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      Snowberry Falls, Vermont

      Two weeks before Christmas:

      

      Ho. Ho. Holy crap.

      I blink once. Twice. Nope, not a figment of my hot toddy fueled imagination. That’s definitely Penn Radford—NHL heartbreaker and tabloid scandal magnet—standing at the front desk of the Snowberry Inn, arguing over a room that doesn’t exist.

      Should I be surprised to see him? Maybe not. We both grew up here, even if he hasn’t been back for the holidays in years. Maybe after getting suspended for decking the mall Santa—yes, he actually punched St. Nick—he's home licking his wounds.

      But the real question is, why isn’t he staying with his Aunt Elaine? Sure, she’s a little out there (read: owns three ferrets and claims they’re clairvoyant), but she’s also the kind soul who raised him when his teenage mom left him on her doorstep.

      How do I know all this you ask? Oh, because this is Snowberry Falls, Vermont, where everyone knows everyone’s business, and if they don’t, they make it up.

      Penn shifts, the snow melting on his heavy leather jacket. It lets out a low squeak as he leans toward Belinda, softening his features as he dials up the charm. Classic. I watch him tune his smile, and aim it straight at Belinda. Her face flushes as her lashes lower. She’s either eaten too many candy canes and is about to go into a sugar-induced coma, or is…falling for his charm.

      Honestly, men like Penn think the world owes them extra whipped cream just for showing up. Cocky, smoking hot, treat me like I’m a joke…ugh, let’s just say been there. Done that. Got the emotional baggage to prove it.

      A huff crawls out of my throat before I can reel it in, and wouldn’t you know it, his gaze snaps to mine. And damn. Those clear blue eyes lock on, and just like that, two thoughts hit me faster than a snowball to the face.

      
        
          	
        I could help fix his image.
      

      	
        He could help fix my career.
      

      

      

      Okay, three thoughts. Because there’s also my ex to consider. He’s coming home for the holiday with his new fiancée—a well-known influencer who doesn’t even need makeup to be beautiful. No, I’m not jealous. Much. Wouldn’t it be awesome to show my ex that I’m not the same girl he humiliated in high school? That I grew up to be more than the bubbly head of the Winter Spirit committee? That I was going places, making something of myself?

      At least for a little while I was…

      Nevertheless, as a wild, glittery, slightly unhinged idea takes hold, I set my drink down, the mug landing with a quiet thunk on the table in front of the crackling fire. I rise, my heart pounding like a drumline at the Santa parade, as I smooth my flannel "Sleigh, All Day" pajama top, and square my shoulders.

      Do you really think this can work, Jaylynn?

      Yes, because A, he’s desperate, and B, I have a plan.

      A half-baked, peppermint-scented plan.

      But a plan, nonetheless.

      I walk toward Penn—who, and I hate to admit it, looks like a walking GQ holiday edition—as he turns his focus back in on Belinda.

      “I’m sorry, there’s nothing I can do for you,” she tells him. “We’re completely full for the holidays. We had a cancellation earlier, but it was just rebooked ten minutes ago. If only you’d been here sooner.”

      “You don’t have, like… a floor I could sleep on? A closet? Hell, I’d take a sleigh in the parking lot as long as it doesn’t meow.”

      “Meow?” Belinda asks as I too try to puzzle that out.

      He shakes his head and sneezes into his sleeve. “It’s a long story.”

      I hear the strain in his voice, the tiredness, and for a moment I feel sorry for him. Until I remember that horrible day I was humiliated back in high school, and he, like the rest of my graduating class, stood by and watched. Oh, and yeah, he punched a mall Santa back in Boston. Who the heck punches Santa? A Christmas Grinch, that’s who.

      “You just allergic or are you afraid of cats?”

      Penn turns to me, and up close, holy holly, those blue eyes could melt a snowbank. No wonder the guy has a bunny harem. “Allergic yes, and I wouldn’t say afraid…more like traumatized.”

      I cock my head. “I sense a story.”

      He opens his mouth like he’s about to tell me, then Belinda pipes in softly, “Is everything okay with your Aunt Elaine? I ran into her last week at the pet store and she seemed…” Belinda gives Penn a wobbly, almost sympathetic smile as she tries to come up with the right word, Finally, she settles with, “The same.”

      Meaning—still out of her festive little mind.

      He exhales sharply, and there it is, that flicker of something unspoken. A heaviness behind the laugh. Something’s going on at home, something deeper than his aunt just being her usual… unconventional self. And just like that, my heart does that annoying pinch again.

      Because for all Penn’s swagger and smirking charm, he’s never had it easy. No real family to speak of, outside of Aunt Elaine, the ‘uncles’ she’s hooked up with, and her merry band of feral ferrets. And no one should be alone during the holidays. Not even a guy who once stood by while I was publicly annihilated at the tree lighting.

