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CHAPTER ONE
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HOPE



The sharp rap on my front door sent a jolt through me, and I nearly dropped the scrub brush I’d been clutching. Colton. I hurried to answer, my heart pounding in my chest.

“Hey,” I breathed as I swung open the door. “Thanks for comin’.”

Colton’s broad shoulders filled the doorframe, and his easy smile warmed me despite the December chill. It was Tennessee, of course, so it was nothing like the winters they got up north. But it was still cold enough that I could see his breath when he exhaled into his cupped hands.

“No problem. What’s the big emergency?”

I tugged at a strand of hair that had fallen loose from my bun. “Well, it’s not exactly an emergency, but...”

Colton’s brow furrowed. “Everything okay?”

“Yes! I mean, I think so. It’s just—“ I took a deep breath, backing into the house with a shaky laugh and beckoning him inside. “Sorry, come on in.”

He entered the house with a grin, making my foyer feel a whole lot smaller due to his sheer size. The man had been a football player in high school and looked like he could make do in the pros now that he was an adult, but he’d joined the Marines instead.

“Anyway,” I said as I closed the door, “I was cleanin’ the fireplace, and I found… somethin’. Somethin’ hidden, and maybe somethin’ we’ve been lookin’ for?”

His eyes lit up with curiosity. “That so?”

I nodded.

“Lead the way.”

I smiled. Even in the face of my bumbling around like a fool, he was still so easygoing. Charming. And as we made our way to the living room, I was hyper-aware of Colton’s presence behind me.

Was it me, or did he smell like cinnamon and something woodsy? Probably me. It wasn’t like I had anything festive enough to smell like Christmas cologne in this house.

But if he could make the whole room smell good—like a walking, talking bowl of potpourri—what would he smell like if I got up close and personal?

Get it together, Hope. Not what he’s here for.

“So,” Colton said as we reached the fireplace, “do you normally make such a mess when you’re cleaning?”

I narrowed my eyes at his teasing tone. “Not usually. But once the grout started chippin’ away right under my scrubber, I figured I might as well go to town on it and then fix it up later.”

“Uh-huh.”

I pointed to the partially exposed metal box nestled beneath the bricks. “But then I saw that.”

Colton crouched down, examining the corner of the box buried beneath the stones.

“You don’t think it could be...?”

He glanced up at me with a half-grin when I trailed off. “The lost treasure we’ve been hunting for?”

“Yeah, that.”

“I don’t know, but if it is, I’m glad you called me and not Tuck. I can’t wait to have the bragging rights. He and Dakota have been relentless about finding that missing gold. Now I get to say we beat them.”

He shot me a wink, which sent my body into absolute tilt-a-whirl chaos. But that didn’t stop my face from scrunching up with guilt at his words.

Sharp as ever, his smile flattened. “You didn’t call me first, did you?”

“I called your office line. So, technically, Tucker could’ve answered, but when no one did, that’s when I called your cell.”

Colton tilted his head from side to side. “Hmm. I suppose I’ll take that. At least you didn’t call his cell.”

I chuckled as he began carefully working to free the box. It’d been silly, but even though I’d called the office line of the private investigations office Colton ran with his best friend Tucker, I really had hoped he’d be the one to answer it.

And when no one did, the obvious choice was to call Colton instead of Tucker. Dakota had a Christmas date night planned for her and Tucker—one involving a giant, snowman-covered apron for Tucker to wear—and I couldn’t ruin that for her. Especially since she’d promised to send me a pic of his reaction to having to wear it.

All jokes aside, calling Colton was a big deal for me. I’d been crushing on him since we met, sure, but letting people in wasn’t something I did lightly. And there was something about finding this box that felt significant somehow, and I just knew it wasn’t meant for me to dig up on my own. In the end, I supposed there was just something about Colton Hayes that made me feel like maybe he was worth trusting with… well, anything.

“I can’t tell how big it is yet,” Colton said, his voice strained with effort, “but if it’s really holding that treasure, Tucker’s gonna flip.”

I knelt beside him, my fingers itching to help. “Should we call him?”

Colton paused, considering. “Nah, let’s see what we’ve got first. No sense getting everyone worked up if it turns out to be a stash of your grandpa’s tax returns or something.”

I chuckled, picking up my scrubber even though he insisted he didn’t need my help. But I won, and as we worked side by side, I stole more than a few glances at Colton’s profile. The way his brow furrowed in concentration, the slight upturn of his lips as we made progress—it was all oddly captivating.

“Almost got it,” he grunted, giving a few bricks a final tug to break them free from the hearth. “Ready to see what’s been hiding in here?”

“More than ready.”

My heart raced as he gently lifted it, but then I scowled. It wasn’t a hulking metal container that could contain over a million dollars of missing pirate treasure. It was much too small for that. And when he opened the lid to find another box inside rather than the glow of rubies or sapphire-encrusted daggers or gold… I sighed.

It was an old, rusted cookie tin.

“Well, that’s anticlimactic,” I said as he brought out the tin.

I trailed my fingers over the faded Christmas scene on the sides, and Colton’s eyes sparkled as he looked over at me. “Why do you look so bummed? We haven’t even opened it yet. This might not be the treasure, but it’s gotta be something cool for it to be hidden away like that, right?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Alright, I’ll bite. Let’s see what’s inside.”

As he carefully pried open the lid, the scent of aged paper and more dust wafted out. Inside, we found an assortment of items: a gorgeous antique snow globe, a few yellowed photographs, a small cloth doll, and some other items that were clearly handmade by a child.

But the thing that caught my eye was a folded piece of paper with what was probably supposed to be a reindeer drawing on the outside.

“What’s this?” I murmured, gently unfolding it. Colton leaned in close, his warmth heating my skin like this fireplace surely would if it were lit.

“Looks like a list,” he said in a low tone.

I read the top of the page out loud, my voice stiff. “Steps for the Perfect Charlotte Oaks Christmas.”

He grinned, and I shook my head as that boyish excitement lit up his face as he scanned the list. “Jackpot. It’s my first Christmas in Charlotte Oaks. We should do all of this stuff.”

“What? No, we can’t just⁠—“

“Why not?” Colton interrupted, his enthusiasm growing by the second as he swiped the note with a teasing grin. “Think about it. Somebody left this behind for a reason. We’d be a couple of Grinchy jerks if we didn’t follow their guide to the perfect Charlotte Oaks Christmas after they went through all this trouble.”

“‘Grinchy jerks,’ huh?”

“Yeah, and those are the worst kind.”

“Uh-huh.” I frowned down at the other contents of the box. “I would’ve thought this was my grandpa’s based on how old it looks, but the stuff in here is pretty…”

“Girly?” he finished for me, picking up the cloth doll.

“Yeah. Not that I’m judgin’ my gramps, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard that he played with dolls. There isn’t a single wooden car or tool in this thing.”

“All the more reason we should follow the list. Maybe we’ll find out who left this box here, and we can return some of this stuff to her. Or maybe a relative,” he added with a slight frown. “Not sure if she’ll still be… you know.”

I nodded and looked away. I did know. My grandpa had passed a few years ago, and if he were alive today, he’d be ninety-six.

“So, what do you say?” he prompted, giving me the kind of smile that probably got him his way every time he used it.

“I don’t know...”

“Come on,” he coaxed. “Where’s your sense of Christmas spirit? This has Christmas adventure written all over it. Literally.”

“I’m not really into Christmas,” I admitted.

His eyes bulged, and then he waved the list at me. “Well, you’ll have to be for this year since decorating your house is on the list. Besides, if you don’t do it for Christmas, do it for me. First time here for the holidays, remember?” He could tell I was leaning toward acceptance, and he grinned as he delivered his death blow. “Plus, it’ll give us a chance to spend more time together.”

Feeling like I had no control over my body or my heart, I nodded. “Okay, fine. We’ll do it.”

Colton’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, and as he immediately began reading off the items on the list, I wondered what the heck I’d gotten myself into.

But… watching him—so genuinely into this, even though I had no idea why—had warmth spreading through my chest.

Maybe it would be fun.

Or, maybe those would be my famous last words.


CHAPTER TWO
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COLTON



Ibounded up Hope’s porch steps, my arms full of boxes. Lights, shiny ornaments, the whole nine. I’d started making this plan in my mind the second she agreed to work our way through that ancient Christmas to-do list.

Step one? Make it look like Christmas threw up on Hope’s house. Okay, the list wasn’t exactly worded like that, but that was the goal, and I couldn’t wait to see Hope’s face when we finished.

As I reached the front door, I realized I had no free hands to knock. Improvising, I tapped out a quick rhythm with my foot. The opening beat to Jingle Bells, in fact.

