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      JOY

      

      I’m going to kill someone with a candy cane. Maybe not now. Maybe not today. But at some point during this holiday-themed collab weekend, someone… possibly my manager… possibly the always grinning bastard already inside this cabin… is getting skewered with peppermint-striped vengeance.

      I am cold. I am late. I am wheeling two suitcases up a fake-snow-drenched driveway, and I am about to spend three days in brand-sponsored captivity… with a man I loathe so much I follow him just to stay updated on what I’m boycotting this week.

      Pausing at the front porch to wipe slush off my boots with the corner of my Burberry scarf, I see it. Faux snow is clinging to the porch railing, bright red velvet bows are zip-tied to every surface, and a twelve-foot sparkly nutcracker is standing by the door like he’s daring me to ring the bell. It’s giving Christmas horror movie vibes. It’s giving influencer trap. It’s giving, “I’m going to kill my manager and I haven’t even opened the door yet.”

      I roll my suitcase over the festive “Sleigh All Day” doormat and let myself in with the code from the brand’s email. A wave of cinnamon scent hits me in the face, along with heat, real heat, the forced-cozy kind, and the aggressive scent of overbearing pine and whatever version of vanilla-in-your-face they’ve pumped through the cabin’s central air system.

      Inside is chaos… literal chaos.

      There’s a fake fire roaring in the fireplace. Two matching plaid throws are draped over the leather couch. Twinkle lights are along every surface and at least three “Live Laugh Love” adjacent signs, but with a Christmas twist, are in this one room. The kitchen’s been set up like a holiday bake-off special. There’s a ring light already on, a full tripod rig at the corner of the kitchen island, and a branded welcome basket with both our names written on cardboard tags and tied to the handle with red satin ribbon.

      Him.

      There he is.

      He’s leaning against the counter in a white long-sleeve thermal and grey joggers that are, unnecessarily, tight and showing off what looks like a log in his pants. His muscley arms are crossed over his chest. His medium brown hair is slightly tousled in that “I’m low effort but genetically blessed” way.

      I want to punch him in his chiseled and perfectly scruffy jaw.

      “Hey,” he says in that deep baritone that sounds like he should narrate romance novels. “Traffic?” I roll my eyes, annoyed that his voice absolutely did not send a reaction through my stomach.

      Uh huh.

      “On a mountain? The agency put me in a rideshare with a girl who had a literal suitcase full of glitter lip masks and a full-blown crying fit when she found out there wasn’t a Sephora on the mountain. So, hell is a more accurate word.” I retort.

      He nods, “Right,” and lifts a gingerbread-themed mug. “You want cocoa?”

      He does not care.

      I blink. “Like, with actual sugar? I didn’t think you’d dare poison your temple with sugar.” I sneer.

      His brow raises as he looks at me. “It says festive fuel,” he deadpans, pointing to the row of mason jars on the cocoa bar. “I would assume it does have sugar, beauty expert. But feel free to try some and you tell me.”

      Did he just insult me?

      Narrowing my eyes, I give him a once-over. “I thought you only drank green smoothies with names like ‘gut glow’ and ‘core repair.’”

      He continues to stare at me unabashedly as he says, “Oh, I make exceptions.” His grin is stupidly perfect. “For holiday magic. It’s Christmas.”

      I roll my eyes, but I’m cold, undercaffeinated, and furious I’m here in the first place. Grabbing one of the other holiday hell mugs from the cocoa bar, I pop the top on a clear mason jar labeled “Santa’s Sipper” in metallic silver vinyl script, pour some into the “Don’t Get Your Tinsel In A Tangle” mug, and take a sip.

      It’s good… like really good. Thick and rich, but not too sweet with just enough peppermint to feel festive without veering into toothpaste territory.

      I drink the whole mug and refill it, drinking more of that too, without thinking anything about it. I’ve finished the jar.

      “Slow down,” he says, amused. “You’re going to ruin your palette before we film.”

      “It’s pretty delicious and my palette is fine.” I grab a second jar, pop the top, pour some into my cup, and take it to the bedroom I already know is mine, the one with the wreath on the door and the blinged out  “JOY” bedazzled in the center like this is a wedding registry shoot and not a last-minute agency stunt.

      It’s fine. It’s totally fine.

      I’m Joy Vance. I can shoot a full Get-Ready-With-Me while almost hungover, cranky, and running on three hours of sleep and look super peppy and perfect while doing it. I can do this.

