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        For those who know the magic of Christmas isn’t always in the lights, but in the way two people get gloriously tangled… sometimes in tinsel and sometimes in each other!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Ball Before the Storm

      

      
        2. Dead Air

      

      
        3. This Is Not A Thing

      

      
        4. Holiday Ratings

      

      
        5. Sweet and Spicy

      

      
        6. Silent Night, Screaming Thoughts

      

      
        7. Caught On Camera

      

      
        8. Technical Difficulties

      

      
        9. Control Freak Christmas

      

      
        10. Live From Mistletoe Falls

      

    

    
      
        Playlist

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            The Ball Before the Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      PIPER

      

      The zipper is stuck halfway up my back. Which would be annoying on any night, but tonight it feels personal—like the universe is mocking me for even attempting to wear something this bold when I’ve barely had enough time to shave both legs lately.

      “Sadie,” I call while lining my lips with Mac’s Ruby Woo, the perfect shade of red, “I need your tiny elf hands.”

      “Incoming,” she sings from across the room. “And for the record, I am not an elf. I’m festive-sized.”

      Rolling my eyes, I set the lipstick down and try not to dislocate a shoulder as I reach for the zipper again.

      My bedroom looks like a holiday bomb went off. The curling iron is still steaming on the dresser, an avalanche of unused bobby pins glitter across the floor like shrapnel from a beauty battle, and three different pairs of high heels I’ve already rejected are on the bed. Hallie is to blame for the shoes, though she’s currently sprawled across my comforter like a starfish in a forest green wrap dress, sipping spiked cider and offering commentary like a well-dressed sports analyst.

      Sadie appears behind me and tugs the zipper with precision. “You know,” she says as she works it up over my ribs, “for someone who has the entire town trained to think you sleep in blazers and professional dresses and wake up wearing wireless mics, you really clean up nice, Piper.”

      “That’s because she’s a certified smoke show regardless of that professional restraint,” Hallie adds, not looking up from her phone. “This dress confirms it.”

      “It’s too much,” I mutter, turning sideways in the mirror and taking in the fitted and flared elegant red dress.

      “It’s not enough,” Sadie counters, stepping back to examine her handiwork. “Trust me. Your hair’s flawless, your lipstick is borderline criminal, and that neckline could win a bake-off without breaking a sweat.”

      “You’re just saying that because my boobs are defying gravity.”

      “Exactly,” she says, grinning at me. “You’re welcome.”

      Letting out a sigh, I look at myself in the mirror again, this time with unbiased eyes. The dress is a deep Christmas red. The sweetheart neckline plunges while the waist cinches in before flaring at my hips, hugging them like it was painted on. My red heels are strappy and give me added height. It’s pretty daring for me. Normally, I refer to play it safe. My closet consist mostly of sleek trousers, suits with skirts and clean lines, or perfectly put together and non-revealing dresses. I’m always camera-ready but work hard not to make anything too memorable. Tonight isn’t about safety though. Tonight’s about letting go of the reins just enough to feel like a person, a woman, albeit a single with no prospects woman, again. Simply a single night to breathe before the Mistletoe Falls holiday madness truly sets in.

      Sadie flops onto the foot of the bed next to Hallie, still sipping her Fireball spiked cider from her oversized Santa mug. “So, you going do something dangerous tonight or just dress like it?”

      “Define dangerous.” I mutter.

      Hallie lifts a brow. “Making out with someone who doesn’t know your résumé by heart.”

      “Sleeping with someone who’s not on the Chamber of Commerce,” Sadie adds.

      In Mistletoe Falls… not very likely.

      “We’re invested,” Sadie says. “You haven’t dated in months.”

      “That’s because my last date took me to the town chili cook-off, and then, told me he doesn’t believe in monogamy when his other date cornered us.”

      “Which was your sign from the universe to stop waiting for fate and start making out with handsome strangers at town events,” Hallie says, twirling her cider round her mug.

      “And tonight’s your chance,” Sadie says, leaning in. “The Snowflake Ball is a magical place. People get drunk. Tourists come in. Everyone wears questionable holiday outfits. They lose all judgment. It’s basically a Hallmark purge.”

      “You’re forgetting one thing,” I say, grabbing my coat from the back of the door. “This is Mistletoe Falls. I’ve known every eligible man in this town since they were in braces or dating my friends. The pickings are slim and terrifying. And if I hook up with a tourist, what happens when they realize I’m on television five days a week and I’m basically married to the studio?”