“Comin’!” Hope’s muffled voice called from inside.

A second later, the door swung open, and there she stood, her blonde waves slightly tousled. Her eyes widened as she took in the festive explosion in my arms.

“Um… hey. What’s all this?” she asked.

I flashed her my most charming grin. “Christmas bucket list stuff. I come bearing... well, not gifts, but a lot of decorations and some tangled lights. It’s all the leftovers from the Wilson and Cole family compound.”

“These are the leftovers? Are you sure you didn’t nab all of it?”

Looking down at the boxes in my arms as well as at the ones I’d loaded onto the porch next to me, I let out a sheepish chuckle. “Looks that way, but believe me, there are enough decorations spread between their two houses to win a National Lampoon contest.”

“Lucky us.” Hope’s lips quirked into a hesitant smile, but her shoulders tensed as she crossed her arms. “I don’t know about all this. I’m not really in a festive mood.”

“This year, or like… ever?”

Her only answer was a slight quirk of her lips, and I felt a pang in my chest at the sadness in her eyes. What had dulled her sense of the fa-la-la spirit? Or, worse—had she never had one?

“Come on,” I coaxed. “We can start small. Besides, I can’t feel my fingers, and if I drop this box, we’ll be finding bits of glass on your porch until next Christmas.”

A glimmer of amusement broke through as she opened the door wider. “Fine, bring your Christmas invasion inside. But I’m not promisin’ miracles.”

I grinned, feeling victorious as I set the boxes down in Hope’s living room. The space was cozy, but just like yesterday when I’d first arrived to unearth the time capsule, there wasn’t a hint of Christmas anywhere. It might as well be some boring month that didn’t require decorating, like June or September.

Challenge accepted.

I clapped my hands together. “Operation Perfect Charlotte Oaks Christmas is underway. First order of business: transforming this room into a winter wonderland.”

“A winter wonderland doesn’t sound like startin’ small…”

I winked, pulling out a stuffed snowman that looked like it’d come from one of those holiday craft fairs. “Where should we start? I’m thinking this guy should go on the table by your key bowl. We’ll put some garland on the mantle and fake frost on the windows. Hey, you got any festive throw pillows around here?”

She arched a brow.

“Take that as a no. It’s fine. Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

I set the snowman on the table in the foyer and returned to her side, loving the way her skepticism seemed to be at war with amusement now.

“You’re really gonna go all out with this list, aren’t you?” she asked, crossing her arms.

“What can I say? I’m very thorough.”

“I bet.”

I chuckled, but my blood pounded in my ears at the slight blush she wore. “It’ll be fun. We can put on some music, maybe spike some eggnog later...”

“Would anyone drink eggnog if it weren’t spiked?”

I shrugged. “I would if you wanted me to.”

She shook her head. “I draw the line at singin’ carols. You do not wanna hear me sing.”

“Deal,” I agreed. “Should we start with the outside stuff before it gets dark?”

At her nod, I heaved the box that held the tangled lights into my arms and stepped out onto the porch. The wooden boards creaked under my feet as I set down the box, and I knelt and dug in before she had a chance to change her mind.

“Gotta untangle this mess first,” I said as I began separating the strands.

Hope crouched on the other side of the box, reaching out to help with a particularly stubborn knot. Our fingers brushed, and I felt a spark so strong it took me a second to realize it was impossible to get electrocuted by an unplugged string of lights.

Then it happened again—but to my chest this time—when I caught the hint of a smile on her face before she dipped her head.

We fell into an easy rhythm, and it was a comfortable silence, not awkward in the slightest. By the time we began stringing lights around her porch, Hope and I moved like a team who’d spent years in each other’s space instead of only a few months.

When we were done with the porch, I gazed up at our handiwork. “So, what’s the verdict on our decorating skills so far?”

Hope paused, surveying the front of her house with her head tilted to one side. “It’s... not terrible.”

“Wow, high praise.” I deadpanned, then laughed and took a step back to admire the sparkling strands.

Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about the pile of extra lights at my feet. I stumbled forward in a tangle of limbs and wires, and my efforts to untangle myself only served to make it worse. Hope reached out instinctively to steady me, but that only served to make me more off-kilter as I pivoted to make sure I didn’t take her down with me. But more turning was the last thing we needed because then, before I could blink, we stood face to face, mere inches apart, the lights wrapped around our feet. This close, I could smell the faint scent of peppermint on her breath as surprise widened her eyes.

If I were honest, it wasn’t a terrible place to be. But then, my usual charm deserted me, and I had no idea what to do next.

Was she leaning in, or was that my imagination?

Ah, who cared? I could lean in, too.

But just as I did, a distinctive bleat at our feet shattered the moment. I looked down, still tangled in lights, to see Gertie the Goat trotting up to us with her beady eyes fixed on the strands that had us tangled up.

“It’s okay, Gertie,” Hope said, moving in my arms as if to show Gertie we weren’t in need of saving. “Don’t⁠—”

But it was too late. The goat darted forward, snagging a strand of lights near my ankles in her mouth, tugging on it with surprising strength. I yelped as the sudden jerk nearly sent me—no, us—straight to the ground. I cursed under my breath, trying to maintain my balance while the pygmy attempted to save us but only made it so much worse.

Then again, I still had Hope in my arms, so was it really all that bad?

Hope laughed as we wrestled with the lights and tried to avoid getting bitten by our tiny rescuer. It was a genuine, musical sound that sent warmth spreading through my chest as we worked together in a ridiculous dance of limbs, laughter, and bleating.

Hope’s hand found mine as we both reached for the same strand, and I felt that spark again, even stronger than before.

Finally, we managed to wrangle both the lights and Gertie. Hope held onto the goat’s makeshift collar while I quickly wrapped up the remaining strands, placing them out of reach.

“Well,” I panted, running a hand through my hair, “that was... something.”

Hope nodded, still catching her breath as she sat on the porch steps next to a now-calmed-down Gertie. “Never a dull moment with this one around.”

“I didn’t even know she was around.”

“Probably followed you from the Wilson’s place.”

I nodded at the sense she made, but as the adrenaline faded, there was a shift in Hope’s demeanor. Her smile had dimmed, and she seemed lost in thought as she absently stroked Gertie’s head.

“You okay?” I asked gently, sitting on the porch steps beside her.

She sighed, her gaze fixed on the trees that surrounded her house. “Yeah, it’s just... all this Christmas stuff, I guess.”

“That bad?”

Her lips pulled over to one side. “Not everyone has to celebrate it, ya know.”

“Yeah, of course.”

She sighed. “You really wanna know?”

I nodded.

“My grandma,” Hope said softly, “I was little when she passed... but that’s why my mom and I left Charlotte Oaks. And my grandpa was crushed, losin’ us right after losin’ the love of his life. But my mom always wanted to leave this town, and when her mama passed on, she said she was just done.”

My heart ached for her. I still wasn’t sure what this had to do with Christmas, but I felt her pain deep in my bones. I wanted to pull her close and shield her from it. But something told me that wasn’t what she needed right now, so instead, I listened.

“We came back to see my grandpa in the summers… but never at Christmas. He didn’t celebrate it anymore, and neither did we.”

Hope’s eyes shone with unshed tears, and without thinking, I reached out and placed my hand over hers, squeezing gently. “I’m so sorry, Hope. Did it… uh, did your grandma pass right around Christmas?”

“Yeah, and she was as much of a Christmas lover as you seem to be,” she said, bumping my shoulder with a tiny lift of her lips. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was close.

“Losing someone is never easy, especially around the holidays,” I started, then broke off as I gazed around the half-decorated porch. “But did you ever think maybe she’d want you to celebrate her favorite holiday in her memory?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “Of course. But when you grow up with a mama who’s actively tryin’ to protect her own heart by puttin’ down Christmas, it’s not that easy. She was always talkin’ about how commercialized it was, how the reason for the season is lost these days, and so on.”

I nodded, considering her words as I pulled out the Charlotte Oaks Christmas list. “Well, will you let me—and our list—bring back some of the fun for you? There’s not much on here that screams commercialized Christmas. In fact, it’s kind of the opposite.”

“How so?”

“For one thing, we’re supposed to make a Christmas wish after each item we check off. It says Christmas magic is the most powerful of all. And there’s a lot of stuff worth wishing for that has nothing to do with commercial stuff.”

She didn’t look convinced.

I pressed on. “What’s your first wish?”

“I thought we were supposed to wait until we finished each item.”

I waved a hand. “Eh, during, after. I’m sure it’s fine.”

She stared off into the trees. “I have no idea. Let’s finish up while I think about it.”

Sensing it was important not to rush her, I agreed, and things got a lot lighter as we finished up inside the house. But if she thought I would forget about the wish thing… nope. I asked again as soon as the last bit of garland was secured.

