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“Slackers!”

Chris Robinson’s fist slammed into the table, sending papers flying. “Would someone care to explain why the hell our revenue dropped?!”

“I–ice cream,” bleated Travis, the general manager, ducking behind a stack of folders. “It’s just... off-season. You know... it’s winter.”

“Ice cream? Are you kidding me? What about waffles, Travis? Cakes? Did they vanish with the summer too?”

Travis clamped his mouth shut. The room fell into ringing silence. Only the tick-tick-tick of the wall clock filled the space. Even the lights seemed to dim.

A knock at the door cracked through the air like a gunshot.

“Probably the pizza...” Yana mumbled and darted toward the exit.

“What pizza?!” Chris barked. “Are you seriously thinking about food when the November project isn’t even done?!”

“Well, there was a force majeure... Remember how —”

“Shut up, Travis.” Chris snapped. “This is all because of you, isn’t it?”

Travis shrank. He wanted to vanish, or at least be home, under a blanket. He wasn’t alone — the whole team looked like their eyes were about to flash “system reboot.”

“Excuse me...” Shawn raised a hand. “Can we... go home now? It’s one a.m now.”

“Home?” Chris repeated, almost gently. Then he stood and slowly swept his gaze across the room. “Fine. Go.”

Everyone stirred to life.

“But!” His voice rose. “You’re working the 25th, and the 31st, and January 1st. No one leaves early. No vacations, no time off. Got it?”

“But you promised I could go home,” Yana blurted. She spoke carefully, but her voice trembled. “My kids... my husband. They’re waiting for me in Ukraine. We always spend New Year together.”

Chris turned to her slowly, like he couldn’t quite believe she’d dared to speak.

“Forget Christmas. And New Year’s too,” he snapped.

“But...” Yana stepped forward. “It’s not just a day off for us. It’s a family holiday. New Year means everything. It’s like your Easter and Thanksgiving rolled into one. Do you understand?”

“I don’t care. If I can live without holidays, so can you. Let me say it again for the sentimental ones: work — or leave.”

“In Korea too,” Baekhyun suddenly spoke up quietly. He usually didn’t, and now his voice was careful. “We have Seollal — New Year’s. That’s when we... honor ancestors, wear hanbok, go see family. It matters.”

Chris said nothing. He just stared at them like they were a glitch the system couldn’t process.

“Out,” he ground out. “But on the 25th, 31st, and the 1st — you’re here! End of story!”

He flung the door open — and knocked over the courier.

“Careful, sir!” the courier yelped, scrambling up with the box clutched to his chest.

But Robinson was already walking down the corridor. The only thing he left behind — was cold.

By the time Chris reached his apartment door, he’d cooled down.

The office meltdown had faded into the background, dissolving somewhere between the parking lot and the elevator. First, he’d been angry, then tired, and now — just drained.

Chris hung his coat on the hook. His shoes flew off in different directions.

The lonely bachelor evening played out like a ritual: shower, cereal, a few pointless attempts to finish something on his phone, and finally, the bed — with the morning’s dent still in the sheets.

Things will look better in the morning, Chris thought as he slipped into sleep.

When he woke up, it felt like someone had beaten him up in his sleep: half-conscious, puffy, irritable.

A freezing shower was the only thing keeping him afloat.

While the kettle boiled, he wandered into the bedroom, finally intending to make the bed.

But he didn’t get that far. Something crunched under the pillow.

Lifting it, Chris found an envelope. Glitter and snowflakes shimmered on the surface.

His name was written in neat, almost childlike handwriting.

Chris sighed.

“What is this, kindergarten?”
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