      “Maybe tonight is your chance to really cut loose, Piper,” Hallie says as she stands, adjusting the strap on her purse. “Maybe it’s about an old-fashioned hook up with someone who’s just passing through.”

      Sadie wiggles her brows. “A hot Christmas drifter with strong forearms and emotional unavailability.” She gasps, “Maybe he’ll really be the prince of some tiny European country that’s ridiculously rich, but no one has even heard about.”

      I snort. “Do you two sit around planning these speeches? Turn off the Christmas movies, Sadie. That never happens in real life.”

      “Only when we’re trying to save you from dying alone,” Hallie says sweetly.

      Sadie murmurs, “Until it does.”

      I shake my head but smile as I slip into my peacoat. It’s ivory wool with silver buttons and a wide collar that makes me feel more glamorous than I have any right to feel. With my sparkling earrings and my hair pulled back on at the sides and the rest down in blonde waves, I almost pass for someone who has it all together. I do not. But tonight, I’m determined to fake it.

      Tomorrow will kick off the chaos.

      Mistletoe Mornings goes into full holiday programming. We’ve got live segments for the Ornament Hunt, Carol Karaoke Night, the Cocoa Tasting Contest, the Bake Off, plus every other event in Mistletoe Falls. It all leas up to the all-hands-on-deck Christmas Eve special that takes a year off my life every December. It’s show prep, on-air tension, equipment malfunctions, and people yelling into my earpiece about camera angles and script cues.

      I love it. But it owns me. And I’m down a co-anchor so I’m doing it all on my own this year.

      So yes, maybe I do want something reckless tonight. Something easy and untethered, with no promises and no expectations.

      Just a man who doesn’t care that I spend my mornings micromanaging weather reports and politely bullying Santa lookalikes into making their segments sparkle.

      Maybe I want someone who doesn’t even know my name.

      Sadie shrugs on her coat and heads for the door. “If all else fails, there’s always champagne.”

      “And Fireball,” Hallie says ominously.

      I groan. “I will not be Fireball hungover ever again⁠—”

      “You said that last time,” Sadie says.

      We step out into the cold. The night smells like pine and frost and woodsmoke, like something conjured out of a Christmas card. Fairy lights are strung from porch to porch down the block, some blinking, some solid, all casting warm, golden halos onto the sidewalks. A few houses have inflatable snowmen and plastic reindeer glowing softly on the lawns. Mistletoe Falls doesn’t believe in subtlety. Not in December.

      We pile into Hallie’s Jeep and crank the heater as she drives toward the Snowflake Barn. The road winds gently through downtown, where the shop windows glow with holiday displays and the town square glitters beneath oversized snowflake lights suspended from every lamppost.

      Maisie has been busy.

      Outside Lane’s Hardware, Tucker Lane is adjusting a glowing sign in the window that reads,

      “Let It Snow (Somewhere Else)” while Addie Belle Carmichael stands beside him, sipping something from a red to-go cup and laughing at whatever he just said. They were high school sweethearts until she up and left. But since she’s been back, something has been brewing again.

      “Think they’ll get back together, and she’ll stay this time?” Hallie murmurs.

      “I hope so. Tucker was crushed when she left ten years ago.” Sadie says, elbowing her gently and staring out the window unabashedly.

      “Yeah, Tucker is a good one.” I reply.

      Across the street, I catch a glimpse of Grant McAllister, the newest face in Mistletoe Falls leaving the Holly Jolly Café. Maisie, town decorator and utter chaos, the woman who is currently staying in Jean McAllister’s double booked house with him is already halfway down the sidewalk, gesturing wildly as she talks to him. She’s in red heels and a cream-colored coat, carrying what looks like a bag of tinsel and one of those tiny battery-operated projectors that turns any surface into a light show. They’re probably heading to the Snowflake Barn, too.

      “She’s going to win the town decorating contest again, right?” I mutter.

      “You know Maisie doesn’t believe in moderation,” Sadie says. “Especially not with lights… or glitter. And her beef with Delilah is personal.”

      We pull into the gravel lot beside the barn just as a gust of wind blows across the hill, scattering leaves and mingling with the faint sound of a string quartet tuning their instruments inside.

      The Snowflake Barn is lit up like something out of a movie—soft golden light pours from the open barn doors. Thousands of strands of garland is wrapped around the wooden posts and draped from the rafters. Flickering lanterns line the gravel path. A Christmas tree stands just outside the entrance, dripping with handmade ornaments from the elementary school and a sign that reads, “Welcome to the 7th Annual Snowflake Ball.”