She hesitated for a moment, then closed her eyes. When she opened them, there was a vulnerability there that took my breath away.

“I wish...” Hope began softly, “I wish I could see Christmas the way you do.”

Her words hit me right in the chest, and it look me a minute to recover before I could reply. “Well, I guess I’ll just have to make that happen, won’t I?”

She snorted delicately, almost like she didn’t believe I could.

Once again, challenge accepted.


CHAPTER THREE
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HOPE



“Earth to Hope!” Dakota waved a hand in front of my face as Paisley laughed beside her. “You’ve been starin’ at your cauliflower pizza for five minutes straight. Spill it, girl. What’s goin’ on?”

I sighed, busted by my friends, as usual. “I’m just... overwhelmed, I guess. This whole Christmas list is intense. And then there’s Colton...” I trailed off, feeling the heat rise to my cheeks. He was a whole different kind of intense.

Dakota’s grin widened. “He’s totally into you, you know.”

“Kota,” Paisley cut in. “Be easy. Hope, how do you feel about all this?”

“Honestly? Part of me is excited, but the other part is nervous I won’t be able to go from Christmas-adverse to holly jolly. Even for Colton. I don’t wanna disappoint him.”

And it wasn’t just the Christmas stuff that made my stomach churn. Getting closer to Colton, letting myself hope for something more with him after skirting around it since we met—it felt dangerous, like leaning too far out over a ledge.

“You won’t,” Dakota insisted. “Trust me. He’s Tuck’s bestie, and I can promise you there’s nothin’ you could do to disappoint Colton Hayes. He’s smitten.”

“It’s okay to take things slow,” Paisley said with a warning look at Dakota. “There’s no rush to complete the list or figure out your feelings for Colton. Take it one thing at a time, one day at a time.”

I took a deep breath. “I can’t tell if I’m more overwhelmed by the idea of celebratin’ Christmas or by runnin’ around town doin’ all this stuff with him.”

Paisley nodded, her green eyes softening. “That’s okay. You’re allowed to feel both excited and scared.”

Dakota’s dark waves bounced as she nodded enthusiastically. “But let’s be real: if anyone can help you embrace the holiday spirit, it’s Colt. He’s the happiest guy I know. I’d stick with him and see if you can have some fun this time of year for a change, ya know? That man gives off Christmas cheer like a festive radiator.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the mental image. “A festive radiator? Really, Dakota?”

She grinned, unabashed. “You know what I mean. Just... give him a chance.”

“I’ll try,” I promised, then sighed with gratitude as the conversation shifted to a funny story about a case Colton and Tucker were working on regarding a missing blow-up Santa two streets over from the pizza place we currently sat in.

In the end, I thanked them again for their advice, standing to hug them both goodbye. Their warmth and support wrapped around me, but they didn’t entirely banish my fears of getting close to yet another person who wouldn’t be there when all was said and done. My whole family was gone, so Christmas was a downer. Did I really want to make it special again, only to have another reason to hate it when I inevitably lost Colton, too?

The crisp night air hit my face as I pushed open the heavy wooden door of The Brick Oven. And there, leaning against a streetlamp with a playful grin, was Colton. My breath caught in my throat as I took in the way the golden light cast a warm glow over his features, making him look even hotter than usual. And I went straight to him, like a moth to a flame. Or… a cold woman to a Christmas furnace. No, wait, wasn’t it a radiator?

I shook my head. Both were ridiculous.

“Hey, there,” he called out. “Fancy meeting you here.”

In one hand, he held several bags that looked ready to burst with… candy? Groceries? I wasn’t sure what, but I had a sneaking suspicion it had to do with that dang list.

I smiled and tipped my chin toward the bags. “Somethin’ tells me this was no accident.”

He grinned wider. “Guilty. Ready for some Christmas construction?”

“Construction? As in…? Wait. You wanna make gingerbread houses? Now?”

“No time like the present, right? I was thinking we could head over to the B&B and use the big table in the dining room.”

I bit my lip, my fingers fidgeting with the edge of my scarf. “If I say yes, don’t get your hopes up that I’m some kind of architectural genius.”

Colton chuckled. “Glad you’re not because neither am I. Besides,” he added, his voice softening, “I’d really like to spend some more time with you. It’s almost Christmas, and we’ve got a lot of stuff left to do.”

My heart did a little flip. I took a deep breath, feeling a spark of something—adventure? possibility?—light up within me. “Let’s do it.”
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As we neared the B&B, the streets of Charlotte Oaks glowed with enough holiday cheer that it was almost like it was trying to outshine Colton’s mood. He was really into this. Was he always this crazy for Christmas, or was there something about this situation that had him turning it up a notch?

“So,” he said, breaking the silence, “heard of any cool places for rent around here? The B&B is great, don’t get me wrong, but I’m ready to get my own place.”

“Not off the top of my head, sorry. But I guess that means things are goin’ well with the PI business, then?”

“Yeah. I didn’t think we’d have much to do in a town this small, but it turns out when the town is as quirky as this one, there are plenty of reasons to need a PI.”

I chuckled at that. “Doesn’t your work usually involve a lot of travel? Sure, Tucker decided to settle down here after fallin’ for Dakota, but you could still do the jobs that would require leavin’ town, right?”

He shrugged, but there was a hint of something deeper in his eyes when he looked at me. “I could, but I don’t have to.”

“Don’t you miss movin’ around all the time?”

“Not really, no. I did enough moving around in the Marines. Besides, Charlotte Oaks has this… charm to it. A sense of community I haven’t had in a long time. And… there are some other pretty compelling reasons to stick around.”

Was I one of those reasons? Yes, it was pretty clear that I was. But did I want to be? The thought both thrilled and terrified me.

What was I doing? Here I was, going out on a limb with this man when every time I’d done that in the past, it hadn’t ended well for me. My family wasn’t the only thing I’d lost. I’d dated several promising men all through my twenties, but where were they now? Not here, that was for sure.

And yet, as we walked side by side, our arms occasionally brushing, I couldn’t deny the spark between us. Or the way my heart seemed to lighten with each step we took together.

When we reached the front steps of the B&B, my breath caught in my throat. The grand Victorian house was transformed into a made-for-a-Christmas-movie paradise, with twinkling white lights outlining every eave and window. Garlands of fresh pine wrapped around the porch railings, their fragrance wafting through the crisp night air.

They did this every year, of course, but there was something about seeing it this way right now, next to him, that felt different. More magical… and less heartbreaking.

“Wow,” I whispered, drinking in the sight.

Colton only grinned as we stepped inside. The foyer glowed with the soft flicker of battery-operated candles, and a massive Christmas tree dominated one corner, its ornaments catching and scattering the light.

“Come on,” Colton said, leading me toward the dining room.

The long oak table was cleared of its usual settings, and I helped Colt arrange an array of colorful candies, tubes of icing, and sheets of gingerbread that he’d been carrying in the bag. My eyes widened at the spread when we were done.

“You really went all out,” I said, unable to keep the smile from my voice.

Colton rubbed the back of his neck, looking almost sheepish. “Go big or go home, right?”

I laughed. “If you say so. Where do we start?”

“You’ve never done this before?” he asked, and when I shook my head, he looked mildly horrified.

As Colton began explaining the intricacies of gingerbread house construction, I found myself relaxing into the moment. His enthusiasm was infectious, and soon, I was laughing as we tried to get our walls to stand up straight.

“No, no, hold it there,” Colton instructed, his hand brushing mine as he steadied a piece of gingerbread. The touch sent a little thrill through me, and I hoped he couldn’t see the blush creeping up my cheeks.

I focused on carefully piping a line of icing.

“You’re pretty handy with that icing,” Colton remarked, his eyes twinkling. “Got some secret baking skills you’re hiding?”

I snorted, nearly causing a glob of icing to go astray. “Actually… yeah. I love to bake for others, but never for myself.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m vegan and gluten-free.”

His eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Uh, didn’t I just meet you outside the pizza place?”

I chuckled. “Cauliflower crust, vegan cheese.”

He shuddered.

I swatted his arm, laughing at the smear of icing I left in my wake. “Hey, it’s delicious!”

“I’ll take your word for it. Can’t you use cauliflower flour or vegan cake mix for cookies, then?”

“I’ve never found any that tastes as good as the real thing. Not when it comes to baked goods, anyway. So, I just stick to giftin’ cookies or cakes to others. Trust me, there’s plenty of other food for me to enjoy. It doesn’t have to be cookies.”

“What are we gonna do about the white chocolate cranberry cookies on the list? Am I gonna have to eat them all?”

I shrugged. “Guess so.”