      Still. Doesn’t everyone deserve to feel like they belong?

      I have a few loved ones I could lend him. Temporarily. Or maybe permanently. Uncle Jack has been a bit too touchy feely lately.

      “Let’s just say,” he starts flatly, “Elaine turned my old bedroom into a cat sanctuary. I was there for five minutes. Got mauled, bitten, and I think…” He lowers his voice, eyes darting around as if the walls might be listening, “…I think one is possessed.”

      “Possessed?” Belinda chokes back a laugh, biting her lip as if she’s trying to stay professional.

      Penn’s throat works around the word like it doesn’t sit right. “I think Muffin⁠—”

      “Muffin?” I blurt, grinning. There’s just something about this broad-shouldered NHL enforcer whispering about a cat named Muffin that breaks me. “Are we still talking about a cat here?”

      “Yeah. The tabby.” He stares at me like I’m the odd one, which is rich coming from a guy who thinks a rescue cat is possessed.

      “Anyway,” he continues, and leans in like we’re trading ghost stories around the campfire, “I think it’s possessed by the spirit of Aunt Elaine’s late husband, Earl.”

      He mock-shudders, and the seriousness in his voice just makes it funnier.

      “Oh?” I arch a brow. “Tell me, is Muffin wearing flannel now?”

      His eyes narrow, all humor gone from those baby blues. Maybe I’m tired. Or maybe it’s his scent—clean, cold air and cedar—or the way the firelight flickers across his cheekbones, but I stare back, unable to look away, even if ‘crazy’ clearly runs in his family.

      “No. But he’s been watching curling reruns. The only person I ever knew who liked curling was Earl.”

      “Well then, obviously, it’s Earl.” I nod solemnly.

      Just then, Penn’s head snaps toward a darkened hallway. “What was that?” he whispers.

      I follow his gaze and search the hall. “I didn’t see anything.”

      “You don’t think Muffin followed me here, do you?”

      “I mean, I didn’t notice a flannel-wearing cat tailing you through the door.”

      The phone rings behind us, and Belinda turns to answer it, leaving us staring at one another.

      “I told you it wasn’t wearing flannel…” he mutters, shaking his head like I’m the one being ridiculous. Yeah, I’m the ridiculous one. He thinks a cat is possessed by his late uncle Earl. Then, his voice softens. “You remember Earl, don’t you?”

      I nod, my throat tightening a little. “Elaine’s sixth and final husband. He came into the picture around your junior year, right?”

      “Yeah. He hated me.”

      “I remember that.” What I don’t say is how I remember Penn coming to school with stress in his eyes and extra weight on his shoulders. How I knew Earl never thought the money Elaine spent on Penn’s hockey had any value. It only had worth when it came in the form of a six-pack.

      “So, with the cats and the ghost of Earl judging my life choices through Muffin’s eyes… I can’t stay there.”

      “Poor thing,” I murmur. My tone is light, teasing. But something inside me aches a little. I spread my arms wide, gesturing to the cozy chaos of the inn, where guests in scarves and puffy coats bustle past, mugs of cocoa in hand. “And now you’re homeless. During the most magical time of year.” I arch a brow. “What would Santa say?”

      He grits his teeth and eyes me carefully, like he’s scanning for signs. Trying to gauge whether the incident made it all the way to Snowberry Falls.

      Spoiler—it did.

      The twitch in his jaw tells me he knows it too.

      “Clearly,” he mutters, “You’ve heard that the last Santa I saw ended up face-down on a pile of reindeer and lollipops while a crowd of traumatized kids screamed in horror. So yeah… I’m not exactly eager to hear what jolly old St. Nick has to say to me right now.”

      I press a hand to my chest. “Ah, yes. The punch heard 'round the North Pole. Penn Radford. AKA Radman, the madman. The Enforcer. The man, the myth, the mitts.”

      He cocks his head, something sparking behind his guarded expression. “Let me guess… big fan of viral scandals?”

      “Not exactly.” I frown and glance down, that familiar ache back in my stomach. “Been the headline of one myself.”

      That quiets him.

      For a second, we’re both just standing in the warm flicker of firelight and peppermint-scented shame. I steal a glance at him, the sting of old wounds and public meltdowns binding us in unexpected solidarity.

      Maybe he had his reasons for decking Santa.

      Just like I have mine—for what I’m about to do.

      I tilt my head and against all reason, pride, or lingering common sense, I blurt it out. “I’ve got a room.”

      He blinks. “Great. Congratulations. Couldn’t be happier for you.”

      “No, I mean.” I point to the floor. “I have a room here. At the inn. The peppermint-themed honeymoon suite.” I clear my throat. “It’s got a heart-shaped hot tub. Peppermint floaties. Mints on the pillows. A terrifying elf doll in the corner that definitely watches you sleep.”

