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Closing time. Finally.

Tina loved her job, most days. But standing behind a roll-down gate, folding sweaters, and tagging straggling merchandise in a near-empty store wasn’t her idea of a magical Christmas Eve. Not that she had anywhere else to be.

Her cheating ex-boyfriend had seen to that.

Two weeks ago, she’d walked in on Charlie mid-affair, pants around his ankles, mouth full of excuses, and now she was officially on the “newly single” list. With family two hours away in good weather and a snowstorm hovering just north, she’d decided to spend the holiday in the city. Better to prep for the Boxing Day sale than rush back to an empty apartment and microwave leftovers for one.

She ducked behind the counter and silenced the loop of holiday tunes screeching through the speakers. Christmas music had been cute in November. After two straight months? It was emotional waterboarding. “Have a great holiday” was officially the last thing she wanted to hear or say.

Straightening, she glanced across the store and froze.

A man stood on the other side of the locked gate.

Every damn Christmas Eve. There was always one: the desperate last-minute shopper. Usually middle-aged, usually clueless, always sweating and begging for mercy. But this guy… didn’t fit the mold.

He couldn’t have been much older than thirty-five. Brown hair fell just a touch too long, pushed back in a way that said effortless but expensive. A strong jaw. Broad shoulders that filled out a black cargo jacket, like he was used to being in control of a room. His eyes were warm hazel and fixed on her with an intensity that prickled the back of her neck. Then came the smile, easy, charming, and dangerous. It should’ve come with a warning label.

She stiffened. Nope. Not happening.

Turning her back, she resumed tidying the display table with aggressive precision. She wasn’t about to fall for flirty eyes and a square jaw, not after Charlie.

Unfortunately, this guy didn’t take the hint. The metal gate rattled once. Then again, louder.

“We’re closed,” she called over her shoulder, voice sharp enough to slice through tinsel.

“So’s everywhere else,” he said smoothly.

She sighed. “Try the shop down on Fourth. Perfume counter. Gucci Bloom. It’s basic, but girls like it.”

Not that she’d know firsthand anymore. Charlie had bought her that exact perfume and then slapped someone else’s name on the card.

“The person I’m shopping for doesn’t wear perfume,” the man replied, his voice warm and unreasonably confident.

She groaned under her breath. “Fine. Chocolates. Lindor truffles if you want the good stuff.”

He laughed. It was a low, rumbling sound that hit her somewhere behind the ribs. Unfair.

“Noted,” he said. “But I was hoping for something a little more… thoughtful.”

She kept her back turned. “Look, the register’s closed. I couldn’t sell you anything even if I wanted to.”

“I’ve got cash. I’ll be quick. And I’ll throw in a big tip.”

Her head snapped up. “Wow. That’s quite the proposition. I know my skirt’s a little short, but I’m not that kind of salesgirl.”

For a moment, silence. Then the metal rattled again, this time as he walked away.

Relief stirred in her chest, followed swiftly by a jab of something that felt suspiciously like disappointment.

“Ah, hell,” she muttered.

Grabbing the keys from beneath the counter, she crouched down, rolled the gate up just enough to squeeze under, and slipped into the mall. The echo of her heels bounced across the polished floor as she hurried after him.

“Hey!”

He turned just as she reached him, and she nearly barreled straight into his chest. Solid. Warm. Tall. Close enough that she caught a faint hint of cedarwood and spice.

Tina swallowed. Focus.

“Come back,” she said, breathing slightly unevenly. “I’ll help you find something. You’ve gotten minutes. Take it or leave it.”

He smiled, full and slow. “I’ll take it. Thank you.”

****

Back inside, she left the gate cracked just in case her Good Samaritan moment turned out to be poor judgment. If he pulled a knife or started quoting Andrew Tate, she wanted an escape route.

“Tell me about this non-perfume-wearing mystery woman,” she said, leading him toward a rack of hoodies.

“Her name’s Cindy. She’s about your height and build, but younger. And less… curvy.”

Ouch.

Tina blinked and forced a brittle smile. “Guess I’ll start my New Year’s diet early.”

She yanked a fitted hoodie and matching leggings from the display, stabbing them in his direction. “This work?”

He barely glanced at them. “Do you like them?”

“I own the same ones. Stretched out from all my, you know, curviness.”

This time, he wisely avoided laughing, but his eyes twinkled. “I bet they look fantastic on you.”

Her cheeks flared. “Accessories. You’re getting accessories.”