      Three days. Six videos. Matching sweaters. Zero fatalities.

      I’ve got this. Easy money.
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      I’m halfway through steaming my pajama set when I realize I feel… warm. Not the “cozy and content” kind of warm. The “why are my teeth fuzzy and did the ring light always sparkle like diamonds in firelight” kind of warm.

      Oh, shit.

      Grabbing the empty mason jars, I stare at one and sniff. Then, I squint trying to read the gift tag.

      
        
        Santa’s Sipper

        House-made hot cocoa with a hint of peppermint & our secret naughty twist — enjoy responsibly!

      

      

      What the hell is the naughty twist? No damn way.

      I sniff it again. It smells like cocoa and peppermint. I take another sip to be sure. It still tastes like cocoa and candy canes, and it’s still delicious. It’s also still warming my entire bloodstream, like I just swallowed a heated blanket.

      Well, shit… I think it might be spiked.

      Setting the jar down, it wobbles.

      I am not drunk.

      I’m just a little light-headed. I’m just feeling a little loose.

      I’m fine.

      Heading back into my room, I change into the pajamas lying across the bed for our first collab video. They’re red buffalo plaid flannel. The top is a button-up and the bottoms are drawstring and soft but fit much tighter than I expected. I check the size and see medium, like I specified. Shrugging to myself, I head back to the living room to start setting up for the video.

      Jonathan is already in the living room.

      Of course, he is.

      His shirt is open just enough to show the top of his washboard abs, but not enough to get flagged by the sponsor. And they are tight… like so tight. Everything shows but it looks unintentional. He’s positioned himself by the fireplace, sipping from a Santa mug and looking like the inside of a gift guide for men who journal.

      “Cute pajamas,” I mutter, trying not to stare at his Men’s Health cover-worthy physique.

      “They sent a size X-large,” he says. “I wear an X-large, sometimes an XXL, depending on the cut. These are apparently cut for pre-pubescent boys.” His gaze rakes over me. “You don’t look like you’re drowning either. You could be on the cover of Playboy in that.”

      Don’t notice how tight my damn pajamas are, Mr. Thirst Trap!

      Rolling my eyes, I flip him off and flop onto the opposite side of the couch.

      Ignoring each other, we test the mics, adjust the tripod, and check the lighting.

      I finish another mason jar of cocoa.

      When we roll, I’m smiling… sharp… perfect. Maybe I’m a little looser than I should be, but hey, I’m a professional and it’s Christmas.

      Let’s sleigh.
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      It starts out fine.

      The video is supposed to be a light intro to our collab weekend. We each pull “Naughty or Nice” questions from a bowl and answer on camera. It’s low-stakes, low-energy, and only involves us answering solo, so there’s zero conflict. It’s cozy content for collab engagement, and the brand should love it.

      “What’s your go-to holiday tradition?”

      He says something about making cinnamon rolls with his niece. I say I make RumChata spiked cocoa and chocolate chip cookies, and rewatch The Holiday while cuddled on the couch under a fluffy blanket, and drool over Jude Law’s bone structure.

      “Have you ever re-gifted a present?”

      He admits to rewrapping a neck massager. I confess I once gave a PR lip kit to my brother’s ex because I forgot her name, I didn’t like her, and the shade was called Trash Talk.

      We’re both laughing more than we should be. I feel warm. Too warm. My skin is hot, my mouth is loose, and when I shift on the couch, I realize I’ve been sitting sideways facing toward him for the last three minutes while leaned over with my hand on his firm shoulder and gave him a perfect view of my cleavage in my push-up bra. Which I don’t actually need to wear, because it makes my boobs look like a regency romance novel cover.

      “Okay,” I say, bending forward and reaching into the bowl. I notice his eyes flick down before he quickly looks back up at me. I lick my lips as I read it. “Here’s a good one. Would you say you’re on the Naughty list or the Nice list this year, Jonathan?”

      He raises an eyebrow at my flirty tone, but responds, “Are we talking public image or internal compass?”

      He’s flirting, too. I blink, flustered, but cheekily reply, “Oh, look who has hidden depth.”

      He sips his cocoa, smirking, and then he winks. “I plead the fifth. I’ll let you decide.”

      My stomach somersaults. “For the record,” I say, turning away from him to face the camera, “I think he’s secretly naughty, but hiding it under a ten-year supply of crew necks and daily affirmations.”

      His mouth twitches. “You don’t know me,” he says.