      People are already milling around in formal coats and festive dresses. The smell of cinnamon cider and baked apples float in the air. There’s a table near the entrance with programs, name tags, and a woman dressed as Mrs. Claus handing out peppermint bark like party favors.

      Taking a deep breath, I step into the night like I own it.

      For the next few hours, I do.

      I’m not here for love… not here for nostalgia.

      I’m here for a drink, a dance, and one night where I don’t have to be perfect.

      Just Piper Leigh. In red. With no rules.

      If the universe wants to send someone with strong hands and no expectations… I’m open to suggestions.
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      The Snowflake Barn smells like nostalgia and cinnamon… not fake cinnamon, either. Real, warm, mulled spice that clings to the beams overhead and mingles with the faint sweetness of pine, cedar garland, and the clove-studded oranges strung like ornaments along the windowpanes. The quartet by the entrance plays a soft instrumental version of “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas,” and the air is thick with laughter, perfume, and the sound of heels clicking across worn hardwood planks.

      It’s magic. Loud, chaotic, small-town Christmas magic.

      “Don’t say I never take you anywhere,” Hallie says as we step inside, shrugging out of our coats and handing them to the teenage football player earning community service hours by working tonight.

      Sadie loops hers over her arm while she waists her turn and grins. “It’s a barn, babe. The cows had it first.”

      No one would mistake this for a working barn now. It hasn’t housed animals in years. The rafters are wrapped in white string lights and adorned with red satin bows. Suspended snowflakes turn slowly on invisible threads above the makeshift dance floor. Mason jars filled with floating candles line every window ledge, and the far corner boasts a cider station guarded by two elderly volunteers who take their ladling duties very seriously.

      There will be no spiking on their watch.

      We’ve barely made it five steps in when Mrs. Quinn appears, as if summoned by gossip pheromones. She’s wearing a forest green wrap dress with a red scarf flung dramatically over one shoulder and a tray of gingerbread buttons tucked under one arm.

      “Girls,” she says, eyes narrowing like a heat-seeking missile. “Don’t you all look festive and like you’re on the prowl.”

      On the prowl? For who? This is Mistletoe Falls.

      Sadie kisses her cheek and chuckles, “That’s our signature aesthetic.”

      Mrs. Quinn hands her a cookie and turns her attention to me. “Piper, honey, you look ravishing. Did you pick that dress out on your own or did Sadie and Hallie dare?”

      “It’s on purpose,” I laugh, taking a gingerbread button. “I wanted to mix it up tonight. But if anyone wants to assume I lost a bet, I’m fine with that, too.”

      Mrs. Quinn’s eyes crinkle. “You’re glowing.”

      “I’m sweating.”

      “Same thing,” she says, winking. “There’s a handsome stranger over by the cider table who keeps looking at you like he wants to ask you a question. Probably something scandalous. You should wander over that way.”

      “She doesn’t do scandal,” Sadie says. “She does headlines and camera work.”

      “Tonight,” I correct, grinning, “I do dancing and drinks.”

      Hallie plucks a cider from a passing tray and shoots said handsome stranger a look from the corner of her eye. “And possibly dangerous decisions.”

      My eyes flit over to the man of the hour.

      Damn… he’s a looker.

      Handsome is an understatement.

      But who is he and why is he here?

      Mrs. Quinn beams. “Just make sure someone tells me about them before morning.”

      She disappears into the crowd like smoke. I shake my head. “Does she have a GPS tracker on my uterus or something?”

      Sadie sips her cider. “She has intel and very good vision for a woman coming upon seventy.”

      Hallie leans in. “She’s not wrong, you know. There’s a very fine man over by the bar who’s been watching you since we walked in.”

      I noticed.

      Turning slightly, my gaze drifts across the crowd. Couples laugh by the makeshift photo booth draped in mistletoe. Mayor Ramirez is shaking hands near the band. Frankie James is trying to fix a crooked table leg with a Swiss Army knife while holding a cider cup with her teeth… in a formal gown.

      That’s so Frankie.

      Letting my eyes wander naturally, I move them across the room. I stop when they lock on the man near the far post by the cider station.

      He’s tall. Broad-shouldered. All angles and shadow in an expensive black suit. His forearms are casually crossed as he leans against the wooden beam. He’s holding a cider glass, but he’s not drinking. His hair is dark, neatly styled but almost wind-tousled at the edges. His jaw could cut glass. Bu his expression is almost bored… he’s looking around as though he is deeply, thoroughly unimpressed.

