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Cassidy Hilarion doesn’t believe in holiday miracles, especially not after heartbreak, a crumbling family bar, and a Christmas auction gone wildly sideways. But when a charming stranger with a crooked smile and steel-gray eyes bids an outrageous amount for one date with her, everything starts to change.

Mark Carey (real name Mark Carrington) walks into Cassidy’s life with a secret, a mission, and a heart he never meant to lose. Falling for the enemy was not in the business plan.

As sparks fly and snow falls, the truth threatens to tear them apart. Because behind Mark’s kisses and Cassidy’s guarded heart lies a century-old feud, a priceless family heirloom, and a decision that could save the bar... or destroy their shot at love forever.

Can love rewrite the rules of family, forgiveness, and the ultimate holiday twist of fate?
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Cassidy Brown planted her boots like she was gearing up for combat, instead of preparing for bartending duty. Her spine straightened into a steel rod, legs locked, arms crossed like a defiant sentry in the narrow hallway behind The Hideaway’s main room. From the stunned jolt of surprise pouring through her, one would think that her cousin, Joan, had just asked her to volunteer as tribute in some holiday version of The Hunger Games.

“Absolutely not,” Cassidy snapped. “I’d rather be thrown into a tank of piranhas wearing bacon-scented perfume than go out with a man right now.”

Joan Hilarion (older-by-three-years cousin, co-manager of the bar, and Christmas chaos coordinator) didn’t even blink. Clipboard in hand, red tinsel in her curls, she looked every bit the determined holiday elf who wouldn’t rest until all twelve auction dates were lined up, glittered, and smiling for the crowd.

“You're being dramatic,” Joan said, one hip cocked. “This isn’t a battlefield.”

Cassidy scoffed. “Isn’t it? Because it smells like cheap cologne and desperation out there, and I’m pretty sure I saw a man oiling his biceps at the jukebox.”

From the main room, the muffled sounds of clinking glasses, exaggerated laughter, and a country cover of Santa Baby bled through the walls. Cassidy could hear the hum of men’s voices, loud, competitive, chest-puffed laughter that reminded her of every high school dance she’d ever regretted. She didn’t need to peek to know the place was swarming with testosterone and poorly disguised Axe body spray.

The Hideaway, usually their cozy wood-paneled refuge from Buckford’s icy winters, had transformed into something between a cowboy bachelor mixer and a singles auction at Santa’s sleazier North Pole outpost. Garland hung in thick swags over every surface. The dusty moose head above the bar now sported a red bow tie. And mistletoe (oh, dear Lord, the mistletoe) dangled from the ceiling every five feet like someone was trying to trap unsuspecting women into accidental lip-locks.

Cassidy shivered. This was her personal version of holiday hell.

Joan, still unmoved, tapped her clipboard like it was a gavel. “You’ve got the best smile. You’re charming when you want to be. And you own clean jeans. That makes you eligible.”

“I’m charming when caffeinated and ignored,” Cassidy muttered.

Joan narrowed her eyes. “You’re doing it. One date, one night. You don’t have to fall in love. You just have to look festive and pretend you’re not allergic to fun.”

Cassidy let out a slow exhale, fighting the spike of anxiety climbing up her throat. “Do you know how long it’s been since I went on a date? A real one, not a ‘dinner with an insurance agent who forgot his wallet’ kind of date?”

Joan arched a brow. “Cass, you haven’t been on a real date since Lyle. And I’m pretty sure you’d rather eat broken glass than say his name out loud.”

Her cousin wasn’t wrong. Cassidy winced.

Joan pressed on. “You know why you haven’t dated? Because you’re waiting for life to magically improve without risking anything. And maybe, just maybe, you need one evening where you’re not bartending, brooding, or binge-watching true crime documentaries like a shut-in.”

“I like true crime.”

“Cass. Please.”

That “please” landed differently. Softer. Thicker with meaning.

Cassidy hesitated, chewing her bottom lip. “Why can’t Linda do it?”

“She came down with the flu.”

“Fake the twelfth girl. Say she ghosted.”

“We’ve got twelve candy cane sashes and a flier printed in Comic Sans that says Twelve Holiday Dates of Christmas. I’m not going back to OfficeMax in a snowstorm to change it to eleven. You’re all I’ve got.”