He shook his head like that was unacceptable, and I rolled my eyes with a laugh.

“Don’t worry,” he said, looking down at me with a wink that made my tummy flip, “I’ll figure out how to make those cookies edible for you. I’ve got a guy for that.”

I snorted. “No, you don’t.”

“I’ve got a guy for everything.” He dumped a handful of gumdrops onto the roof, some rolling off onto the table.

I laughed, feeling a warmth spread through my chest that had nothing to do with the cozy room. We chatted easily as we decorated, genuinely enjoying each other’s company.

Finally, we stepped back to admire our creation. It was a bit crooked, with a dangerously slanting chimney and landscaping that looked a little like abstract art. But the flickering candlelight from the decor around us reflected off the shiny icing, making it sparkle.

“It’s perfect,” I breathed, surprised by how proud I felt of our wonky little house.

“It’s got character,” Colton agreed, invading my space as he leaned in to adjust a candy cane. Then his hand brushed mine as he reached for a stray gumdrop, sending a tiny shiver up my arm. He paused, then turned to face me fully, his eyes twinkling. “Time to make our Christmas wishes.”

I sighed and shrugged, having no clue what to wish for. It’d been too long since I’d put much stock in anything having to do with Christmas, let alone the magic of Christmas wishes.

But then he stepped forward again, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “You read what our mystery friend said in her note: every Christmas wish is a chance for something special. I believe her. Don’t you?”

“I’m startin’ to,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “But you go first.”

Colton took a deep breath as he stepped back, his fingers drumming a soft rhythm on the table. “My Christmas wish is... to put down roots here in Charlotte Oaks. To find a place that’s truly mine, where I can be part of this community.”

“That’s a nice wish,” I murmured.

He smiled. “Your turn.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, listening to the soft crackle of the fireplace and feeling the warmth of Colton’s presence beside me. When I opened them again, I knew what I wanted to say.

“My wish is to feel more comfortable with each one of these activities we do. I’m not sure I’ll survive the whole list if I’m a ball of nerves like this every time.”

“You sure it’s the Christmas stuff that makes you nervous?” he asked, his lips tipping up at the corners.

“Yes,” I lied.

He chuckled. “Very convincing.”
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The scent of pine trees hit me like a freight train as Hope and I stepped onto the tree lot. Families bustled about, their laughter mixing with the Christmas music crackling through the tent’s speakers, and I grinned. “You ready to find the perfect tree?”

She rolled her eyes, but I caught the hint of a smile. “The perfect tree, huh? Aren’t they all kinda… the same?”

I gasped in mock offense. “Uh, no. Bite your tongue. But don’t worry, I have an eye for the most majestic of pines. It’s a gift, really.”

“I trust you.”

“Good. You should.” It was meant as a teasing comment… and yet, I wasn’t kidding. She should trust me. Not just with the tree—though it would be perfect, I’d see to that—but with this whole Christmas experience.

And with her heart, too, if I played my cards right.

It was no secret I had it bad for Hope. It’d been that way since the day we met, and it’d only gotten worse in the time since. And when she’d called me over to help her with whatever was in the fireplace, never in a million years had I expected it to turn into a reason to spend this much time with her.

I couldn’t be more grateful.

As we wandered through the rows of trees, I waved to familiar faces. Shifty tipped his hat, and Mrs. McClusky—who had become a regular customer with her wacky needs for a PI that I still couldn’t wrap my head around—called out a cheery hello. It struck me how quickly this town had wormed its way into my heart.

Apparently, Hope was just as surprised as I was. “You’re really gettin’ to know people around here, aren’t you?”

“Told you I wanted to stick around. Seems only natural, right?”

She grinned, and then, as we walked, I found myself watching Hope more than the trees. The way her eyes lit up when she spotted a particularly quirky branch, how she’d reach out to touch the needles, lost in thought.

“Penny for your thoughts?” I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

She hesitated, then said softly, “I remember the tree at my grandparents’ house being huge when I was little. I don’t know if it was the ‘perfect tree,’ but definitely the biggest.”

I saw the flicker of sadness in her eyes and felt an overwhelming urge to chase it away. “Well then,” I said, striking a heroic pose in the cheesiest way possible, “that’s our mission for the day: the biggest tree.”

I was so caught up in watching her, the way her eyes lit up as she inspected each tree, that I almost missed it. There, hanging from a branch just above our heads, was a small sprig of mistletoe.

It was a sign.

This was my moment.

“Hey, Hope,” I said, my voice coming out a bit rougher than I intended. “Look up.”

She tilted her head back, her eyes widening as she spotted the mistletoe. Time seemed to slow as her gaze met mine, a mix of surprise and something else—anticipation, maybe?—flickering across her face.

Or wait… was that confusion?

Surely, she knew the point of mistletoe was an excuse to kiss, right? It wasn’t like avoiding Christmas meant she could avoid that tidbit of well-known logic.

Before I could overthink it, I stepped closer, cupping her cheek gently with one hand. “This wasn’t on the list, but it probably should’ve been.”

Hope’s lips parted slightly, and I took that as my cue. I leaned in, pressing my lips to hers in a soft, tentative kiss.

The world around us vanished in a blink—the chattering families, the scent of pine, poof. Everything disappeared except for the feel of Hope’s soft lips against mine and the warmth of her body as she leaned into me. It was like coming home. There was no other way to describe it, and I knew without a doubt I’d never felt it before.

When we finally pulled apart, my heart was racing. I searched Hope’s face, trying to gauge her reaction. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes wide and sparkling. For a moment, neither of us spoke, the weight of what had just happened hanging between us.

“Wow,” I finally managed, a grin spreading across my face. “That was...”

“Unexpected,” Hope finished, but she was smiling too, a shy, pleased expression that made my heart soar.

Did she feel that? The spark, and the sense that something significant had just shifted between us? The kiss had been brief, sure, but it left me reeling, wanting more. And if she were willing, I’d make it happen again and again, preferably without the excuse of mistletoe.

“Good, unexpected?” I asked.

Hope nodded, her smile growing. “Definitely good.”

I leaned in and claimed her mouth again, savoring the feeling of her lips on mine.

But as she pulled away, her lips curved into a wry smile. “You know, Colton, for someone who claims to be an expert in all things Christmas, I’m a little disappointed.”

“Disappointed? After that kiss? I find that hard to believe,” I teased, unable to keep the grin off my face.

She laughed. “The kiss was nice, but...” She pointed above our heads. “That’s holly, not mistletoe.”

I glanced up, feeling a flush creep up my neck. “No way.”

“Way. Red berries? Holly. White berries? Mistletoe.”

She was right—I would have to Google it later for confirmation, of course, but I had no reason to doubt her. And as I looked up again, it was like the waxy green leaves and their bright red berries were mocking me. I ran my hand through my hair. “Huh. The more you know.”

Hope’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“Oh, I’m not disappointed at all,” I assured her, taking a step closer. “Holly, mistletoe, pine needles—I’d say any Christmas greenery is fair game.”

She raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure that’s in the official Christmas tradition rulebook.”

“It is. I’m on the committee. We had a meeting about it last week,” I said with mock seriousness.

Hope’s laughter rang out again, and I fought to memorize the sound so I could keep it forever. Just as I was about to suggest we conduct further “research” on kissing in the presence of various plants, Hope’s phone buzzed between us from the inside of her jacket pocket.

She stepped back and pulled it out, and I spotted Paisley’s name on the screen. As she answered it, I tried to focus on the beautiful scenery around us—the rows of trees, the winter air, the decorations around the tree lot. But my mind kept drifting back to the feel of Hope’s lips on mine, the way she’d melted into me like she was made to be mine.

“I see,” Hope was saying into the phone. “Actually, I’m here with Colton. Let me put you on speaker.” She glanced at me with a slightly devious smile as she spoke. “I’m sure he’d love to help, too.”

I perked up, curiosity piqued. Whatever Paisley needed help with, I was more than happy to lend a hand—especially if it meant spending more time with Hope.

Paisley’s excited voice crackled through the speaker. “Oh, perfect! The more, the merrier. We’re in a bit of a pickle with the Christmas Eve parade preparations. We’re short-handed for the police float, so we could really use some extra elves.”

I felt a grin spreading across my face. “I make an excellent elf. Just ask Santa—we go way back.”

Hope rolled her eyes at me, a smile tugging at her lips.

“And before you try to get out of this,” I said as I nudged her gently, “it’s not on the list, but it’ll still be fun. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Hope, please?” Paisley chimed in. “We really need the help.”

I held my breath, watching Hope’s face.

“Fine,” she conceded with a laugh. “I’m in. What do you need us to do?”