      He stares at me, brow furrowed. “And you’re telling me this because… you want a medal or something?”

      “A medal would be nice. Maybe a parade. Later, though. Tonight, I’m too tired for that, but I’m willing to share.”

      Something shifts in his expression. Surprise. Softness. Like no one’s offered him kindness in a while and he’s not sure how to take it.

      “You’d do that for me?” His voice is quieter now, edged with disbelief. Like he doesn’t fully trust it.

      I hold up a finger. “One condition.”

      His gaze sharpens. “Of course, there’s a catch,” he mutters. “There’s always a catch.”

      “You pretend to be my boyfriend. Just while I run the town’s Christmas festival. Maybe we could go so far as to say you’re my fiancé,” I add with a shrug. “We’ll gauge the level of desperation as we go.”

      His eyes narrow, suspicion giving way to curiosity. “Why?”

      I hesitate. Then I say it all in one breath. “My high school humiliation, Dylan Hayes, is back in town with a sparkly ring and a gorgeous fiancée. I’ll be damned if I let him think I’m still that awkward girl who wore light-up snowflake tights to the winter formal and was never going anywhere in life, or ever getting out of Snowberry Falls.” I thought Dylan and I were a solid team until the mayor’s daughter came along. A girl, he assumed, that would be a better fit for him going into politics. That didn’t work out so well for him.

      Penn blinks once. Then his lips twitch. “You wore light-up tights?”

      “They were festive.”

      He laughs. Not mockingly. It’s the surprised kind of laugh—rough, a little reluctant—like he didn’t expect me to amuse him. Or catch him off guard.

      “They had bulbs?”

      I shake my head. Of course, he wouldn’t remember anything about my light up pants. Guys like him—and like my ex—rarely notice anyone unless there's a mirror involved. He was probably too busy admiring his reflection in a Christmas bulb to clock my illuminated fashion choices.

      “Focus,” I snap.

      He smirks. “So let me get this straight. You’re offering me a place to sleep, in a bed shaped like a candy cane, probably, if I pretend to date you? Like we’re characters in a bad holiday rom-com?”

      “Technically, it’s shaped like a sleigh,” I correct, lifting my chin. “But yes. That’s the deal.”

      “Do I get a script, or is this improv?”

      “Oh, it’s improv.” I smile sweetly. “Just follow my lead. Smile a lot. And maybe the only thing you ‘deck’ over the next two weeks is the halls.”

      He gives a low chuckle. “I… I guess I can do that.”

      “No guessing, Penn. Besides, this isn’t just about me.” I poke his chest for emphasis—big mistake. He’s solid and warm and right there, for a second, I completely forget what this conversation is about.

      His eyes flick down to where my finger lingers. “Not just about you?” he repeats, brow raised, waiting for me to enlighten him.

      I pull my hand back like I’ve touched a live wire. “Right. It’s not just about me. I’m helping you too.”

      “Oh, sure.” He nods, playing along. “Helping me get a good night’s sleep in a room without a possessed cat, but a terrifying elf doll. Very generous of you.”

      “No,” I explain, voice firmer. “I’m helping you clean up your image.”

      That gets his attention. His eyes sharpen, light up in that way people’s eyes do when they see something they didn’t expect. “You think you can do that?”

      “You want to stay on the Bucks, don’t you? Secure your position. I mean, it wasn’t all that long ago that you got called up, right?”

      He rubs a hand across his face, suddenly looking every bit the exhausted man behind the jersey. “Right. I almost forgot your dad was my AHL coach.”

      “Okay, so a fiancée will look good on you. Make you seem stable.”

      “I’m stable,” he defends and I arch a brow that has Santa written all over it. “I mean, sort of.”

      “We’re doing this, then?”

      “I…guess. So, it’s our secret. We tell no one it’s fake?”

      “No one.”

      “I should probably tell Elaine. She’s trustworthy. I just don’t want her getting excited, you know.” A pained look comes over him. “It’s not like anyone really takes anything she says seriously, anyway.”

      That sadness on his face hurts my soul. He used to get teased terribly about his crazy aunt, until he grew three sizes in two months. The bullying stopped then and there.

      “Okay,” I agree and extend my hand like we’re sealing a dubious business deal. “Welcome to probably the worst idea I’ve had since tequila on New Year’s, 2019.”

      He slides his palm against mine, rough and warm. “Are you sure it wasn’t the turkey disaster of 2024?”

      “Oh my god,” I practically shriek. “You know about that?”

      The second that question is out of my mouth, I cringe. Of course, he knows about it. Everyone knows. It was on every major news network, followed by a week of memes, GIFs, and late-night comedy segments titled #GobbleGate.