Five minutes later, his arms were loaded with socks, earrings, a scarf, and a glittery headband that Tina absolutely didn’t choose just to see how he’d react. He took it all in stride.

She rang up the total. “One fifty-six, ninety-seven.”

He handed over a Visa. “Oof. Hope Cindy appreciates this.”

“She’d better. That headband is elite.”

****

At the gate, she rolled it down behind him. For a moment, it felt weirdly final. A beat passed. Then, six steps away, he turned.

“Hey,” he said casually, but his eyes were anything but.

“Yeah?”

“Want to do something tonight?”

Tina blinked. “What about Cindy? Don’t you have plans with her?”

“I do. Shouldn’t take more than five minutes.”

She snorted. “Is improving your stamina a New Year’s resolution?”

His laugh was deep and indulgent, echoing off the empty corridor. “Cindy’s my fifteen-year-old neighbor. I promised her I’d find her a Christmas Eve outfit for her TikTok dance video.”

“Oh.” Her face went hot. “Sorry, I just assumed.”

“Don’t worry. I like your fire.”

Tina hesitated. “So… what exactly did you have in mind?”

“Dinner at my place. I’ll cook. You pick the movie. Deal?”

The smart thing would be to say no. She didn’t know him. It was late. This was real life, not a Hallmark movie.

But then again… the look in his eyes wasn’t smooth or cocky anymore. It was hopeful. Honest.

And for the first time in a long time, her heart fluttered.

She smiled, just a little. “Deal.”
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Stay or go?

Tough call.

Thomas had scrawled his number on the credit card receipt, but if she didn’t notice it, or worse, noticed and didn’t care, it’d go nowhere. And no way was he leaving it to chance. Life handed out enough “can’t control this” moments. Meeting the store manager with the biting wit and legs for days? That wasn’t going to be one of them.

So, he sat. Far enough down the quiet mall corridor to avoid looking like a creep, but close enough to step in if she came looking… or bolted. If she ghosted him, fine. He’d spend Christmas Eve alone. Again.

For now, he watched.

Tina moved through her store like a storm system, quick, focused, a little wild. A stubborn lock of dirty blonde hair kept slipping from her clip, falling across her cheek every time she leaned over. She’d huff at it, tuck it back behind her ear, and keep working, only for it to fall again like clockwork.

Damn cute.

She looked good with her hair up. He bet it looked even better down, loose around her shoulders, tangled in his fingers while she moaned his name.

Thomas shifted on the cold bench, spreading his legs to relieve some of the tension building below his belt. Not that it helped. The more he watched those long legs and the sway of her hips under that too-short skirt, the harder it became to think about anything else.

When she disappeared behind the counter, he exhaled and tried to redirect his brain. Think about literally anything else.

His focus snapped back when a security guard approached her store at a brisk clip.

Late 40s, pale, pudgy, uniform stretched across a gut that hadn’t seen cardio in years. The guy came to an abrupt stop outside the roll-down gate and stared.

At her ass.

He didn’t even try to hide it. One hand hovered near his crotch like it might give him courage.

Nope. Not happening.

Thomas was off the bench in three seconds flat, his stride long and deliberate. “Hey,” he said, voice pitched low and sharp enough to cut ice.

Tina looked up, startled. But when she saw him, her eyes softened in surprise, a smile tugging at her lips that hit him like a punch to the chest.

The guard, on the other hand, squared his shoulders and puffed up like a threatened pigeon. Bold. Stupid, but bold.

Thomas stepped in closer, his stare narrowing.

Try me.

“Mall’s closed,” the guard said, dripping with false authority. “I’ll show you to the nearest exit.”

His gaze dragged back to Tina, lingering.

“Then I’ll come back for her.”

Thomas’s fists clenched. He wanted to plant the guy through the polished floor, but tearing his eyes off Tina to do it seemed like too much of a sacrifice.

He kept his tone calm, quiet, and deadly. “I’m waiting for the lady.”

The guard’s jaw twitched, but the flash of nerves in his eyes said he’d misjudged his target.

“ Employee hours are over. She needs to leave.”

“When she’s ready,” Thomas replied, gaze steady. “Not before.”

The man shifted his weight, one hand now hovering over the walkie-talkie clipped to his hip like it was a gun.

Tina’s lips twitched, the glimmer of amusement dancing in her green eyes. He almost smiled back, but this wasn’t over yet.

Time to up the ante.

“You almost ready to call it a night, babe?” he asked, voice warm and practiced. The endearment rolled off his tongue like he meant it.