      He looks like he stumbled into a Christmas movie and is waiting for the director to yell cut.

      I blink.

      He is definitely not from Mistletoe Falls.

      Thank God.

      Hallie sees my face and grins. “Yup. He’s fine as hell.”

      Sadie nudges me. “Go say hi.”

      “No.”

      “Piper.”

      “I’m just going to get a drink.” I mutter.

      “Sure,” Hallie says. “And if you happen to fall into a conversation with a tall drink of broody Grinch, we won’t judge.”

      I roll my eyes, but my feet are already moving.

      Not toward him—just in his direction.

      For a cider.

      I’m thirsty. Obviously.

      The cider table is arranged with copper ladles and cut-crystal cups, each one slightly different. The two older women working the station smile at me like I’m their granddaughter and offer me a choice: spiked or not.

      Oh, we do have spiked.

      Damn, okay then.

      I take the spiked.

      Tonight, I want to let a little loose.

      Bringing it to my lips, I sip. It’s warm and sharp, tasting of cinnamon and cloves with a bite of brandy that spreads through my chest. Taking another sip, I risk a glance to the side.

      He’s still there. Still blatantly watching me. Only now, he’s smirking.

      Well, hell.

      I turn to face him fully and lift my cup in mock salute. “You look like you’re calculating your escape route.”

      “I am,” he says, voice low and dry, smooth as aged whiskey. “Just haven’t decided which direction offers the least exposure to holiday spirit.”

      I raise a brow. “Welcome to Mistletoe Falls. Good luck with that. So... you’re not from around here.”

      He snorts softly and dryly retorts, “Was it the cider avoidance or the complete lack of fake cheer?” His voice is smooth, but sexy. It has a slight accent, but I can’t place it. It screams city though.

      “Both.” I raise my brow and nod at him, “And the outfit.”

      He glances down at himself and frowns. “Black shirt. Black suit coat. Black slacks. What part screams ‘outsider’ to you?”

      Seriously?

      I smile. “In this town? Anything without red, plaid, or a pun. You have no Christmas Spirit. Like at all.”

      He huffs something close to a laugh, and it slips through my skin like a cold front. He nods at my dress, “The only things missing is white fur to complete your holiday uniform.”

      I glance down at my dress. “This is festive… are you comparing me to Mrs. Claus? Do I look elderly to you?” My tone is teasing… flirty.

      His eyes drift over me and I hold in my shiver. “Definitely not.”

      Leaning against the post beside him, I continue to flirt. “Let me guess. You’re here visiting a relative and were dragged to this event under threat of losing your inheritance.”

      “Close,” he says, chuckling. “I’m here for work. Just moved in today. I start tomorrow.”

      “Oh,” I say, surprised. “Even better. Work, huh? It must be seasonal.”

      He looks me over again, slowly and deliberately and a smile curves his full lips at the corners. “Yeah, something along those lines.”

      My skin tingles at his scrutiny.

      Clearing my throat, I extend a hand. “I’m Piper.”

      He doesn’t take it, just stares for a beat too long before he finally shakes it. His palm is warm and firm. His fingers curl around mine, slow and sure. Electricity dances in my palm.

      “Nice to meet you, Piper.”

      My brow rises. “This is the part where you give me your name.” I blithely say.

      “What fun is that?” the sexy stranger replies.

      He’s really not going to tell me his name?

      I laugh, it’s real one, and it catches me off guard. “So, you’re mysterious, broody, and possibly dangerous.”

      “Or I just don’t like small talk.” He murmurs, still holding my hand. His thumb is rubbing along my thumb.

      “In Mistletoe Falls, that’s practically criminal.” I wink, “I could know everything about you by simply walking over to the corner,” I nod. “That’s Wyatt, the police chief.”

      He leans a little closer. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that I catch a whiff of his cologne. It’s clean and woodsy, smelling something like pine bark and midnight. “He won’t arrest me.” He whispers.

      Uh, what?

      I blink. He doesn’t. And suddenly I want to know exactly how dangerous this man is.

      “Are you here with anyone?” I ask, casually, like it’s not the most forward thing I’ve said in six months.

      His brow arches but he answers me, “No.”

      “You planning on dancing?” I ask.

      “No.”

      I tilt my head. “Do you say yes to anything?”

      “Depends on the offer.”

      Something shifts in the air between us. The band is still playing. People are still laughing. But I don’t hear any of it… just the thud of my heart as I focus on the curve of his mouth. He watches me back like he already knows how this ends.