      “Like you said,” he answers softly, “You too know a little something about going viral.” He pauses, voice dipping lower. “I only saw the highlight clips. What exactly happened, and are you…okay?” His tone is so sincere, so unexpectedly gentle, it disarms me. There's no mockery in his eyes, no smugness. Just quiet understanding.

      I exhale slowly, my shoulders dropping. “I used to work at a boutique PR firm in Boston. Brightside Creative. We did big campaigns. I was on the rise—smart, ambitious, and trusted with a big holiday campaign for a high-profile client. A gourmet grocery chain launching their new farm-to-table product line. I wore actual heels to work.”

      He smirks and glances down. “I like your reindeer slippers.”

      I lift one foot. “I must say, I am rocking them. But seriously, the Thanksgiving event. A stunt, really. I pitched a ‘celebrity turkey trot’. Influencers racing in turkey costumes to raise awareness for a gourmet grocery brand’s holiday line. It was supposed to be festive. Wholesome. Shareable.”

      Penn raises an eyebrow. “Let me guess. One of the turkeys turned on the others.”

      I groan. “Worse. One tripped on a fake wishbone centerpiece and crashed into a cranberry sauce display. Took out a ring light, two cameras, and an elderly blogger named SpicyGranny74. The video hit two million views in an hour. #TurkeyTrotFail. #GobbleGate. I was on BuzzFeed. BuzzFeed, Penn.”

      Penn’s lips twitch. “Was SpicyGranny74 okay?”

      “She started her own podcast, so yeah she’s the winner here. As for me, the grocery chain pulled their campaign, Brightside fired me, and no one in Boston PR will touch me with a ten-foot selfie stick.” I try to laugh it off, but my voice cracks on the last word.

      Penn squares his shoulders. “And this festival gig you got here is your redemption arc?”

      “It’s my Hail Mary. If I don’t pull this off, I’m done. Not just in PR. In, like…life.”

      “Banished from the real world,” he murmurs quietly. The words sting, but not because they’re cruel. Because they’re true. For both of us. I nod, slowly.

      “So yeah, and I guess #Turkey Gate or #GobbleGate or whatever you want to call it probably was my biggest mistake.”

      That… and believing my ex and I were going to take on the world together. He had his sights set on law school, mayor and then governor. I had mine on a PR degree and plans to run his campaign, craft the image, shape the story. We were going to be a power couple—glossy and invincible.

      Until I—and every local news crew in Snowberry Falls—caught him with his tongue down the mayor’s daughter’s throat behind the gingerbread float during the tree lighting ceremony.

      God, I was such a fool.

      When I don’t answer right away, still lost in the murky tide of what-ifs and used-to-bes, his hand brushes mine. Light, almost hesitant.

      “I’m sorry, Jaylynn,” he says softly.

      I swallow the lump rising in my throat. “If I can pull off the Christmas festival without a hitch, maybe a real firm will look at me again. Maybe the world will stop seeing me as the girl who crashed a parade and lost everything in front of a news van.”

      He nods, quiet for a beat. Then, “So… you’re seriously okay sharing a bed with a guy who’s practically a stranger?”

      I arch a brow. “Not really. But I trust you’re smart enough not to try anything stupid.”

      He lifts a hand in mock surrender. “I’m just trying to survive the cat-ocalypse. I don’t have the energy to seduce anyone tonight.”

      I almost laugh. “Cat-ocalypse, huh? That’s child’s play compared to the room I’m about to show you.”

      He grabs his bag with mild suspicion. “Should I be afraid?”

      “Yes,” I say, and I mean it. “Deeply.”

      We make our way down the hall, passing garland-draped banisters and twinkling lights. I wave to Belinda at the front desk, who gives me a long, curious look.

      “Why are you staying at the inn anyway?” he asks. “Isn’t your house just down the hill?”

      I sigh. “It’s overrun with relatives. Kids. And…” I lower my voice. “God forbid… cats.”

      As if summoned by the word itself, Penn sneezes violently. I stifle a laugh as he casts a suspicious glance behind him, like he half-expects to see Muffin creeping out of a shadow in flannel pajamas.

      “I’m kidding. There are no cats. But the biggest reason is I’m in charge of the festival and I want to be close to the action, so I can, you know, make sure nothing explodes.” That earns me a tiny grin.

      Finally, we reach the end of the hallway. From my back pocket, I pull out the oversized peppermint-striped key and slide it into the lock. “You ready?” I ask.

      “It can’t be worse than the cat sanctuary,” he mutters.

      “Oh, I don’t know about that.” I push the door open and step aside, watching his reaction as he walks into the full force of peppermint madness.

      His eyes go wide. He actually stumbles back a step. “Ho…ho…holy… shit.”

      “Exactly,” I say, lips twitching.