Tina didn’t skip a beat. She raised one brow and replied smoothly, “Just need to grab my purse, honey.”

Thomas nearly laughed. Good girl.

The store lights blinked out one by one. She ducked under the roll-down door to lock it, giving both men a stellar view of her legs and ass in motion. The guard muttered a curse and stomped off. Thomas didn’t bother hiding his grin.

“Thanks for waiting,” Tina said, brushing her skirt down as she straightened. “Was he bothering you?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle,” Thomas replied, meeting her gaze. “You ready for this?”

She smiled, soft, tentative. “You tell me, Thomas.”

****

Outside, the mall security guard slammed the heavy exit doors behind them with dramatic flair, as if it were a statement.

They stood together in the frigid quiet, lit by parking lot lamps and the halo of falling snow. The silence was awkward, but not unbearable. Thomas could handle awkward situations. Tina, on the other hand, looked like she might bolt or throw up.

He pulled a business card from his wallet, scribbled his address and number on the back, and placed it in her hand. “Here. If you decide to come, great. If not, no hard feelings. I’ll wait here till you’re safely in your car.”

She nodded, unreadable, and walked away.
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Forty minutes later, headlights cut through the snowy darkness, lighting up his driveway. Thomas leaned against the bay window, arms crossed, watching Tina’s little car idle by the curb.

She hadn’t texted. Hadn’t driven off.

But she also hadn’t gotten out.

Inside the car, she stared down at her lap, lips moving. Talking to herself? Singing? Plotting his murder?

Jesus. You’ve got trust issues, he told himself. This wasn’t Kathy or Anna or any of the other landmines he’d dated. This was just one night. No pressure. No strings.

Provided she made it out of the car.

He stepped out onto the porch and walked into view. She looked up, a tentative smile forming on her lips. Warm. Curious. Not homicidal.

When she opened the door and stepped out, he crossed his arms and arched a brow. “Talking to someone?”

She flushed. “Myself. Talking myself down.”

He chuckled, but the confession landed hard in his gut. “If you’re not feeling it, no pressure. I get it.”

“No, I want to.” Her gaze dropped. “I’ve just… never done this before.”

“That makes two of us.”

She gave him a look.

He grinned. “Okay, fair. I’ve never picked up a woman in a mall on Christmas Eve. New territory.”

“Hm.”

“I haven’t started dinner yet, but I’m starving. You?”

“Very.”

“Great.” He rested a hand on her lower back, guiding her toward the house. “Watch your step. I shoveled earlier, but…”

“Then rushed off to stalk my store?”

“Exactly.”

****

Inside, Tina paused just inside the door, her eyes wide.

“What happened here?”

He sighed, gesturing to the empty walls and stripped shelves. “ Got hit today. Robbery. Took everything: electronics, presents, jewelry. Light, quick grab.”

Her brows shot up. “On Christmas Eve?”

“Holiday crime. Apparently, it’s a thing.”

She offered a small, sympathetic smile. “Your neighbor didn’t notice?”

“They did. Thought the truck belonged to me. Two houses were hit, both through back doors.”

Her lips twitched. “Backdoor jobs?”

He blinked. “What?”

“I know it’s terrible, but, c’mon. That phrasing…”

He smirked. “Your mind’s permanently in the gutter, isn’t it?”

“It rents space there.”

Jesus. Honest. Bold. Gorgeous.

He stepped close, unzipping her jacket and sliding it from her shoulders with slow precision.

“And what, exactly, about backdoor jobs sounds dirty to you?”

Her brow arched. “Think about it, Thomas.”

Oh, I’m thinking about it.

“You’re definitely thinking about it.”

“Maybe.”

He was dangerously close to backing her into the wall and kissing the sass right out of her. Instead, he cleared his throat. “Kitchen’s this way.”

He laced his fingers through hers, leading her down the hall.

****

The kitchen wasn’t much better. No stools, no table. Just countertops and chaos.

“I’d offer a seat, but the assholes took my barstools.”

Tina leaned against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other. “Leaning works.”

He started pulling ingredients from the fridge: chicken, veggies, cheese.

“Should’ve brought wine,” she said. “All I had was soup and crackers.”

“There’s white in the fridge. Help yourself.”

She found glasses and poured two, while he reached for a cutting board and a mallet.

When he turned, she was watching him. Closely.

“Something on your mind?” he asked.

Her lips curved into a slow, guilty smile. “Maybe.”

“Spill.”

“It’s…pretty dirty.”

He chuckled. “Try me.”