      “I follow you.” I blurt out.

      He nods, “I know. I follow you back.”

      I murmur, “I know that, too.”

      We’re both still smiling when the air shifts. Something in me misfires. Raising an eyebrow, I hold his gaze and, without breaking eye contact, swing my leg across his lap and settle onto him sideways.

      It’s supposed to be a joke. A bit. A play for the camera… just a pose… just for content, but his hand settles on the curve of my hip automatically.

      I freeze. So, does he. We stare at each other as tension builds and I realize, belatedly, stupidly, that I’m not sober.

      I’m not sober.

      Neither is he.

      The freaking cocoa.

      “Oh my, God,” I whisper, settling more firmly against his thick thighs. “They spiked it! The cocoa.”

      His eyes widen and his fingers tighten on the thin, so thin, material over my hips. “Wait. What?”

      His cock hardens under me. I can feel the heat between us as my thighs twitch and I instinctively move against him. His jaw clenches and his cock jumps. Want pools in my pussy.

      “This is—” I start, but the words don’t come. I shift slightly, grinding over him, moaning as the friction sends a jolt through my spine and causes my nipples to peak behind the pads of my bra.

      “Gahhhh… Fuck...” He makes a sound in his throat, and his fingers dig into my hips. “Joy.” His voice is pure gravel.

      “Yeah?” I breathlessly whisper.

      His nostrils flare. “I don’t think I should touch you right now.”

      You already are.

      I look down at him as his cock pulses against the heat of my core. My panties and these festive pants are soaked. I shouldn’t move. I shouldn’t lean in. I shouldn’t kiss him… but I do.

      This is dumb.

      Is it though?

      It’s hot, clumsy, and so sudden. My lips close over his as my hands grab his face. I lick the seam of his lips, and he groans as he parts them. Before my tongue can slip inside, he takes over the kiss. His tongue slides over mine before tracing my teeth and exploring every crevice of my mouth. I suck on his tongue, and he groans. I swallow it and arch against him, pressing my chest to his and moving back and forth over his erection.

      We both know it’s a bad idea. We do it anyway. The camera is still on, but we forget all about it.

      His hands slide over my sides, and he trails them up my back, under my pajama top. Mine are in his hair, fisting it. Our mouths are moving like we’ve done this before and want to do it again.

      “Fuck, Joy,” he whispers after breaking the kiss and licking along my jaw as he pulls me tighter against him. I gasp as pleasure consumes me and I glide over his erection again, making him tease my clit through our clothes.

      “Don’t swear,” I murmur. “Santa’s watching.”

      He laughs, but it ends on a groan as I continue to move along the ridge in his pants.

      All of our clothes are still on. My panties are beyond soaked. His cock is so hard against me, trapped by flannel and fate.

      I rock once… twice. He arches his hips, mutters my name, and I kiss him again, still dry humping him, but I’m not dry… not even close.

      His hand slides under my waistband, over the saturated lace covering me between my thighs, and he slips a finger past it. “Oh… fuck…” I pant as I ride his hand. His fingers, first one… then two, are thick and warm as they stroke inside me. I can’t catch my breath.

      I lift up on my knees, giving him better access under the too tight pants and soaked panties. He fingers me, working me open with practiced rhythm as his thumb circles my clit just right. I grip his shoulders and bury my face in his neck as I bear down on him, making sure he hits the sweet spot. Biting the curve between his neck and shoulder, I moan, “Jonathan… Shit… Ohhhhhh… Shit…” I come so hard and fast it’s embarrassing.

      My entire body is still shaking, and my pussy is clenching around his fingers when I reach between us and yank his waistband down.

      “Joy… jeez… wait…” His protest is futile as he lifts his hips, helping me to free his cock. Wrapping my fist around him, I stroke him once. It’s easy since I’ve also soaked his pants and his cock is slick with the evidence of my arousal and orgasm. I stroke him again, my grip firm but perfect. He moans, “Shit… holy shit…” He’s already leaking.

      Pulling my shorts and panties to the side, still stroking his cock with my other hand, I look at him, pausing. His eyes flit between mine and he nods. Lowering myself, I sink down on him, slow, greedy, and both of us still fully clothed.

      His nostrils are flaring, and his teeth are clenched. I stop only as he bottoms out.

      We both gasp.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. I’m so full.

      “You’re perfect,” he grits, gripping my hips like he’s holding on for dear life. Then, his hips lift.
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