Cassidy leaned against the wall and let her head thud gently backward against the wood paneling. Her eyes squeezed shut as a wave of dread rolled through her.

Joan softened. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t mean it. We need this, Cass. Bad. If tonight’s auction does what we think it will, we’ll make enough to cover payroll, the gas bill, and maybe even replace the duct-taped fryer in the kitchen.”

Cassidy swallowed the rising guilt. The bar had been their inheritance—a hand-me-down from fathers who believed in grit and family tradition more than profit margins. She’d promised her dad on his deathbed that she wouldn’t let it fall apart.

“Why me?” she whispered. “Why not Tessa? She’s got dimples and no trauma.”

Joan’s laugh was soft. “Because you’re real. You’ve got that ‘no-nonsense sass-me-and-die’ charm. Men love that.”

Cassidy snorted. “Only the emotionally damaged ones.”

“That’s most of the population.”

Cassidy cracked one eye open and finally peeked around the corner. Her stomach twisted. It looked like all of Buckford had decided tonight was the night to wear flannel, brush their hair, and bring their wallets. She spotted at least three out-of-towners in sleek business suits, and one guy who looked like he’d just stepped off the cover of Cowboy Quarterly... jeans snug in all the wrong-right places.

She turned back with a grimace. “I’m not charity.”

“No,” Joan said gently. “You’re family. And I’m asking.”

That did it. Cassidy’s stomach flipped again, but this time the guilt weighed heavier than the dread. She rubbed her temples like she could massage the anxiety away.

“Fine,” she muttered. “But if some guy tries to use elk jerky as payment, I’m lighting the mistletoe on fire.”

Joan whooped. “You’re the best! Seriously, Cass, you’re saving our butts.”

Cassidy groaned. “God help us all.”

Joan shook her head with the kind of patience that only came from surviving thirty Christmases with a stubborn family. “Cass, it’s not that simple.”

“Sure, it is,” Cassidy fired back. “Give me ten minutes and a rhyming dictionary, and I’ll rewrite the whole song. ‘On the eleventh day of Christmas, my true love gave to me...’ Eleven ladies dancing. Boom. End scene. Nobody’s going to riot over the lack of a partridge or a freaking pear tree.”

She waved vaguely toward the main room, where the raucous crowd seemed to be getting louder by the second. “We’ve got plenty of dancing ladies out there already. Let’s work with what we have. Maybe two of them can dance twice. Nobody’ll notice.”

Joan crossed her arms and fixed her with a level stare. “Our flyer said twelve women. The banner above the stage says twelve women. The radio ad I recorded at eight in the morning while drinking burnt coffee and fighting off laryngitis said twelve women. We’re not tap-dancing around it now.”

Cassidy opened her mouth to find another excuse, any excuse, and grasped at the first thing that came to mind. “Okay, but logistics. If I go up there, who’s going to cover the floor? You really want thirsty cowboys forming a mob because they can’t get their beers refilled fast enough?”

Joan didn’t miss a beat. “My brothers are working the bar. And believe it or not, they’re not entirely useless. Ryan can mix drinks, and Eric knows how to work the register. It’s one night.”

Cassidy's heart twisted in her chest like someone had tied it in a knot and pulled hard. Her palms were suddenly damp. Joan was right, and that only made it worse. This wasn’t just some holiday stunt for laughs. It wasn’t about dates or mistletoe or who could snag the best-looking guy. This night might determine whether they could keep the lights on through January. Whether The Hideaway, her home, her inheritance, her dad’s life’s work, would make it through another year.

Cassidy didn’t even want to imagine it. The bar sitting dark and cold, doors locked, liquor bottles collecting dust behind the counter, and the cheerful chaos replaced with silence. She had seen what happened to other family businesses in small towns—slow fade-outs, swallowed by corporate chains or memory. That couldn’t happen here. Not to them.

A thousand memories pressed in like a tide. Her dad, behind the bar with his booming laugh. Her sixth birthday, when he let her “bartend” root beer for the regulars, and she’d spilled soda on his boots. Sunday mornings, when she and Joan would run through the empty bar playing tag, slipping on the scuffed floorboards and hiding under tables.

This place wasn’t just wood and liquor. It was family. It was her dad’s voice saying, “Make it a place where people feel like they belong.”