As Paisley rattled off the details, I studied Hope’s profile. The way her eyes crinkled when she smiled, the little furrow between her brows as she concentrated on Paisley’s instructions. My chest tightened with a feeling I wasn’t quite ready to name.

“Got it,” Hope said. “I guess we’ll be there bright and early.”

After they hung up, Hope turned to me with a mix of nervousness and anticipation. “I can’t believe I just agreed to that. Building a float is a way bigger deal than a gingerbread house.”

“Yeah, well, you knocked that outta the park, so it’ll be fine. Besides, I’ll be with you every step of the way. Now, let’s find a big tree and get it back to your place to decorate.”

We wandered through the rows, debating over the right tree. Hope wanted a tall, slender spruce, but I was drawn to a full, bushy fir.

“But this one’s so… majestic,” I teased, gesturing dramatically. “It practically screams ‘Christmas spirit!’ Definitely the biggest one on the lot.”

Hope laughed. “It also screams ‘Won’t fit through the front door.’”

We compromised on a blue spruce, just the right height and fullness. As we worked together to secure it to the roof of my truck, I loved that it felt just like the other decorating we’d done, and even the gingerbread construction. We were so in sync. We anticipated each other’s movements. We worked as a team.

“We make a pretty good pair,” I said softly, catching Hope’s eye as we finished tying the last knot.

She held my gaze for a moment, a warmth in her expression that made my heart skip. “Yeah, I guess we do.”

“Now that the tree lot is checked off the list, what’s your wish?” I asked.

She hummed. “I wish… there was mistletoe right here.”

My mouth dropped open as she pointed skyward, and I faked to the right like I was going to run off and get some.

“Wait, wait,” she said, little puffs of her breath visible as she laughed at my antics.

“I know, I was just kidding. We don’t need it.” I punctuated my words by backing her up against the side of the truck, then delivered a quick kiss that was just as impactful as the first. I rested my forehead against hers and brushed a stray wisp of hair from her cheek. “I hope you’re not too tired after decorating the tree.”

“Why?”

“Another item on the list. But I can’t tell you more. It’s a surprise.”

“Really, Colt?” She said with a teasing groan, and the sound reverberating against my chest as I held her hit me in all the right ways.

I winked. “It’s a good one, I promise.”
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The next night, I tucked the candy cane into Mrs. Henderson’s mailbox, my gloved fingers brushing against the cold metal. Then I readjusted the basket of white-and-red striped candy in my arms as we moved on to the next house, sighing as I took in the heavily decorated suburban street. Warm golden light spilled from windows, silhouetting Christmas trees and wreaths.

And, as was becoming a habit these last few days with Colton, I felt a spark of that childlike wonder I’d been missing for so many years.

“I still think we should give ourselves an A for effort,” Colton said, shaking his head. “I made sure we had all the right vegan and gluten-free ingredients, and we followed the recipe to the letter.”

Last night’s white chocolate cranberry surprise would probably go down in history as the biggest baking disaster of my life. Sure, it was a fun process. And yes, it was sweet of Colton to get the ingredients we needed so that I could enjoy the cookies with him.

But the end result? One word: disgusting.

“The important thing is that we checked it off the list, right?” I asked. “It tells us what to do, but it doesn’t specify how good it has to turn out.”

He shot me a mock scowl. “Haven’t you heard the saying that anything worth doing is worth doing right?”

“Of course.”

“Well, you basically ripped my heart out when your wish at the end of the night was that the cookies tasted as good as they looked.”

I laughed loudly at that, tucking another candy cane in another mailbox. “I’m sorry! It’s not your fault my food preferences got in the way!”

“Well, I’m gonna figure out a way to make them Hope-friendly and still taste good, because those things were nasty.”

“You don’t have to solve every puzzle you come across. You know that, right?”

His chuckle rumbled through his chest. “Sure, sure. Anyway, how are you feeling about all this Christmas spirit? It’s not too much, is it?”

I paused, considering. “Actually... it’s nice. I’d forgotten how magical it can all feel.”

Colton’s expression softened. “I’m glad. Christmas was always a big deal in my family, even when I was deployed, and my family became the other Marines in my unit. Made me appreciate home that much more. Wherever home happened to be.”

“What was it like?” I asked gently. “Being away during the holidays?”

He was quiet for a moment, his brow furrowing slightly. “Tough. But also... clarifying. You realize what really matters. After I got out, I missed that sense of purpose, of being part of something bigger than myself.”

“Is that what drew you to becoming a PI with Tucker?”

“Partly. Obviously, I also like solving puzzles and helping people. And honestly? After being a military police officer, I wasn’t ready to give up the adrenaline rush completely.”

I grinned. “I’m glad to be the one on the radio and not out there in the action. Secondhand adrenaline is enough of a rush for me. That said, I do like hearin’ about the cases. I’ve always been drawn to mysteries. My grandpa used to tell the most incredible stories...” I trailed off as a pang of grief caught me off guard.

Colton squeezed my hand. “He sounds like an amazing man.”

“He was. I think...I think he’d be happy to see me embracin’ the holidays again.”

Colton’s smile was warm. “I have a feeling he’d be proud of you, Hope. For a lot of reasons.”

The memory of my grandfather’s stories stirred something within me. I turned to Colton, my curiosity piqued. “You know, there’s another mystery that’s been buggin’ me. The time capsule girl.” I playfully bumped his shoulder. “Hey, you’re a PI. Maybe I should hire you to solve it.”

Colton chuckled, his fingers intertwining with mine. “I don’t want your money. I’m curious, too.”

I bit my lip, feeling suddenly bold. “Oh? If you don’t want my money, how would I pay you then?”

His steps slowed, and he turned to face me, his expression softening. The Christmas lights cast a warm glow on his features, making my breath catch. My heart raced as he leaned in closer, his hand gently cupping my cheek.

“If you’re offering,” he murmured, “I wouldn’t say no to another kiss.”

The world seemed to fall away as I tilted my face up to his, my pulse thundering in my ears. “I suppose that’s only fair...”

Our lips met, and my entire body flooded with light and warmth—despite the dark and chilly night surrounding us. This kiss was different. It wasn’t as soft and sweet as the non-mistletoe kiss from the tree lot. This kiss seared me to my very bones, each brush of Colton’s lips across mine a heated promise for more. For everything. It stole my breath, and as he cupped my face and deepened the kiss, I couldn’t believe how right it felt to be in his arms like this.

When we finally parted, I stood there, my hands resting on Colton’s chest. I could feel the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my fingertips, and I couldn’t decide where to look or how I felt. The hunger in his eyes made me feel alive and wanted, ready to kiss him again. But the quirk of his lips? That made me want to laugh in a way that I was sure would knit pieces of my heart back together that I’d been pretending weren’t broken.

“You know,” he said softly, “I’ve felt this... this pull towards you since the moment we met. Am I alone in that?”

I blushed under his gaze, and I shook my head. “No, I’ve felt it, too.”

He took a deep breath. “I know we haven’t known each other long, but this feels… real.”

“It really does,” I said with a bewildered laugh.

“What do you say we make it official?”

A broad smile broke across my face. “I’d love that.”

I barely had time to register the relief and joy that washed over his face before he pulled me close, capturing my lips in another kiss. And then, as we broke apart, I had to laugh. “Um, quick question.”

“Shoot.”

“Is it weird that it was easier to say yes to that than it has been to do any of this Christmas stuff?”

Colton grinned, his arm wrapping around my waist as we started to walk again. “Only if it’s weird that I’m totally good with that. But, just so you know, you’re not getting out of the Christmas stuff. We gotta finish the list.”

“And figure out who made it.”

“That, too.”

I leaned into him, feeling lighter than I had in years. “That’s my wish for tonight. That we can find out who made it, figure out her connection to my grandpa, and… if she’s around, give her back her snow globe. Hopefully, it makes her as happy as her stinkin’ list is makin’ me right now.”

“See?” he said with a teasing wag of his finger. “That doesn’t sound commercialized at all.”
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The heavy bag swayed with each impact, absorbing the force of my punches. Left jab. Right cross. Left hook. The rhythmic thud of my glove against the bag echoed through the empty gym, and with each punch, a different thought flashed through my mind. Nashville. The case. Hope. Charlotte Oaks. Possibilities, and also consequences.

“You trying to kill that bag, or just give it a really bad day?” Tucker’s dry voice cut through my concentration.

I paused, chest heaving, and turned to see my best friend settling onto a nearby bench with his wrist wraps in hand.

“Maybe both,” I replied, wiping sweat from my brow. “Got a lot on my mind.”

Tucker nodded, studying me in a way that always made me feel like he could read my thoughts. “I can see that. Want to talk about it, or should I leave you to your one-sided boxing match?”

