaded Mara's sister's needy Persian cat on to me because of her “allergies.” All while she was with him.

I’m guessing there wasn’t any squash tournament.

I'm going to be sick.

Mark's whispers of patience, of waiting, and respecting me sound hollow now. I can see exactly how much he respects me. I've become the punchline to a joke I never wanted to be a part of.

Did everyone at the office know? Lana didn't. She would have told me. But Mara? Talking about how serious Mark must be and everything?

Rage bubbles up, hot and raw, but it's quenched quickly by a wave of humiliation so intense that I can barely breathe. I have to get out of here, but I can't move, frozen by a mix of shock and disbelief. My attempt to stifle a groan ends up louder than I intended, drawing their attention to the Christmas tree—and to me.

In the flurry of movement that follows, the tree, my cover, and my dignity all come crashing down. Ornaments shatter into a million tiny shards, reflecting the fragments of my dignity.

"I'm sorry." The words tumble out before I can stop them. I quickly cover my mouth. What is wrong with me? Why am I apologizing to them?

"Julie!" Bethany's face loses all its color. The moment she sees my teddy, she whirls toward Mark, fire in her eyes. "You asshole. You said it was nothing," she spits, but he tugs her closer, trying to save face. 

"I can explain." But then he winces at the shards on the floor and I can tell...

He's more worried about the mess I've created than the mess he is in.

I need to get out of here.

I snatch a coat from the rack.

"That's mine," Bethany tells me, her voice unsure, and I instantly drop the coat, my finger grazing for a familiar fabric. Forget the coat. I clutch my cardigan instead, wrapping it around my scantily clad body. It's oversized and extends to my thighs. A stark contrast to Mark. But that's no news to Bethany. She probably knows that better than I do. I glimpse Mark pulling her closer out of the corner of my eye, his apologies to her in my ears as I rush out, grabbing my overnight bag.

The worst part? He sounds like he's scared shitless to lose her. And she sounds like she really cares about him.

Once I step outside, the drizzle hits me. The city air is sharp with the smell of rain on concrete and the faint aroma of baked bread from my favorite bakery. People notice my state of undress, some giving me strange looks, others pretending not to see. I even notice a guy lower his phone quickly. Did he take my picture?

Great.

And as I glance down, I realize I didn't take my bag. I took one of his stupid squash bags.

My heart pounds in my chest as I scamper to a dark alleyway, wedged between the bakery and a recently opened gym. I press my back against the cold brick wall, trying to steady my breath, attempting to process what happened. But how could I? My boyfriend—no, ex-boyfriend—was up there with Bethany, of all people.

And I'm out here with... nothing.

A sudden loud crash in the distance makes me jump, followed by a gruff voice shouting, "Get out of here!" I jerk my head toward the noise. Was he talking to me?

Then I hear a faint meow.

I glance down to see a small, grumpy-looking cat, its fur soaked from the rain. One of his eyes is closed tightly, but despite its pitiful state, it nudges against my leg. "Hello, there..." He dashes away, but then slowly comes back my way. "Dasher," I say, my voice quivering slightly. The cat meows again, rubbing its head against my ankle as though agreeing with the name I gave to him.

I bend down and pick him up, cradling him against my chest. His wet fur is cold against my skin, but he nestles in, closing his one good eye, content despite the circumstances.

"Both of us are alone tonight, huh?"

I should be back with my family, forget about the shambles of my career, pack up and leave. But I can't. Another unsettling noise rings out from the other end of the alley, Dasher's tiny body tensing in my arms.

I've written enough steamy fanfiction about “Cold Case Detectives” to be wary of dark alleyways.

"I'm going to put you in the bag, okay?" I whisper to the cat. "I'll leave it open and it has holes, so it's okay." I expect him to claw his way out but he slides in and I hold the bag against my chest.

I stride back toward the subway, only to remember I don't have any cash or cards on me. As I look around desperately, a neon sign illuminates the misty air above a tall building. It's one of Landon's hotels. My heart sinks. I know he lives in the Penthouse suite. Last year, I found myself in this same hotel and it unfolded a string of events that took my bruised heart months to recover from.

I can't... can I?

As I'm contemplating my options, a car zooms past, showering Dasher and me with a wave of icy slush. A man yells out, offering help. I barely glance at him. Being a damsel in distress in a stranger's car is a plot point I'd rather avoid.

With Dasher shivering in the bag against me, I make my choice.

Mustering all the courage I can scrape together, I march into the hotel's grand lobby, trying to ignore the Christmas decorations that only hours earlier would have filled me with joy. Now they seem mocking.

The music is soft and inviting, but it doesn't stop my jittery nerves from jumping up and down.

"This isn't that type of hotel, Miss," the concierge informs me, his voice full of restrained sympathy.

I catch my reflection in a polished mirror. My blonde hair is wet and sticking to my forehead. My cardigan, now soaked, clings to my body, leaving little to the imagination. And my mind? Well, my mind must still be in Mark's apartment.

Yet Dasher, blissfully unaware of my turmoil, purrs softly.

Summoning what little dignity I have left, I meet the concierge's eyes.

"I'm here to see Landon Adams."

The concierge clears his throat, a fleeting look of unease crosses his features as if speaking Landon's name might somehow summon the man himself. "He isn't available."

As if on cue, a familiar scent fills the air—the same cologne that once perfumed my pillow and filled the pages of my diary a decade ago and the scent that will always be synonymous with seeing him without even a towel on.

My heart flips. And I need a serious talk with the organ behind my ribcage because it knows better.

But it seems some things, no matter how much time passes, simply don't change. No matter how angry I am.