      We both take in the scene—candy-cane-striped wallpaper, red and white heart-shaped pillows, a sleigh bed draped in peppermint swirl sheets, a heart-shaped hot tub, with marshmallow bath bombs, and peppermint floaties. And yes, in the corner, an elf doll with eyes that seem to follow you. I shiver.

      “This,” Penn says slowly, “This…this is peppermint-ageddon.”

      I bite my lip. “Nightmare Before Christmas has nothing on us.”
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      “Are you okay?” Jaylynn asks, her voice tinged with concern, and maybe amusement. I try to drag my eyes away from the candy-cane stripes coating every square inch of the room, but it’s like a train wreck in gingerbread form. I want to look away. Really. I do. I just… can’t.

      “It’s not that bad, is it?” she asks, eyes wide and hopeful.

      I glance at the elf wallpaper border. The blinking string lights wrapped around the mirror. The peppermint-stick sleigh bed.

      She huffs out a laugh. “What am I even saying? Of course, it’s that bad.”

      “No, it’s good,” I say quickly, forcing a smile as I shake off the mild Christmas-induced panic attack. “It’s great. Festive. Cozy. Better than sleeping outside… or sharing a room with that herd of cats.”

      “Clowder,” she murmurs.

      “What?”

      “A gathering of cats is called a is called a clowder of cats.” I stare at her and she shakes her head. “Never mind.” She grins and spins a slow circle in the middle of the room, arms out like a deranged holiday cruise director. “Welcome to the Peppermint Palace.”

      I chuckle, unzipping my coat as I look around again. “They really go all out for Christmas here, huh?”

      “Bad news,” she says with a wink. “This room looks like this year-round.”

      I freeze mid-sleeve. “But why?”

      “Some people are Christmas obsessed.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      She pats a pillow shaped like a snowman’s head. “I wish that wasn’t true.”

      I groan. “Jaxon’s family still owns this place, right?”

      “Yep.”

      Jaxon Sheffield. Small-town hockey royalty and now my teammate. He grew up right here in Snowberry Falls.  He was older than me, so we never really ran in the same circles, but I know he’s a solid guy. Talented player. Always polite, even when I was just the new kid sweating through rookie camp.

      I haven’t really bonded with the team much since getting called up, and I’m not sure how they feel about me after the mall incident. One rogue Santa stunt and now my position is on thin ice. Literally.

      “This town probably still thinks Buddy the Elf was a documentary,” I mumble.

      Jaylynn smirks. “Heads up. Jaxon gets back tomorrow. His room is right across the hall.”

      I shift my duffel onto the peppermint-striped bench and try not to notice the way Jaylynn’s flannel pajama pants hug her curves as she fluffs the snowflake pillows. But the twitch in my groin says otherwise. Apparently, he didn’t get the memo about professionalism and boundaries.

      Down, buddy. Now is so not the time.

      It’s not that I haven’t noticed her before. Believe me, you’d have to be blind not to. But back in high school, she was untouchable. Gorgeous. Smart. Off-limits in every way. Dating Dylan since freshman year, practically wearing his class ring and his last name. Not to mention, her dad was my coach. Which meant she might as well have worn a neon sign that read—DO NOT TOUCH UNLESS YOU WANT TO SKATE SUICIDES UNTIL YOU DIE.

      But her dad isn’t your coach anymore, dude.

      Still. Doesn’t matter.

      Because this? This whole fake-engagement-for-the-sake-of-PR thing? It’s about cleaning up my image, not complicating it with off-limit girls in flannel pajamas who unknowingly make my life harder—in every way—every time she bends over.

      I snap my gaze toward the ceiling, pretending to admire the giant glittering wreath hanging from the light fixture.

      It’s fine. Totally fine. All good.

      Just one bed. One plan. One professional, platonic arrangement.

      Totally chill.

      And really, maybe she’s playing this game with me to make her ex jealous because she might want him back. I’ve seen plenty of that kind of drama and manipulation in the hockey world.

      My gaze trails back to Jaylynn, who just bent to pick up a peppermint-shaped pillow. I peel off my coat, suddenly boiling, even though the room is barely heated.

      Yeah. Chill.

      Right.

      Except definitely not, if she keeps bending over like that.

      Fuck me.

      I move my duffel bag to the bed, and when Jaylynn moves toward me, a shrill, BZZZZZ screams from above.

      “Holy—” I clutch my chest like I’ve just seen my playoff hopes flash before my eyes. “Is that a fire alarm?”

      Jaylynn nearly doubles over laughing. “Nope,” she says, pointing upward like it’s the most normal thing in the world. “That would be the mistletoe alarm.”

      I blink. “I’m sorry, the what now?”