I chuckled and began unwrapping my hands, buying myself a quick second to gather my thoughts.

“It’s about that case in Nashville,” I said after a minute.

I’d gotten the call last night, and ordinarily, I would’ve jumped at the chance for a high-paying, high-profile job like this. It was a referral thanks to Tucker’s sister-in-law being a famous country music singer, and the fact that the job in Nashville involved a star-studded mystery made it the kind of case I couldn’t imagine passing up.

Tucker pursed his lips. “Could be a game-changer for the business. I really don’t want us to have to turn it down.”

“Yeah, I know,” I agreed, running a hand through my sweat-dampened hair. “But it’s not just about the business, you know? It’s...”

“It’s about Hope,” Tucker finished for me.

I nodded.

Tucker’s face shifted to one of understanding. “I get it. You don’t wanna leave her for Christmas.”

“We’re just starting to figure things out,” I said. “And the thing that got us to this point is that list of stuff to do in Charlotte Oaks at Christmas. How can I bail after I worked so hard to convince her to do it with me?”

The thought of missing it—missing that time with her—made my chest ache in a way I wasn’t used to. I looked away from Tuck, surprised to see Gertie trotting in like she owned the place. The goat made a beeline for me, her little hooves clicking on the boxing gym’s floor. She butted her head against my leg, looking up with those oddly knowing eyes.

“Hey there, troublemaker,” I said, bending down to scratch behind her ears.

“Listen, Colt,” Tucker said, “I could take the case in Nashville if you want.”

I straightened up, shaking my head immediately. “No way. It’s your first Christmas with Dakota. I can’t ask you to give that up. Plus, she scares me a little.”

“As she should. But for real, maybe I could take Kota up to Nashville, and she can help me.”

“You actually want to let her help you with a case?”

He wrinkled his nose. “No. But since she’s obsessed with trying to get me to let her, I could call it a Christmas present.”

“She’s gonna want to spend Christmas with her family.”

He seemed to think that over, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. You sure you don’t mind going? It’ll be a hefty payday, but you need to decide if it’s worth it.”

“I know.”

As if on cue, Gertie headbutted me in the shins, nearly knocking me off balance. I looked down at her, bewildered. “What’s gotten into you?”

Tucker chuckled. “I don’t think she thinks it’s worth it.”

I felt my face heat up, realizing how transparent my feelings must be if even a goat could pick up on them. “Hey now,” I said, feeling ridiculous as I addressed Gertie directly. “I haven’t made any decisions yet, alright?”

Gertie bleated in response, fixing me with a stare that seemed far too knowing for a goat.

“I can’t believe I’m trying to defend myself to a goat,” I muttered.

“Welcome to Charlotte Oaks,” Tucker quipped.

As our laughter faded, a heavy silence settled over the gym. I knew what I had to do next, but the weight of it sat like a stone in my stomach.

“I need to talk to Hope,” I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper.

Tucker nodded, and I gathered my things, my mind already racing ahead to the conversation I was dreading. As I headed for the door, Gertie trotted alongside me as if offering silent support.

The walk to the police station felt like a slow tug-of-war between dread and determination. I knew Hope would be on her lunch break right now—like a dose of Christmas magic since I didn’t want to put this conversation off any longer than I already had.

Every nod and quick hello from the people of Charlotte Oaks reminded me of why I’d fallen for this place so quickly. Leaving it, even for a little while, felt like leaving a part of myself behind. But it wasn’t just the town. It was her.

Gertie abandoned me on the steps leading to the station—the coward—and as I pushed through the doors, the familiar mix of coffee and lemon-scented cleaner wrapped around me. The desk sergeant barely glanced up as he waved me through—perks of running a PI business that’s practically become an extension of the department.

And then there she was, sitting at one of the round tables in the break room, her blonde waves cascading over her shoulder as she picked at her lunch. My chest tightened at the sight, like it always did. But guilt gnawed at the edges this time, bitter and sharp.

“Hey there,” I said, trying to keep my voice light despite the weight sitting on my chest. “Got a minute?”

Hope’s face lit up in a warm smile, and for a second, the guilt wavered. “That depends. List business?”

“Not exactly.” I dropped into the chair beside her, tapping out a restless rhythm on my thigh. “PI business. We got a case in Nashville.”

Her brow furrowed, concern clouding her eyes. “Why don’t you look happy about it?”

“I am,” I said, forcing the words past the lump in my throat. “It’s a big case—great for the business. I just don’t love that it’s in Nashville. It’s close, but not close enough to commute every day. I’d have to stay there while I worked it.”

Understanding flickered across her face, followed by a shadow of something else—something I hated to see. “Lemme guess,” she said, squeezing my hand. “You have to leave soon, and it’s gonna put a monkey wrench in our Christmas plans.”

I nodded, the guilt hitting harder now that she’d said it aloud. “I’ll do everything I can to make it back in time for the parade on Christmas Eve. We can finish the list in a Christmas Day marathon if we have to.”

Her smile was soft, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’d love that. But, Colton, don’t worry about me. This wasn’t really my thing to begin with, remember?”

I winced. She wasn’t wrong, but the whole point of the list—of everything we’d done so far—was to change that. To make it something she could love. Something we could share. And the progress we’d made? It was priceless.

But I also had a duty to my partner. We had a business to run, and in today’s day and age, turning down jobs like this one wouldn’t be a good move.

Hope’s gaze met mine, steady and full of emotion. “If this is a good opportunity for you and the business, you can’t pass it up.”

The fact that she’d read my mind, coupled with her selflessness, hit me like a punch to the gut. I’d been agonizing over this conversation, and here she was, putting my needs first without hesitation. It wasn’t fair to her. “But what about our plans? The list?”

“Maybe we can finish it next year,” she said, her smile tinged with sadness. “If you’re still around.”

Her words cut deeper than I expected. “I’ll be around,” I said, the defensiveness in my tone surprising even me.

She nodded, her expression unreadable. “I hope you are.”

The way she said it, quiet and almost resigned, made my chest ache. I hated that she might doubt me, that I might’ve planted even the smallest seed of insecurity. And worst of all, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was already bracing herself for me to be just another person who didn’t stay.
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The radio crackled to life, pulling me out of my thoughts as I punched in the codes for the officers on call. Dispatch work had become my sanctuary over the past few days, each call a brief escape from the gnawing ache of Colton’s absence. He’d been gone before, but this felt different—like a piece of me was missing, like every minute stretched a little too long.

Of course he had to go. People always left eventually, didn’t they? My mom, my grandpa, even my own belief in Christmas. Why would this be any different?

My pen traced idle swirls across the notepad in front of me, creating a chaotic mess of loops and lines. It was useless, but the motion helped quiet the restless energy bubbling under my skin.

“Hope?”

I glanced up to see Paisley standing there with a steaming cup of coffee in hand, her expression soft with concern.

“You’re a lifesaver,” I said, reaching for the mug like it might somehow warm the hollow ache in my chest.

She perched on the edge of my desk, her eyes flicking to the growing pile of discarded doodles. “How are you holdin’ up?”

I shrugged, forcing a nonchalant tone. “Oh, you know. Keepin’ busy.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, her lips curving into a knowing smile. Her hand found mine, squeezing gently. “You miss him.”

I swallowed hard, avoiding her gaze. “It’s just... a lot. He left, and I know he had to, but what if all this isn’t enough to keep him here for the long term?”

Paisley’s face softened as if she knew I’d been wondering if I wasn’t enough. “That man is head over heels for you, Hope. He’ll be back in time to keep his promise, I’m sure of it.”

I wanted to believe her, but the doubts whispered louder. Promises are easy, but life happens.

“Package for Hope Calhoun,” a courier announced, bringing a medium-sized box into the dispatch center.

My brow furrowed as I stepped forward to sign for it, curiosity battling with confusion. Back at my desk, I peeled away the tape and opened the lid—and my breath hitched.

A cookie tin.

Not the old, rusted kind we’d unearthed from my fireplace, but a new one, the kind you’d find in a fancy boutique. The scent hit me first—a heavenly blend of vanilla, cranberry, and chocolate. Inside, dozens of perfectly round cookies were nestled together, each one more beautiful than the last.

“Oh my,” I whispered, plucking one from the tin with trembling hands. I hesitated for a moment, the memory of our failed baking experiment fresh in my mind. But then I took a bite, and the taste was nothing short of magic. The perfect balance of chewy and crisp.

“Who sent it?” Paisley asked, craning her neck to see.

I ignored her, my throat too tight with emotion to speak. Instead, I reached for the card tucked inside the tin. On the front, in Colton’s familiar scrawl, were the words vegan, gluten-free, and white chocolate cranberry. I flipped it open, my heart thundering in my chest.