"Miss Simmons," Landon hesitates, his gaze landing on Dasher's head poking out of the bag. "Why don't you and your... companion follow me upstairs?" Landon's voice is as detached and frosty as the winter air outside.

My pulse quickens, but I push down the nervous flutter in my stomach and turn to face him. "Thank you," I say, telling the sudden warmth that spreads through me, replacing the earlier chill, to get lost.

It's ridiculous, really, how my body responds to him despite the lingering disappointment in my chest.

I can almost hear Jules, my alter ego in the steamy “Cold Case Detectives” fanfiction I've been writing, scoff at me. In my secret stories, Landon—well, Lyndon, really—was a man of many apologies. I'm talking about countless scenes where he begged for Jules' forgiveness. That Lyndon, all broad shoulders and sea blues, kneeling on the rain-soaked pavement, his voice hoarse with regret as he pleaded for a second chance. Or that time when he filled her tiny apartment with dozens of peonies, knowing how much she loved them.

And her response? An arrangement—colleagues with benefits, a promise of pleasure without the fear of commitment, especially as Lyndon is technically her supervisor. But as the chapters unfurled, their sizzling connection evolved into something deeper, more profound—real love. If only life could be as thrilling and satisfying as my fiction.

As if to twist the knife deeper, Landon removes his fancy coat and drapes it over my shoulders. His scent engulfs me—all earthy spice and undeniable masculinity. It's like bathing in a reminder of what could have been.

But this is reality, not a steamy detective fanfiction. And in reality, Landon is already marching toward the glass elevator with an air of urgency.

"You might want to follow him," the concierge suggests, a knowing smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Mr. Adams isn't known for his patience."

Oh, I know.

"Thank you," I whisper to the older gentleman. Taking a deep breath, I grip Dasher tighter, trail after Landon, and steel myself for what's to come. Because the truth is painfully clear: Landon doesn't particularly care for me. If he did, he'd have answered my email or one of my texts. He wouldn't have lied to me last year. He wouldn't have almost ignored me at the restaurant. Landon tolerates me because I'm his best friend's sister.

That moment that still has my knees weak... His scruff on my thighs. His calloused and strong hands on my skin? A glitch in the matrix.

Landon doesn't say a word to me as I slide into the elevator. But the look he gives me? His blue eyes are thunderous, like a storm at sea, dark and unfathomable. A warning, maybe, or a challenge. Either way, it sends a different type of shiver down my spine. This one is made of crushed dreams and unattainable fantasies.

Well, this is going to be fun.
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CHAPTER 4—LANDON
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Stop it.

Stop remembering the feel of her body, begging for your touch, the taste of her still lingering. Those curves are as tempting as they were on that Christmas Eve in her over-the-top PJs, us running around her building after Santa, the Chihuahua.

Dreams of that evening had me jolting awake with a raging hard-on too many times to count. Almost as many times as the red dress fantasy I dared her into years ago.

Stupid fucking sleep.

I clench my jaw, my fists, pretty much every muscle in my body—including that stupid heart.

She's my best friend's little sister. She deserves so much better than someone like me, someone who's still trying to untangle his mistakes, someone who's barely started to understand himself.

And I don't need the distraction.

Now my body needs to get the memo because it’s wired to her like lights on a Christmas tree, attuned as a hotel concierge to a VIP guest, always craving her like the final buzzer after a tight game.

I stay silent, not glancing at her as the elevator races up to the penthouse suite—until it slows down, almost coming to a crawl between floors.

Great. All I need is a malfunction while we're in this enclosed space together.

"Am I hearing what I think I'm hearing?" She whispers to the cat, who's meowing, and she opens the bag a bit more to pick him up and carry him, pressing herself to the opposite corner of the elevator, as if trying to put some distance between us.

I'm tempted to ask her if she can hear my cock stiffening.

I focus back on the elevator buttons. Keep moving. I don't want to make a big deal out of the painfully snail-like climb to the 50th floor, and I can't pretend she doesn't exist. Or can I?

"Are you attempting to purr?" There's a Julie-smile in her voice, a chuckle threatening to break through. A sunshine smile that always chased the gray clouds in my mind. And it's that siren call of a smile that will be my undoing. Because I turn to face her.

Focus, Landon. Look at the cat or anywhere else. Think about something else, not how you've had a dream of her in this very elevator.

The urge to rip her teddy off, press her against that mirrored wall, and get a firsthand account of every curve, every secret, is a live wire in my veins. Imagining her soft skin, her fingers gripping my shirt, her gasps in my ear...

With a scowl, I drag my gaze back up.

"He looks like shit," I grunt, my voice a blend of envy and something rawer, deeper. The way she cradles him, the tender care in her eyes, the comfort he finds in her arms...

I'm jealous of a stray. A damn stray.

I want her to look at me like that. Hell, I want to be that stray, lost in her arms, content and cared for.

I'd chuckle if it wasn't so damn ridiculous.

And this is why I need to send her on her way as soon as possible.

I take a deep breath, expecting a waft of her familiar vanilla scent, but I get lavender. Why the change? Why do I care?

"He's a cutie," she says, lifting her chin. Her mascara is smearing, and those luscious cherry-red lips are smudged. Is she fighting back tears? My jaw clenches even harder.

When the elevator finally opens, I'm surprised by the hallway in front of me—plush carpet and mirrors on the wall. I've accidentally hit the wrong button. Instead of my penthouse suite, we're on the floor that was featured on World Luxury Hotels last month. It has an upscale fitness club, three types of pools, and the only art déco-themed jazz lounge with private performances from Tony-award-winning artists in town.
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