      I drain the rest of my cider. Screw it. I mutter, “You want to see the best view in the barn?”

      His light eyes narrow. “Is this a setup?”

      My lips curve, “Maybe.”

      He considers it while still watching me. Then, he sets his drink down and shrugs. “Lead the way.”

      I smile and walk straight into trouble.

      The stairs creak beneath my heels as we climb, the sound nearly lost beneath the music and the low swell of laughter from below.

      He doesn’t ask where we’re going. He just follows…. one step behind, hands in his pockets, and his expression unreadable. I lead him past the second-floor landing and up the narrow wooden stairs to the old hayloft. It’s roped off for safety during the official parts of the event, but I’ve known this barn since I was ten and figured out exactly where they kept the good stuff. The sign that says, “STAFF ONLY” doesn’t apply to me.

      Not really.

      Not when I know how to wedge a boot under the beam and pull the rope knot loose.

      Not when I know this is the best spot in the building.

      Not when I want to be away from the lights.

      We reach the top, and I pause at the loft’s edge, breathing in the cold that seeps through the cracks in the wood. Down below, behind us, the barn glows like a snow globe—twinkling lights and soft movement, silhouettes of dancing couples and flickering candlelight bounce off every polished surface. The music floats up like a secret. Soft. Slow. A string-heavy version of Silver Bells.

      But in front of us is the massive window that overlooks Town Square. Leaning against the windowpane, my fingers wrapping around the rough wood edge, I glance back at him over my shoulder.

      “You don’t talk much,” I say.

      “I do when it matters.” He replies, still across the floor.

      “And the brooding. You do that full-time?”

      I mean, it’s sexy. But he’s literally given me nothing.

      I’m a journalist… I need the details.

      His mouth curves. It’s not a full smile, but a hint of one. “Only part-time. The benefits are better.”

      I tilt my head and look at him, trying to figure him out. “What do you do, anyway?”

      “Work.” He replies.

      Lots of people work… give me a hint, man.

      “Helpful.” I mutter, getting frustrated.

      “Are you always like this?” He asks, his eyes narrowing on me.

      I lift a brow and mutter, “Like what?”

      “Challenging.” He flatly says.

      “Only when someone groans about Christmas in a town with reindeer mailboxes and cocoa-sponsored parades.”

      He steps closer. Slowly. Deliberately. “I don’t groan.”

      “Sure. You just silently judge.”

      “Some things deserve judgment.”

      “And you’re the authority?” My tone rises slightly.

      “Tonight?” he says, lowering voice as he crosses the room, stopping directly in front of me, just inches away. “Apparently.

      My pulse stumbles. In the light from the window, I can really see him. The fine stubble along his defined jaw. The faint scar near his brow. The heat in his light eyes that wasn’t there earlier. Or maybe I was too busy playing it cool to notice it.

      “You really hate Christmas, huh?” I ask softly.

      “I don’t hate it.” He answers.

      “Just the music?”

      He shrugs. “The noise. The pressure. The pretending.”

      I hum. “So, what are you pretending tonight?”

      He steps even closer, crowding into my space. One hand comes to rest against the beam behind me, boxing me in. I feel the warmth of him through my dress… every inch of him.

      “I’m not pretending anything,” he says. And then, his hand trails down the side of my arm.

      Slowly. Lightly. Possessively.

      My breath catches.

      I should stop this.

      I should remember that I don’t even know his name, that I don’t do one-night stands, that my whole life is built on control and curation and clean lines that do not include getting pressed against a century-old barn beam by a stranger with a jaw like sin and hands like promises.

      But I don’t move.

      Because it’s been so long since I’ve felt this. Since someone made me feel unpredictable. Since I let myself want something just because it burned.

      He lowers his head. My breath hitches and my head raises. His mouth stops a breath from mine. “You sure?” he asks, his voice so low it scrapes across my skin.

      I don’t answer. I kiss him instead. It’s not sweet. It’s not shy. It’s instant heat… open mouths, clashing teeth, and hands everywhere. His tongue delves into my mouth, and my neck arches, allowing him to kiss me deeper. My back hits the beam as he presses into me, one arm sliding around my waist to yank me further into his body, while the other fists in my long, loose, waves. I gasp and he breaks the kiss ,dragging his lips down my jaw and over the line of my throat. I shiver unable to stop it as my nipples tightly bead beneath the tight bodice.

      “Tell me to stop, Piper” he says, his voice rough.

      The way he says my name has my nipples tightening to the point of pain and moisture flooding between my legs.