Hope,

I know I promised you the perfect Christmas, and I intend to keep that promise. These cookies are just a taste of what’s to come. I’ll be home soon.

Colton

Tears blurred my vision as I clutched the note to my chest. The cookies were perfect. The message was perfect. So why did I still feel that stubborn knot of doubt, whispering that promises don’t always hold up against reality?
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Two days later, the chill in the morning air bit at my cheeks as I trudged across the parade grounds. The float Colton and I had started loomed ahead, its bright decorations mocking the heaviness in my chest.

“Hope!” Paisley’s voice rang out, cutting through my haze. She strode toward me, her heels clicking on the pavement. “You made it!”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said, my smile faltering under her scrutiny.

“Good,” she said, her voice gentle as she looped her arm through mine. “It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

Adam approached, his uniform crisp and polished. “Ready to be a float queen?”

I laughed. “Not on your life, but I’ll be up there wavin’ like I said I would.”

As the first notes of Christmas music drifted through the air, signaling the start of the parade, I climbed aboard, my steps slow and heavy. The cheers of the crowd felt distant, their joy a stark contrast to the ache in my chest.

I told myself not to look for him, but it was impossible not to. My gaze darted from one person to the next, hoping, praying for a glimpse of that familiar grin.

“He’s not here,” I murmured under my breath, the words cutting deeper than I expected.

Paisley leaned in, her hand brushing mine. “The day’s not over yet.”

I nodded, though the knot in my chest remained. When a commotion near Wilson Automotive caught my eye, my heart leaped—only to crash just as quickly. It was just a crowd of Christmas tourists gawking at Gertie, up to her usual antics, gnawing on a wreath.

As we rounded the corner onto Main Street, I traced the patterns on the float’s railing, my finger following the same intricate swirls I’d drawn at my desk. The town square came into view, decked out in twinkling lights and garlands, but all I could think about was that Colton would love this, and I hated that he was missing it.

I took a deep breath, lifting my chin as the float rolled to a stop. I didn’t know if he’d show up today—and even if he did… if he’d stay forever. All I knew was that I’d have to face whatever came next, one step at a time.


CHAPTER EIGHT
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Hope stood near the gingerbread booth, her laughter cutting through the festive noise like music. My chest tightened at the sight of her, and a wave of relief crashed over me. I’d made it.

“Hope,” I called out, my voice more breathless than I intended.

She turned, her eyes widening in surprise before she broke into the most radiant smile I’d ever seen. “Colton!” she cried, throwing her arms around my neck. “You’re here!”

“I had to be,” I said, wrapping my arms around her and lifting her off the ground. Her laugh spilled over me, filling every empty space I’d felt since leaving Charlotte Oaks.

When I set her down, I cupped her face, my thumb brushing her cheek as I leaned in to kiss her. But she tilted her head, curiosity flickering across her expression. “What is it?” I asked.

“I was sure you’d miss Christmas,” she said, her tone part teasing, part serious. “Did the case already get wrapped up?”

“I promised I’d be here,” I reminded her. “I wrapped things up early because I couldn’t imagine spending Christmas anywhere else. Especially not without you.”

Her expression softened, and I kissed her then—soft and brief, but filled with all the words I hadn’t said yet. The chaos of the town square seemed to quiet around us, falling away until there was only her.

“Hope, I need to tell you something,” I said, my voice low and unsteady. Her wide-eyed gaze held mine, and I took a steadying breath. “Moving to Charlotte Oaks, spending time with you... it’s made me realize what I really want in life.”

Her brows lifted in mild amusement. “Did you not know before?”

“I thought I did. I always figured that I had what I needed and could get what I wanted, so that was enough.”

She smirked. “Because you’ve got a guy for everythin’?”

“And don’t you forget it,” I shot back.

She narrowed her eyes. “Did you bake those cookies yourself, or do you have a guy for that, too?”

I winced, feigning dramatic guilt. “Would you believe me if I said I baked them myself?”

“Not for a second.”

“I didn’t,” I admitted, holding up my hands. “But⁠—”

Before I could finish, she rose onto her toes and kissed me, her lips soft and warm against mine. When she pulled back, her eyes sparkled with mischief. “I think outsourcin’ might be part of your charm. I loved those cookies. And more than that, I loved that you thought to send them.”

“You really loved them that much?” I asked, my grin widening when she nodded. “Well, I love you.”

Her breath hitched, and for a split second, I worried I’d said too much too soon. But then her face broke into a smile so bright it put the giant Christmas tree in the square to shame. “I love you, too.”

I let out a whoop that turned heads all around us, and then I scooped her into my arms and spun her around.

When I finally set her down, I remembered something important. “I’m sorry I missed the parade,” I said, brushing a stray lock of hair from her face. “But I think I’ve got news that’ll make up for it.”

Hope tilted her head, curiosity lighting her eyes. “What kind of news?”

“Remember that cookie tin we found?”

“Uh… yeah,” she deadpanned.

I chuckled. “Well, I found out who made it.”

Her eyes widened. “You did? Who?”

“It was made by Mildred Hawkins,” I said, pausing for effect. “She’s still around. Lives in a retirement community just outside Nashville.”

Hope’s lips parted in surprise, her fingers brushing mine. “You’re serious? She’s that close?”

“She is,” I said softly. “And if you want, we could visit her. Tomorrow, maybe?”

Hope’s gaze softened, and she leaned into me, her hand resting against my chest. “I’d love that. Thank you for findin’ her.”

“Of course, and tomorrow it is,” I said, kissing her forehead. “You know what we should do to pass the time on the drive out to see her?”

“What?”

“Tally up all the wishes from the time capsule list and see how many of them I’ve already made come true for you.”

She cackled with mock outrage as she swatted my chest. “Oh, really? For braggin’ rights or somethin’?”

“No, Hope,” I said, squeezing her hand against my heart. “To see which ones are left unchecked so I can make sure I get them all.”


CHAPTER NINE
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Mildred’s room was like stepping into a Christmas card. A small tree adorned with handmade ornaments twinkled in the corner, and tinsel draped along the shelves caught the light from a string of fairy lights. Bing Crosby crooned softly from an old radio, and in the center of it all sat Mildred herself. Her silver hair was swept back neatly, and her bright red sweater stood out like a pop of holly—not mistletoe, mind you—against the wintery backdrop.

“Well, hello there!” she called, her voice strong and warm. “You must be Hope and Colton. Come in, come in!”

I stepped inside, clutching the wrapped package containing the snow globe. “It’s so nice to meet you, Mildred. Thank you for havin’ us.”

“Oh, honey, the pleasure’s all mine,” she said, gesturing to the chair beside her bed. “Sit, sit. Let me get a good look at you two.”

I perched on the chair, feeling Colton’s steady presence as he leaned casually against the wall. Even he seemed quieter than usual, though his fingers tapped out a soft rhythm on his leg.

“You have your grandfather’s eyes,” Mildred said, her gaze locking onto mine. Her voice softened with emotion. “Oh, how I’ve missed seein’ those eyes. We were just kids the last time I saw him, but I still remember. He was my first love, you know. Puppy love, as it were, since we both went on to have beautiful families, I gather.”

My throat tightened, and I struggled to keep my voice steady. “Yes, he had a daughter, and she had me. Um, anyway, I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to share your memories of him with us.”

I didn’t mention I was the only one left, and thankfully, Mildred didn’t ask.

“Oh, I’ve got plenty of stories to share. But first, might I see what you’ve brought me?”

Carefully, I handed over the package, and she unwrapped it to reveal the old snow globe. Mildred’s hands trembled as she reached for it, cradling it like a long-lost treasure. Not quite the one we were expecting, but a treasure, nonetheless.

“Oh my,” she whispered. “It’s been so long.”

I watched her gaze at the swirling snow inside the glass, her expression a mix of wonder and sorrow. For a moment, it felt as though time bent, her memories pulling me into the past. I could almost see my grandfather as a young boy, his laughter echoing through the years.

“Your grandfather and I buried this thing with the help of his daddy when we were kneehigh to a grasshopper,” she said, her eyes far away. “Oh, how we loved Christmas...”

As Mildred spoke, her stories painted vivid pictures of Christmases past. The scent of gingerbread, the warmth of a crackling fire, the excitement of secret gifts exchanged—all of it came alive through her words. I leaned in, hanging on every detail, feeling a connection to my grandfather stronger than ever before.

Colton moved closer, his hand brushing mine briefly as he sat on the arm of my chair. His presence grounded me, a steady anchor in the tide of emotions.

Mildred’s laughter rang out as she recalled a memory. “And then your grandfather climbed right up that tree to rescue Mrs. Finkle’s cat—ornaments and all!”