And if she didn’t do this, if she let her fear dictate her choices, what kind of legacy was she preserving?

Joan, maybe sensing the storm behind her eyes, reached out and tucked a loose curl behind Cassidy’s ear, just like she used to when they were kids and Cassidy would cry after scraping her knee or getting dumped by one of her crushes.

Her cousin’s voice softened. “I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t mean it. I know what Lyle did wrecked your trust in men. I watched you crawl out of that wreckage, Cass, and you’ve fought harder than anyone I know. But this... this isn’t about romance. This is business. It’s about keeping this place alive.”

Cassidy blinked, hard. Her throat felt like it was being squeezed shut. The idea of dressing up and stepping onto a stage to be auctioned off to the highest bidder made her stomach churn. But so did picturing this bar closing down. Letting it die would be like burying her dad a second time.

She glanced toward the noise of the bar, the occasional cheer or catcall floating through the wall like ghosts of decisions waiting to be made.

“I just... I have a bad feeling about tonight,” she admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. “Something feels off.”

Joan gave her a lopsided smile, the kind she’d always used to defuse Cassidy’s nerves. “You’re just nervous. Nothing bad is gonna happen. I promise.”

Cassidy let out a short, bitter laugh. “I’m more worried the guy who wins my date will ask for a refund before the breadsticks arrive.”

But what she didn’t say... what she couldn’t say was the deeper fear eating at her: If I wasn’t enough for Lyle, how could I possibly be worth bidding on now?

Joan must have seen it flash in her eyes because she gently touched Cassidy’s chin, guiding her gaze back to hers. Her cousin’s expression brimmed with love and steel.

“Just be you,” Joan said. “The tough, hilarious, bossy, lovable pain in my backside I’ve known since we were five. You’re not here to impress anyone. You’re here to show the world that we don’t fold when things get tough. This is one night. One harmless date. And if he’s a jerk—”

“I knee him in the family jewels and call you from jail?” Cassidy offered dryly.

Joan grinned. “Standard protocol.”

The bar’s energy surged like a wave as the MC’s voice echoed through the speakers; cheering, clapping, whistles. The auction had started. Cassidy was officially out of time.

Being co-owner of The Hideaway meant she didn’t get to pick the easy jobs. She got the toilets when they clogged, the books when they didn’t balance, and now, apparently, the job of temporary eye candy for a room full of holiday-drunk men.

Her dad’s voice echoed in her memory again. “Run this place with heart, kid. Make it somewhere people come to laugh. Come to belong.”

She swallowed hard and gave a stiff nod. “Fine.”

Joan lit up like Cassidy had just agreed to host the New Year’s Eve Bash. “Yes! Thank you! Okay, hurry. Linda’s outfit is in the back. Go change.”

Cassidy groaned. “Do I have to wear her dress?”

“Yes,” Joan said, already pushing her toward the hallway. “You need to match the rest of the girls. It’s part of the show.”

“What’s the theme again?”

“Holiday Glamour meets Farmer’s Market Chic.”

“That sounds like a Pinterest board I’d burn.”

Joan ignored her and kept steering. “And Cassidy?”

Cassidy glanced back over her shoulder.

“Try not to look like you’re being marched to your execution.”

Cassidy muttered under her breath. “I make no promises.”

Pivoting on her heel, Cassidy spun with the flair of a disgruntled ballerina, her long hair whipping across her shoulder like even it was tired of this nonsense. Fists clenched, jaw locked, she marched toward the back dressing room like she was storming Normandy, only with less camouflage and more eyeliner.

This whole event had been Joan’s brainchild, but the sexy dresses? That was one hundred percent Katie. Her younger, stunningly photogenic sister who could make a trash bag look couture and had the metabolism of a caffeinated hummingbird.

Cassidy swore she loved Katie. Deeply. But at this moment, she'd gladly throttle her. Sisterly, of course. Just enough to rattle her hair extensions.

She remembered being twenty-two, that soft, gullible age when life felt like one big Hallmark setup. Back before Lyle had taken her trust and drop-kicked it into traffic. Cassidy, at twenty-five, was older, wiser, and so over men with smirks and “you up?” texts. And yet... standing here about to auction herself off like a sad holiday appetizer, she couldn’t help but feel like she was about to make another mistake with permanent consequences.
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