      I shake my head and groan, “No, don’t,” grabbing his head and weaving my fingers into his thick hair, pulling his face back down to mine. His lips cover mine again. They’re open and insistent. My tongue meets his, winding around it before exploring every nuance of his mouth. He tastes like winter and cinnamon whiskey. It’s sharp and consuming.

      His coat hits the floor. I don’t remember shoving it down, but I must have.

      He tugs at the back zipper on my dress, dragging it down with a groan. The dress parts and falls to my hips, baring my chest to the cold air and his hungry eyes. “No bra?” he growls, blatantly appreciating me.

      “Can’t wear one with the dress.” I moan, “Touch me.”

      His hands are on me instantly. He cups my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples until I gasp and arch even further into him. His mouth follows, licking and sucking one into the heat of his mouth, then switching to the other like he can’t decide what he wants more.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect,” he mutters, his voice rough against my skin and his breath tickling me, turning me on even more.

      Reaching down, I grip the back of his neck with one hand and slide the other down my stomach. He shoves at the dress when it catches, and it falls to the floor. His hand continues traveling down, stopping above the warmth between my legs. I move his hand down. He obliges, sweeping along my soaked satin crotch before dragging my panties to the side and swiping his fingers through the slick heat waiting for him.

      “God, you’re soaked.” He groans, still slowly stroking my seam.

      “Stop talking and do something about it, please…” I practically beg.

      He stares at me and then, he drops to his knees… like it’s instinct… like he needs to taste me.

      And then… he does.

      He shoves my panties down and they land with my dress on the floor. I’m completely nude in the barn loft… with a complete stranger.

      What are you doing, Piper?

      What the hell are you doing?

      He parts my legs and I allow him to, hell, I help him. His mouth lands on me in one long, hungry stroke, his tongue parting me and flicking my clit with just enough pressure to make me moan. “Ohhh… ohhh shit…” I’m loud. It feels so good. There’s no hiding it.

      Grabbing the railing behind me, I dig my fingers into the wood to keep from sliding down the wall.

      He groans into me. It ricochets inside of me as he alternates between licking me and holding me open with both hands as he works me over, tongue fucking me with practiced precision. His tongue moves in tight, wet circles, then flicks, then dives inside me while his nose brushes exactly where I need him most. “Fuck—right there—don’t stop,” I pant, already too close, too fast.

      He doesn’t. He devours me, his light blue eyes locked on mine from below like he wants to see the exact second I fall apart.

      Oh, shit… oh my… oh shit!

      I come with a sharp cry, “Ohhhh… damnit… shit… ohhhh… ohhhh…” My legs are shaking. My hips grinding against his mouth as my orgasm rips through me in deep, pulsing waves.

      I come so hard, I can barely breathe. I can’t move, but somehow I still reach down, dragging him up by the collar of his still buttoned shirt and kissing him hard, tasting myself on his lips.

      Reaching between us, I open his fly and fist his cock. It’s hot and hard in my hand and the tip is wet with pre-cum.

      I want him inside me now.

      I don’t know his name and I don’t care.

      “I have a condom” he says, his voice hoarse as I stroke him.

      “Get it,” I moan.

      He grabs it from his wallet, tearing the wrapper, and rolling it on with a practiced hand. When he’s sheathed, I turn, bracing myself against the window and spreading my legs.

      “You sure?” He grunts, stroking himself.

      I glance over my shoulder. “I’m naked with my legs spread and my back arched… If you make me beg, I swear—” He grips my hips and thrusts into me in one long, punishing stroke. I gasp as he fills me. He stops when he’s fully inside of me and I gasp again. I’m full, stretched, and completely shaken.

      He curses under his breath as he bottoms out. “Fuck, you feel good, Piper.”

      In response, I press back against him. Gripping my hips with both hands, he holds me steady and starts to move. It’s hard and deep. With each thrust, he slams into me, filling me so completely I can’t think. I can’t speak. The sound of our bodies, the slap of skin against skin, the way he groans every time I push back into him… it’s overwhelming and it only amplifies the pleasure.

      I arch, reaching back to touch him, to feel him. His hand slips between my thighs, finding my clit again, rubbing in tight circles as he drives into me from behind over and over and over. My hips buck and my back arches as I fuck back against him… in front of the window where anyone who happens to look up and pay enough attention could see us… see exactly what we’re doing.

      Another wave builds.

      “Come again,” he growls, fucking me and pinching my clit. “I want to feel it on my cock.”