      “No idea how it works,” she says with a shrug, stepping back from me. The moment she moves, the alarm cuts out with an abrupt click. She glances up, then down at the space between us. “Maybe it’s a pressure sensor or something? Like if we get close, the alarm is an indication that we should, you know…kiss.”

      “Wow.” I stare up at the offending sprig of mistletoe dangling from a ribbon like it’s mocking me. “That’s not festive. That’s disturbing.”

      She smirks. “Welcome to the peppermint honeymoon suite and I really do hope it’s a weight thing that sets that off and no one from the lobby is watching.”

      I chuckle, even as my pulse tries to catch up from the surprise buzzer. “This whole room is a booby trap. Next thing you know, Cupid’s going to pop out of the mini fridge.”

      She laughs, then trails off, her gaze dropping to my groin area. “Though, I mean… This is the honeymoon suite and that alarm is, well, let’s just say it’s more likely to trigger a heart attack than a rise…”

      She pauses, cheeks suddenly blooming a soft, rosy pink, and her hair tumbles forward as she ducks her head.

      “More than what?” I ask, casually, but my voice comes out a little too low. A little too interested.

      Abort mission. Shut it down, man. No time for jokes.

      Her head snaps up, brown eyes sharp. “You know what I mean.”

      I lift a brow. “Can’t say I do.”

      Her glare says I’m about three seconds from getting smacked with a festive pillow.

      “A rise in…” She pauses and huffs out, “Let’s just say you have one, and I don’t.”

      I stare at her, wanting to push this just a little bit. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because she looks so damn cute when her cheeks flush. “A gallbladder? You think that is causing a rise in gallbladder attacks? I remember when you had to have yours out in high school.”

      She lets out the most dramatic sigh known to mankind.

      “Yes, Penn,” she says, tone pure sarcasm. “Exactly. That mistletoe alarm is more likely to cause a rise in gallbladder attacks than anything else. Nailed it.”

      I laugh, full on now, and she rolls her eyes so hard I’m surprised she doesn’t pull something.

      She points at the bed. “Anyway. Which side do you want?”

      I eye the mountain of heart-shaped pillows with suspicion. “Whichever you don’t. This is your room, your rules.”

      She flops backward onto the mattress. “I usually sleep in the middle. Starfish style. Limbs everywhere.” She throws her arms and legs out dramatically, kicking up a few peppermint pillows in the process. Unfortunately, physics decides to get involved, and the motion makes her breasts bounce beneath her flannel top.

      Goddammit, she’s about to cause a gallbladder attack. I clear my throat and focus intensely on the wreath hanging over the bed as I try to think of an intelligent response. “Starfish. Right. Limbs.”

      Brilliant. Shakespeare over here.

      “So uh, you take the middle then.”

      A peppermint pillow smacks me square in the chest. “I’m joking, enforcer,” she says, sitting up. “Relax. You can have the side farthest from the creepy elf. I’m generous like that.”

      We both glance toward the corner of the room, where the peppermint suite’s unofficial mascot sits perched like a holiday demon. A three-foot felt elf, with googly eyes, a smirk like it knows all your secrets, and the unsettling energy of something that’s definitely witnessed crimes—or was responsible for them.

      I point. “Okay, no. Nope. That thing moved, Jaylynn. I swear to God, it moved.”

      She just plants a hand on her hip like she fully expected this. “Yeah, he does that sometimes. I think it’s the festive energy.”

      “Festive energy?” I repeat, staring it down. “That elf is possessed. We’re going to need an exorcist.”

      She shrugs and pulls back the covers like we’re not sharing a room straight out of a twisted gingerbread-themed horror movie. “He only moves when provoked.”

      “That is not comforting.” I unzip my duffel bag warily, half expecting the elf to blink. “So, uh… what’s the sleepwear situation here?”

      She tugs at the hem of her flannel pajama top and climbs under the covers, nestling into a stack of peppermint pillows like this is completely normal behavior. “Practical and adorable. ‘Sleigh, Girl, Sleigh.’ I’m a whole Christmas vibe.”

      I can’t stop myself. “Does it sparkle when the lights go out?”

      She glares at me like I just insulted Santa—or decked him again. “Funny.”

      I do a full scan of her body. Strictly for analysis and not because I’m wondering what’s under all that flannel. Okay, maybe a little because of that. “You won’t overheat in those?”

      She narrows her eyes. “Why? What exactly are you planning to wear?”

      “I’m a hot sleeper.” I pause. “I usually sleep… uh, nude.”

      She recoils, her face twisting like she’d just eaten something offensive. “Are you serious?”

      Wow. Okay. That reaction stings a little. It’s not like I’m some Quasimodo-looking troll. Sure, I’m not Mr. Yearbook Poster Boy like her ex, but I’ve got abs. Shoulders. A jawline. I’m not exactly unfortunate looking.