Her voice dropped, teasing. “Let’s just say the way you’re holding that meat mallet…”

He handed her a carrot stick. “Eat. Before I get in trouble.”

She took the carrot, but instead of biting it, she slid it between her lips, slow, deliberate, eyes locked on his.

Jesus. His brain short-circuited.

“Another?” she asked innocently.

“You’re on your own. If I feed you again, we’ll never make it to dinner.”

“Do you ever objectify women?” she asked, tone suddenly curious.

“Sometimes,” he said honestly. “Not in a dickhead way. But yeah, I appreciate beauty.”

“That surprises me.”

He sobered. “I’m not perfect. I’m a good guy. Not an angel. I like women. I treat them well. But I’m honest, I don’t do serious.”

Silence.

She sipped her wine slowly, deliberately. Then: “Watching you beat your meat is really hot.”

He blinked. Laughed. Hard.

“That’s your dirty thought?”

She blushed fiercely. “You told me to say it!”

“Stick around,” he said, stepping closer, “and I’ll teach you about dirty.”

Her lips curled. “Okay.”

It was a small word, but it hit like a starting gun.

“You’re still in heels?” he asked.

She nodded.

Without asking, he scooped her up and set her gently on the edge of the island. “Better?”

Her legs instinctively wrapped around his waist.

“Much,” she whispered.

Their bodies aligned perfectly. Her fingers found the back of his neck. Her breath warmed his cheek.

“Thomas…”

His body responded instinctively, pressing against her, heat growing between them.

“Yeah?” he said, voice thick.

She brushed a thumb along his jaw. “Can I touch your head?”

He blinked. “You can touch whatever you want.”

Her fingers traced his scalp slowly, massaging lightly. A groan escaped his lips before he could stop it.

“Don’t stop,” he murmured.

“Okay,” she whispered.

He dipped his head lower, forehead against hers. His hands slipped beneath her shirt, skimming the soft curve of her waist.

“We’re doing this out of order,” he said.

“Because you haven’t kissed me yet?”

“Exactly.”

She smiled. “Then what are you waiting for?”
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Tina couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this loose, light, and buzzed in the best way. Maybe it was the wine. Maybe his hands under her shirt. More likely, it was the freedom of knowing tonight wasn’t about making a lasting impression. It was about fun. Nothing more.

She hadn’t wanted to be around anyone this holiday season, not her parents, not their well-meaning questions about her breakup with Charlie, and not their pitying hugs. After weeks of nonstop cheer for customers, she’d been as emotionally overcooked as her mom’s turkey.

Then Thomas walked into her store. Into her night. Into her bra.

“Your hands are still under my shirt,” she teased, voice low and daring. “So, where’s that kiss?”

She’d never been this bold with Charlie. Hell, she’d never been this bold with anyone. But Thomas wasn’t Charlie. He wasn’t anyone she’d have to see again after tonight, and that freedom burned away her usual hesitation.

Thomas didn’t answer. Instead, his lips found her collarbone, warm and possessive, his mouth tracing a slow, searing path up her neck. When his tongue flicked just below her ear, she sighed, tilting her head, offering more.

“You smell amazing,” he murmured, nuzzling the curve where her neck met her shoulder.

She snorted. “All guys say that.”

He leaned back, raising a brow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It’s a line. You all use it. It’s like an express ticket to get into our pants.”

He laughed, a low, rough sound that made her thighs clench, but didn’t argue. He just gave her that maddeningly confident smile. “What if I told you it’s the truth?”

“I’d say you’d have to be very convincing.”

“Challenge accepted.”

He dipped his face back into her neck and inhaled deeply, his breath tickling in a way that made her shiver.

“You smell like…” His lips brushed her jawline, teasing. “Like trouble. The best kind.”

“Oh, brother.” She giggled and then gasped when his teeth gently scraped her skin.

“I’m all for hearing you say my name,” he whispered, voice dark and full of promise. “Thomas. Whisper it. Scream it. I’m flexible. But I’m not sharing you with my asshole brother.”

She laughed harder, leaning into his body. “Possessive, huh? Almost makes up for the tired ‘you smell good’ line.”

“Almost?” he echoed, grinning.

“Better keep going.”

“With pleasure.”

He moved lower again, deliberately skipping her mouth. His kisses left a burning trail from the hollow of her throat to the edge of her bra. “Here too,” he murmured. “Warm. Soft.”

Her breath hitched, her body arching into his without thinking. “Those aren’t scents.”

“They’re better,” he murmured against the swell of her breast. “They’re you.”