      I do. My whole body locks up as another orgasm hits. “Ohhhhhh…… damn… ohhh… shit…” It’s tighter and sharper than the first. I clench around him.

      He groans, his hips stuttering as he plows into me. “Damn… Shit… Mmmmmm… Damn.”

      He slams in once more, then, twice. Then, he stills with a deep, guttural sound as he comes inside of me, buried deep, one hand flat on the beam beside mine, the other still between my quivering legs.

      Oh… my… God…

      I just fucked a complete stranger.

      I did… I really did… and it was so good.

      Shit!

      We stay like that for a long second. Both of us are just breathing, sweating, and trembling.

      He exhales and mutters something I can’t make out as he pulls out slowly. He removes and ties the condom while I smooth my hair, pull my dress back on, and pretend like my knees aren’t about to buckle.

      We don’t talk as he zips me back up. I never removed my shoes. I don’t ask his name again. He tucks the condom intro his pocket and adjusts his suit and smooths his hair.

      When we walk out of the loft, we go in opposite directions.
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      I’m in the studio by 6AM sharp.

      My blonde hair is carefully pulled back in a loose chignon. My face is perfect. My black heels clack on the stained concrete of the floor as I review the notes for this mornings segment on the clipboard in my hand. Regardless of what happened last night, I’m back in professional mode.

      It’s outwardly almost convincing… if you don’t count the ache between my thighs, the faint shadow of a hickey at the base of my neck, and the fact that I’ve already reapplied concealer twice just to avoid catching my own reflection and seeing that totally satiated and hungry for more look in my own eyes.

      It says I did something wildly out of character. Something unprofessional yet utterly... delicious. Something I can’t undo.

      I don’t regret it. I don’t.

      It happened and it was incredible. A night to simply let loose.

      One night. One man. One mistake that doesn’t have to mean anything.

      Only, I can’t stop thinking about the way he gripped my hips. The way he moved. The way he tasted, smelled, groaned when I clenched around him like he was losing his mind.

      God.

      Stop it, Piper.

      You’ll probably never even see the man again.

      Enough.

      Shutting the door to the production office a little harder than necessary, I flip the print out of the taping schedule for the day. Ornament Hunt promos. Cocoa Contest pre-roll. Holiday B-roll to use throughout the festivities. A dozen sponsor thank-yous. And Mayor Ramirez’s annual sit-down interview, which I personally requested because she always ends it by saying “Merry Christmas, Mistletoe Falls” like a politician running for North Pole Senate and I’m a sucker for seasonal ham.

      I grab the shot list and head into the greenroom to brief Lexi on camera blocking. She’s already perched by the lighting panel, triple-checking cables.

      “You’re a godsend,” I say. “Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

      Lexi blinks up at me and smirks. “Uh, okay. You okay, Piper?”

      I pause and frown. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She holds up her hands. “No reason. You just look... extra sharp today.”

      I flash a smile. “Sharp gets things done.”

      And then—before she can ask anything else—I hear the main studio door chime.

      Voices enter as I continue to review my notes. There are two. One is familiar one is, but it’s also not.

      I step back into the hallway as Mayor Ramirez rounds the corner in her usual peacoat and scarf, her face lit up like she just kissed a baby or signed a budget into law. She’s holding a thermos in one hand and gesturing behind her with the other.

      “Piper! Good morning. We brought breakfast.”

      We—

      I open my mouth to respond, but my voice dies on the spot. My eyes widen.

      Oh, hell no.

      This is not happening… there is no fucking way.

      But there is…

      Stepping in behind her is a tall, dark-haired man… . His black button-up shirt is rolled to the elbows. The mouth is one I vividly remember. I bit that jaw! His light eyes are licked on me, but I never got the name to match them.

      It’s him.

      My stomach flips. My breath catches. His eyes meet mine and his lips start to curve.

      No.

      No, no, no.

      This isn’t happening.

      Last night, the stranger walks away.

      I was never supposed to see him again.

      It was supposed to stay a reckless memory burned into the woodgrain of the barn wall.

      Instead, he walks in behind the mayor like he owns the goddamn building.

      Mayor Ramirez is still talking. “—and this is Dawson Price, your new co-anchor. He just arrived this week. I thought it’d be nice to walk him in and make the introductions myself.”

      Dawson Price…

      Dawson. Price.

      My new co-anchor…

      The man who ate me out and made me scream into the loft last night.

      The man who had me bent over with my palms against a window while he fucked me from behind.

      The man who made me come so hard I forgot what state I was in.