      Simply not her type, man.

      Good. She’s not mine either.

      …Much.

      “Yes, I’m serious. But for your comfort and safety, I have these.” I hold up a soft, well-worn T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants. “These work?”

      “Works for me,” she says with a shrug, but I don’t miss the flicker of something behind her eyes.

      God, these are going to cook me alive. “No promises if I strip them off in my sleep.”

      She gives me the driest look known to man. “Charming.”

      I glance around. “Is there a thermostat in here? Maybe I can cool it down a little so I don’t melt into a puddle.”

      “You’re not Frosty the Snowman.” She wraps her arms around herself. “Besides, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      “Why not?”

      She points at the elf, then gestures vaguely to the other side of the room. “Because the last time I cranked the heat up, I woke up and he was sitting over there. Watching me.”

      I pause. “Wait—you’re saying the elf moved because you adjusted the thermostat?”

      She nods slowly, deadly serious. “I think it pissed him off. He likes a very specific climate.”

      Okay, she has to be joking. Right?

      ...Right?

      I look back at the elf. His eyes are still locked in like he’s trying to decide which of my limbs to gnaw off first.

      “If that thing moves tonight, I’m grabbing my bag and getting the hell out.”

      “To where?” she says, pulling the blanket up to her chin with an infuriating smirk. “You’ve got nowhere to go, Radman. You’re stuck here.” She wiggles her toes under the comforter. “Just like me.”

      I glance at the closet, then back at the elf, still sitting there like it’s seconds from pouncing.  “Okay, no. That thing is not staying out here with us. Absolutely not.” Before Jaylynn can object, I march across the room, snatch up the creepy little menace, and open the closet door. “Time for bed, Santa’s minion.” I drop it inside, shut the door, and give the knob a twist for good measure. When I turn back to the bed, Jaylynn’s staring at me like I just triggered a curse.

      Her mouth hangs open slightly, eyes huge. She’s clutching the blankets like she’s in a horror movie, pulling them all the way up to her neck.

      “What?” I ask.

      She gives a slow, ominous shake of her head. “You shouldn’t have done that, Radman,” she whispers, voice full of doom.

      My stomach dips. “Shit. He’s actually possessed, isn’t he?”

      She doesn’t answer. Just grabs a mint off the nightstand and holds it out like a priest brandishing a crucifix. “You have to put this under your pillow. Now.”

      I stare at it. “There’s… mint protocol?”

      “Uh-huh.” She nods, dead serious. “You mess with the elf, you sleep with the mint. It’s the rule.”

      I snort a laugh, but my fingers still close around the wrapped candy. “This is absolutely ridiculous.”

      She levels me with a look. “I put one under my pillow the night he moved. I think it’s the only reason I survived.”

      My laugh dies halfway out of my throat. I glance at the closet. Then slide the mint under my pillow. Just in case. “It won’t melt?” I ask.

      “Not in this freezer of a room.” She flops back and grins smugly. “Honestly, I thought you hockey guys loved weird superstitions.”

      “Some do,” I say, noncommittal.

      But the truth settles heavier in my chest than I’d like. I used to have a whole routine. Gummy bears—red only. Right skate first. Same song before every game. Didn’t matter if it worked, it felt like control. Back when I played for the Providence Grizzlies, I did everything by the book—everything I was told. I stayed disciplined, stayed physical, played rough. Waited for my shot.

      And watched other guys get the call-up.

      Over. And over.

      Eventually, I stopped believing the rituals mattered. Or maybe I just stopped letting myself hope.

      It wasn’t until Jaylynn’s dad—Coach Quinn—called me into his office one day to tell me I was getting a shot with the Bucks. I still remember that day. Jaylynn had been there, all smiles and wide eyes. She looked proud of me. Like it actually meant something.

      The Bucks wanted me as their enforcer. So, that’s what I do. It’s what the fans want. What the team expects. Better to stay in that role than try something more and fail in front of everyone.

      Jaylynn nudges me out of the thought spiral. “Wait a second,” she says, pointing. “You used to eat red gummy bears before every game. I saw you do it back in high school. And even when you were playing for the Grizzlies. You always had that same little pouch.”

      I blink, caught off guard that she remembers. “Yeah, well… I grew out of it.”

      She tilts her head like she doesn’t believe me, but I don’t give her time to ask more.

      “Is it okay if I take a shower?” I nod toward the closed bathroom door.

      “Sure,” she says casually, then adds, “As long as you’re not afraid of the peppermint shower hose.”

      I blink. “Jesus Christ.”

      She just smirks. “May your water pressure be merry and bright.”