His fingers slid higher beneath her shirt, and Tina’s brain short-circuited. Every light touch sent sparks racing under her skin. Still, no kiss.

“You can tell a lot about a person by the way they kiss,” she breathed.

“Is that so?”

“Definitely. My last boyfriend washed his car more often than he kissed me.”

He chuckled, his breath hot against her neck. “He sounds like an idiot.”

“He was. Still is.” She squirmed, desperate for friction, something to ground her.

He pulled back just enough to avoid giving her what she wanted. Bastard.

“You can also tell a lot by the way people don’t kiss,” she grumbled.

“You think I’m not going to kiss you, Tina?”

“It seems that way.”

His hands slid from her breasts to the bare skin of her waist, his thumbs grazing slow, hypnotic circles. “Trying to forget the carwash guy by kissing me?”

The question hit harder than expected. No smugness, no teasing. Just honesty.

She exhaled and softened. “The reason I want you to kiss me has nothing to do with him. I got over him the second I caught him using his dick to massage someone else’s tonsils.”

Thomas winced. Whether from secondhand embarrassment or rage on her behalf, she couldn’t tell.

Then, God help her, the words came out before she could stop them.

“And no, for the record, he didn’t have to cheat to get his dick sucked. And yes, I’m good at it. Incredibly good.”

Her eyes widened in horror. “Tell me I didn’t just say all that out loud.”

Thomas grinned, wicked and delighted. “That your ex deserves a kick in the ass? Or that you give great head?”

“Oh my God.” She buried her face in her hands.

“Tina.” His voice was low and surprisingly gentle as he coaxed her hands down. “Don’t hide that pretty face from me.”

The sincerity in his hazel eyes made her stomach flip.

“What’s the alcohol content in that wine?” she muttered.

“Not enough to blame that on it.”

Mortified, she groaned, but any remaining embarrassment vanished when he pulled her forward by the hips, pressing the thick ridge of his jeans right against her core.

She gasped.

He rocked into her slow and deliberate, a sensual tease that turned her nerves to liquid.

“You’re sexy as hell,” he growled. “Just let it happen.”

She tried, God, she tried. But her body felt like it was unraveling, heat coiling low in her belly, her clit throbbing from friction through too many layers.

And he hadn’t even kissed her yet.

With a tug, he loosened her ponytail, her hair falling around her shoulders. He breathed her in, eyes dark and full of hunger.

“And babe… You smell amazing.”

She smacked his chest with a laugh. “Shut up and kiss me.”

His mouth quirked like he might argue, but then his hand tangled in her hair and pulled her to him.

His kiss wasn’t soft. It wasn’t sweet.

It was everything.

Hot and deep and consuming, his tongue tangled with hers in a dance of pure, molten heat. She kissed him back hard, letting him claim every part of her mouth, meeting fire with fire.

Her jeans rubbed against his fly, the seam hitting her perfectly as he rocked into her harder. Her breath hitched. The pressure built.

“Tina…” he whispered, his voice thick.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped.

And when he thrust against her again, deliberate, slow, devastating, she shattered.

The orgasm hit fast and hard, leaving her breathless and boneless in his arms. Her hips bucked instinctively, her hands gripping his shoulders as waves of pleasure rolled through her.

When she finally exhaled, he held her steady, his lips brushing her hair.

“Pretty sure I’ll always remember that first kiss,” she whispered against his throat.

His deep chuckle rumbled through his chest. “Yeah. Me too.”

She stayed there, nestled against him, his scent wrapped around her like comfort and danger rolled into one.

Taking a long, slow breath, she pressed her lips to his neck and whispered:

“Hey, Thomas…”

“Yeah, babe?”

She smiled against his skin.

“You smell great.”
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Thomas liked to think he had decent self-control. But Tina? She was testing every last shred of it.

She turned his own words back on him with that wicked little grin… It was cute as hell. Having a sense of humor and a killer body? Dangerous combo.

She didn’t strike him as someone who played games. And she didn’t feel like someone who normally went home with strangers. Not that he had a lot to base that on. It was just gut instinct, and his gut had never failed him yet.

What did he know? He liked her. More than he should after ninety minutes and an orgasm on his kitchen island.

But hell, it was Christmas. And for the first time in years, he was enjoying it.

Tina pushed lightly on his chest, sliding off the island. Her legs wobbled a little, and his grin widened. That look on her face, green eyes glassy, mouth flushed and breathless, that was all him. And yeah, he’d make sure to see it again before the night was over.
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