      He’s my new co-anchor.

      The one I’ll be sharing a desk with five mornings a week.

      The one who will be under hot lights and tight scripts and my direction.

      The one who just saw me without a single filter to hide behind.

      He’s smirking.

      The bastard is smirking.

      Did he know who I was? Is this some kind of joke and a pull for dominance?

      “Piper,” Mayor Ramirez says, utterly oblivious. “You two haven’t met yet, right?”

      Dawson reaches out his hand like it’s the most innocent thing in the world. His voice is as smooth as butter as he says, “I don’t believe we have.”

      I stare at him. He stares back. A full second ticks by. Then another before I take his hand. It’s warm, strong, and familiar in all the wrong ways.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Price,” I manage to say through gritted teeth though I want to gouge his eyes out.

      “Likewise,” he says, all smooth charm. “Though, I feel like we might’ve crossed paths at some point.”

      I blink, trying to contain my rage. “I don’t think so.”

      “No?” he asks, his tone innocent, and his light eyes wicked. “Hmm. You just seem... so familiar.”

      I could kill him.

      “Lexi,” I say tightly, not looking away from Dawson. “Can you please get Mr. Price his rundown for the day? I wasn’t aware I was getting a co-anchor. It must have slipped Mayor Ramirez’s mind. Did you know?” I ask, smiling so tightly I’m surprised my head doesn’t shoot off my shoulders like a Christmas rocket.

      “On it,” she chirps and shakes her head. “No, I didn’t know either. But having two people on the show again will be a huge help.” She nods at Dawson. “I’m Lexi. I’m the production assistant and general personal assistant of the station. I assist Piper in everything.”

      The mayor flushes, “I thought I told you. I’m sorry. Must have slipped my mind in the holiday chaos. You two will get along just find though. I know it.” She nods at me and shakes Dawson’s hand. “I’ll leave you two to it. First segment should be about ready to roll. And Dawson, feel free to show off that award-winning smile. The town will eat it up.”

      She exits with a wave, and I stare down my new co-anchor like I’m seconds from throwing my clipboard at his face.

      I am.

      He watches me. Unbothered. Gorgeous. Infuriating.

      “You knew,” I hiss.

      He lifts a brow. “Did I?”

      “You knew exactly who I was last night.”

      “Of course, I knew,” he says under his breath. “I was fully prepped before taking the job. I thought you knew… at first. But then, I realized you didn’t.”

      I step closer. “Then why didn’t you say anything?” I snarl.

      He knew! He knew who I was.

      He knew we’d be working together.

      And he still fucked me in the loft after realizing I didn’t know who he was!

      What an asshole!

      He shrugs. “I was curious what you’d do.”

      What I’d do? I’m going to maim him!

      I lean in. “Here’s what I’m going to do now, Dawson Price. I’m going to keep this strictly professional. Which means no comments. No references. No looks. No reminiscing about haylofts or anything else that might get you punched in the fucking throat on live television. I’ve worked too damn hard to get where I am to be derailed by some pompous ass who fucked me under false pretenses.” He opens his mouth, but I hold my finger up in the universal signal for, “Shut the fuck up.” He does and I say through gritted teeth, “You’re my co-anchor. Period. The end.”

      He frowns but simply says, “Understood.”

      I growl, “Good,” and start to turn away.

      “Red,” he says softly and I hate that my body responds to him.

      I stop, freezing, and glaring at him over my shoulder.

      “Your mouth does this thing,” he murmurs, “when you’re trying to stay in control. A little curve at the corner. You’re doing it right now.”

      Whirling around so fast I almost stumble, I jab a finger into his chest, his firm chest, “Don’t.”

      His voice lowers. “Just saying. I liked it better when you were biting my jaw.”

      In blind rage, I throw my clipboard at him. He catches it one-handed and doesn’t even flinch. For one sharp second, all I can hear is the echo of my own breath.

      He hands it back, his light blue eyes calm. “You’re really going to hate how good we are on air together. We have chemistry, Piper,” he says.

      I grab it from his hands and step back, my spine like steel. “You’re going to hate how fast I end your career if you keep testing me. We do not have chemistry. We have lies and deceit… on your part.”

      He grins and shrugs. “I never lied, Piper.”

      Stalking toward the studio doors, I leave his presence as fast as I can. I don’t know if I want to kiss him or kick him in the nuts.

      Damnit to fucking hell!

      Behind me, I hear him chuckle and mutter, “Whatever you say, Piper. Whatever you say. God, I love this job already.”
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