      I grab my bag and head for the bathroom. The second I step inside, I immediately regret it. My eyes start to water as a riot of red and green assaults my retinas. Candy cane stripes. Snowflake decals. A reindeer shower curtain staring at me like it knows I locked its friend in the closet. Honestly, it’s like someone let Buddy the Elf loose with a glue gun and zero adult supervision.

      I turn on the water, strip out of my clothes, and crawl under the spray, enjoying the warmth soaking through my skin. I stay there longer than necessary. Letting the water hit me like it could somehow rinse away the last few weeks. The headlines. The commentary. The hit. The Santa incident.

      God, I decked Santa.

      And yeah, I’d do it again. The guy was a drunk mall stand-in who told a five-year-old there was no such thing as magic, and pulled his beard down to show her even Santa was fake. Fucking asshole deserved it.

      But now I’m suspended. Reputational roadkill. The guy who took down St. Nick in front of a crowd and a hundred camera phones.

      And yet... that punch landed me here. In this ridiculous peppermint nightmare. With Jaylynn.

      Jaylynn Quinn. My girlfriend. Fake, sure, but still. Kind of wild.

      I snort out a laugh and lean my head against the tile. I have no idea if we can actually pull this off. But if pretending to date her gets me a warm bed, a hot shower, and maybe—maybe—a clean image that secures my spot on the Bucks, then I’ll play the part.

      Even if I don’t plan to touch her. Unless, of course, she asks me to.

      Fuck.

      But truth is, I want to see her get back on her feet too. Jaylynn’s always been kind—even in high school, when kindness wasn’t exactly trending. We didn’t run in the same circles, but she never treated me like I didn’t belong. And her dad is the reason I got called up—eventually.

      He didn’t move me up when I thought I was ready. Maybe he didn’t think I had NHL-level value. Or maybe he just knew what the league really wanted from me. But he always treated me with respect. That counted for something.

      I shut off the water, towel off, and pull on my T-shirt and sweats. Quietly, I crack the door open, not wanting to wake Jaylynn if she’s asleep.

      The room’s dark now, lit only by moonlight slanting through the frosted window. The elf closet remains mercifully closed. I pad across the room and pull back the blanket⁠—

      “What the⁠—”

      I leap back like I’ve been electrocuted, nearly knocking over the bedside lamp. My heart slams into my ribs as I catch a flash of red staring up at me from the sheets.

      It’s the elf.

      Lying. In. The. Bed.

      I suck in a breath, one hand pressed to my chest. “Oh, hell no⁠—”

      Then I hear it. A snort.

      Jaylynn.

      She’s trembling under the covers, trying—and failing—to stifle her laughter. Her whole body shakes as a giggle bubbles up and finally breaks free.

      “You should’ve seen your face,” she wheezes.

      I stare at the elf, now curled under the blanket like it’s ready for a bedtime story, then look back at her, deadpan.

      “I miss the cats.”
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      When I feel Penn stir beside me, I roll onto my side, rest my cheek on my hand, and chirp, “Good morning, lover,” in a sing-song voice so high-pitched it could shatter glass—or at least any illusion of me being cool. Even I wince.

      Penn groans and flops onto his back, cracking one eye open like he’s halfway convinced he’s in a dream, or a very weird hostage situation. The second eye joins the party. He narrows them at me, suspicious, like I’ve just licked his toothbrush or declared myself Queen of Peppermintville. His gaze drifts over my face slowly, methodically, like he’s trying to solve a puzzle.

      “Lover?” he murmurs and scrubs a hand through his messy hair, voice rough with sleep when he adds, “Did we…?”

      I snort so hard I nearly give myself a headache. “Oh, hell no.” I throw an arm over my eyes, mostly to hide the fact that I had, in fact, fallen asleep thinking about him. Specifically, how big he is, how warm he is, how not-terrible it would’ve been to curl up against that wall of muscle like a human-sized teddy bear. But I can’t let him know that. I’ve got pride. Dignity. Standards. Also, I’m not about to become another notch in Penn Radford’s bedpost, or, more accurately, another bunny in his harem.

      “Jeez,” he says, feigning offense. “Why don’t you tell me what you really think?” He’s still smoothing back his hair, which, annoyingly, looks good even in bedhead form. And those biceps? Rude. Honestly rude.

      “I thought I just did,” I mutter, looking anywhere but his arms. Or his eyes. Or his mouth.

      He arches an eyebrow. “Then why did you call me lover?”

      “Just trying it out,” I say, casual as a cucumber in a gin and tonic. “Seeing how it sounded on my tongue.”

      “And?”

      I pretend to ponder, tapping my chin. “It was okay. I think we’re going to be able to fool everyone.”

      “Great.” He rolls toward me, and the bed dips beneath his weight. Suddenly I’m sliding toward him, our bodies colliding. His arm shoots out instinctively and wraps around me, catching me against his side like we’ve done this a hundred times before. And I freeze.
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