I laughed through my tears, the image of my grandfather tangled in tinsel vivid in my mind.

“And this little treasure,” she said, nodding to the snow globe, “was our promise to keep the magic alive no matter where life took us.”

Her hands trembled more as she tilted the globe, watching the snow swirl. Gently, I reached out to steady them but found my own just as unsteady until they closed over hers. I wondered if that was why my grandpa eventually gave up on keeping that magic alive. He’d done it after life pulled him and his childhood sweetheart apart, but he just couldn’t do it after my grandma passed.

“Thank you,” she murmured, tears glistening in her eyes. “I never thought I’d see this again.”

The room seemed to hold its breath, the weight of the moment pressing down on all of us. It was as if my grandfather’s spirit filled the space, bridging the years between us.

Colton, ever the master of charm, cleared his throat. “So, Mildred,” he began, his tone playful, “did your time with Hope’s grandpa ever involve carols? Because I’ve been warned that I wouldn’t wanna hear Hope sing.”

I grinned. “I stand by that warnin’, sir.”

Mildred’s laughter was bright and clear. “Your grandfather couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, but that never stopped him.”

Later, as we prepared to leave, Mildred clasped our hands, her touch light but full of meaning. “Merry Christmas, you two. May your love grow stronger with each passin’ day. And may you always find the magic in the little moments.”


EPILOGUE
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One Year Later…

“Hey, stranger,” Hope said, wrapping her arms around me in a warm hug.

“Miss me already?” I teased, pulling back enough to see her face. “It’s been, what? A whole three hours since breakfast?”

“Three hours too long,” she quipped, rolling her eyes. “What’s goin’ on, Colton? You’ve been actin’ weird all day. It’s Christmas. Isn’t this your favorite day of the year?”

“Funny, I thought it was yours.” I grinned, taking her hand and leading her toward the gazebo in the center of the town square. “Anyway, I’m not being weird. I think you’re imagining things.”

She shook her head as we reached the gazebo. Beneath its arching beams, a small table waited, topped with a beautifully wrapped box tied with a red velvet ribbon.

Hope raised an eyebrow. “What’s this?”

“Only one way to find out.” I gestured toward the table, my palms sweating despite the cold. I watched as she stepped forward, her fingers brushing over the ribbon before carefully untying it. My heart pounded harder with every second.

When she opened the box, her breath hitched. Inside was a shiny new cookie tin.

“Is this more vegan, gluten-free cookies or a time capsule?” she asked softly, her fingers tracing its edge with reverence—as if she already knew the answer.

“Open it and find out,” I said, stepping closer.

She opened the lid, her smile widening as she lifted the stack of photos from last Christmas as well as the season we were currently enjoying. “Aw, I love these. You’ve even got Gertie in here.”

“She may be a menace, but she’s our menace. And by that, I mean all of Charlotte Oaks, of course.”

Her laughter filled the gazebo, bright and full of love. She pulled out the next item: a candy cane to represent the night we’d filled the mailboxes with them. Then came the recipe for the cookies she loved so much, followed by a tiny, dried-up branch from that first tree lot trip. There were other little things, too, and every item was a memory, a piece of the journey that had brought us here.

But as Hope reached the bottom of the tin, she stilled. Nestled among the keepsakes was a small velvet box.

Her eyes met mine. “Colton?”

Taking a deep breath, I stepped forward and took her hands in mine. The rest of the world seemed to fall away, leaving only the two of us.

“Hope,” I began, my voice steady despite the wild thumping of my heart. “I know letting people in hasn’t always been easy for you. But you let me in, and it’s been the greatest gift of my life. I want to be the person who’s always here for you, no matter what.”

She visibly shuddered, and my heart swelled.

“I want to be the man who makes all your wishes come true. Not just at Christmas but all year long. Every year, for as long as we live.” Slowly, I lowered myself to one knee, the velvet box in hand.

Hope gasped, her free hand covering her mouth as tears spilled down her cheeks.

“Hope Calhoun,” I said, opening the box to reveal the ring. “Will you marry me?”

For one heart-stopping moment, the world stood still. Then, a radiant smile broke across her face, and she nodded, her voice thick with emotion. “Yes!”

Relief and joy surged through me as I slid the ring onto her finger. I barely had time to stand before she threw her arms around my neck, her laughter bubbling against my ear as I held her close.

“I love you so much,” I whispered.

“I love you too,” she said, pulling back just enough to look at me.

We stayed like that for a moment, wrapped in each other, until an idea struck me. “You know,” I said, my tone light, “this time capsule? It’s just the beginning.”

Hope tilted her head, curiosity lighting her eyes. “What do you mean?”

I grinned. “We should make a new one every Christmas. For our kids someday. For our grandkids, even.”

Her face softened, a mixture of joy and excitement. “I love that idea. But I’m not sure if it’s a time capsule if we’re messin’ with it every year like that.”

“Fine, then it’s not a time capsule. It’s a memory box. And I wanna keep adding to it. We don’t have to follow every tradition to the T. Remember the holly?”

She laughed and nodded. “Memory box, it is. But does that mean you’re opposed to kissin’ me under actual mistletoe should we come across some?”

“Uh, never. Why?”

Hope pointed up, and I followed her gaze, already guessing what I’d find. Then, I leaned down, brushing my lips against hers. The kiss was soft, sweet, and felt even more like coming home than our first one had.

Our story had begun with a dusty tin and a forgotten list, but it was far from over. This was just the start of something even more beautiful—a lifetime of love, laughter, and plenty of wishes that I couldn’t wait to make come true.
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Keep reading for the vegan and gluten-free recipe for white chocolate cranberry cookies! I hope you enjoy them!


VEGAN AND GLUTEN-FREE WHITE CHOCOLATE CRANBERRY COOKIE RECIPE
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Ingredients:

- 1 ¾ cups (210 g) gluten-free all-purpose flour (with xanthan gum included)

- ½ cup (45 g) almond flour

- ½ tsp baking soda

- ½ tsp baking powder

- ¼ tsp salt

- ½ cup (110 g) vegan butter (softened, not melted)

- ½ cup (100 g) coconut sugar or brown sugar

- ¼ cup (60 ml) maple syrup

- 2 tsp vanilla extract

- 3 tbsp (45 ml) unsweetened almond milk (or other non-dairy milk)

- ½ cup (90 g) vegan white chocolate chips

- ½ cup (70 g) dried cranberries

Instructions:

1. Preheat and Prep:

- Preheat your oven to 350°F (175°C).

- Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

2. Mix Dry Ingredients:

- In a medium bowl, whisk together the gluten-free flour, almond flour, baking soda, baking powder, and salt. Set aside.

3. Cream the Wet Ingredients:

- In a large mixing bowl, beat the vegan butter and coconut sugar with an electric mixer until light and fluffy (about 2 minutes).

- Add the maple syrup, vanilla extract, and almond milk, and mix until smooth.

4. Combine Wet and Dry:

- Gradually add the dry ingredients to the wet mixture, mixing until a soft dough forms.

5. Fold in the Goodies:

- Gently fold in the vegan white chocolate chips and dried cranberries.

6. Scoop and Shape:

- Use a cookie scoop or tablespoon to portion the dough onto the prepared baking sheet, leaving about 2 inches between each cookie.

7. Bake:

- Bake in the preheated oven for 10-12 minutes, or until the edges are lightly golden. The centers will still look slightly soft, which is perfect—they'll firm up as they cool.

8. Cool and Enjoy:

- Let the cookies cool on the baking sheet for 5 minutes before transferring them to a wire rack to cool completely.

- Serve and enjoy with your favorite dairy-free hot chocolate or a glass of almond milk!
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If you enjoyed The White Chocolate Christmas Wish, jingle all the way through the festive season with ELEVEN more Christmas novelettes that are like little bites of sweet and swoony delight.

These heartwarming and feel-good romances feature second chances, enemies turned lovers, fake dating adventures, and more, all wrapped up in the cozy merriment of the holidays. Plus, there’s a cookie recipe in each book!

Check out the Christmas Kisses and Cookie Crumbs series today!

[image: christmas kisses and cookie crumbs graphic]


Bonus:

A White Chocolate Christmas Wish is set in the world of the Love in Charlotte Oaks series, where you'll find families as sweet as the tea, hot veterans who've returned home to find true love, and a beloved pet goat who has the habit of coming in clutch to save the day.

If you’d like to read about the town of Charlotte Oaks and watch the six other couples find love (with Gertie’s help… sometimes), check out the Love in Charlotte Oaks series!
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Click here to get the free ebook version of Forever with You: A San Diego Marines Novella. You’ll also get bonus content, sweet romance book recommendations, and never miss a new release!
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