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Chapter One


[image: ]


“Well, I’ll be damned. Kit Kat?”

Kristen Kelly cringed at the dreaded nickname. Not to mention the husky tone from the haunted past that delivered it. Her heart skipped a beat, then started again, pounding in her chest as if wanting quick release. 

Was it possible to suffer a stroke simply from hearing the sound of another person’s voice? She raised her head and locked eyes with the amber gaze of the handsome cowboy who’d ruined her life. 

Not only had Cole Lawson tortured Kristen by branding her with the annoying title in grade school, the name had stuck, following her through to high school and evidently now...five years later. 

To this day, she couldn’t eat a chocolate bar without thinking about the man. However, Cole’s consistent pestering hadn’t stopped with the embarrassing endearment. No, his goal had been to rattle her every chance he got. And he’d succeeded. 

Nothing had proven more mortifying than the public dare to kiss him at the Dreams Come True Senior Prom. Though her reaction had done the most damage. Instead of calling his bluff, and accepting the challenge, she’d run off the crowded dance floor as the entire senior class laughed. 

To add to the humiliation, she now happened to be perched underneath a colorful ribbon of Mistletoe and a painted cutout of oversized lips offering kisses for a dollar. She cursed under her breath, blaming Miranda. Why, oh, why, had she let her friend goad her into this? 

And why did he, of all people, have to show up at the kissing booth? A flush of embarrassing memories flashed and she was reminded of the awkward teen she’d once been. One he’d enjoyed teasing unmercifully. Apparently, some things hadn’t changed.

Though it’d been years since she’d seen him, he still looked the same. Long and lean with a patch of wayward blonde hair peeking from beneath a weathered hat, and that crooked grin which never failed to bring her to her knees. Nope, nothing had changed. 

“You’re a sight for sore eyes, K.K. I never thought I’d see you again. Especially here,” Cole drawled. A hint of that smile pulled at the corners of his lips. 

He stepped forward, stirring the Mistletoe with the brim of his hat. He tore off the tan, weathered Stetson and placed it on the shelf separating them, then glanced up, craning his neck to read the sign out loud. “A dollar a kiss, huh?” 

He traced a finger along the edge of the cutout, then returned his gaze to her. “These damn things should be outlawed.”

For a second, she wished to be the recipient of his touch, before managing to whisk the idea aside and pull herself together. Outlawed indeed. The only thing that should be against the law happened to be longing for her tormentor’s caress. 

How was it possible the man could still affect her so? Between the overwhelming memories of never feeling on solid ground, moving from house to house, and this little reunion, she questioned her return to the small town in Montana.

“If I recall correctly, the thought of a kiss had you running for the hills, yet, here you are—selling sweet kisses at Thompson Fall’s annual holiday festival.”

Silently she berated herself, as a part of her longed to have the man dare her to kiss him now. Her reaction to the childhood crush was ridiculous. She was an accomplished, professional woman. 

Far from the timid, goofy girl who used to pass the hours with daydreams of the handsome cowboy. Or the nights when she couldn’t sleep. How many times had she replayed the night of the prom in her head? None of which ended with her running off the dance floor.  

“This is for the toy drive. You, of all people, know I have a soft spot for kids and animals. ‘Sides anything goes in Sander’s County,” she quipped, praying the remark came across as witty and not as stupid as it sounded when she repeated it over again in her head. “However, I wouldn’t exactly call it selling—” 

Good grief. A dollar a kiss? That’s exactly what I’m doing. 

“I’m...ah...I’m one of the new vets at Healthy Critters. Volunteering for this was my partner’s idea. It’s for a good cause. All of the proceeds go to help children in need.” She shrugged, attempting to appear nonchalant, despite the accelerated speed of her heart. 

Kristen fidgeted under his stare. So much for playing it cool. No wonder she became a veterinarian. She was far more comfortable with animals than humans. Especially this cocky cowboy whose presence invaded her private, inner thoughts. 

“Yeah, I know. The same spiel got me here, too,” he mumbled under his breath, then pointed back up to the sign. “So, what if I were to kiss you now? Promise you won’t run away?” 

The taunting triggered a rebellious need to prove something, not only to him, but to herself. She wasn’t the same shy girl she used to be. Kissing the man, or not kissing him, had been one of her biggest regrets. 

“Put your money in the jar and find out,” she challenged, planting both hands on her hips.  

He cocked an eyebrow and held her captive in his amber stare for a long moment before releasing a low rumble of laughter. Reaching for his wallet, he opened the leather folds and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. 

Grasping her hand, he placed the note in her palm, holding on for a moment longer than necessary before letting go and leaving behind pin like tingles. 

“Brave front, K.K. You sure you aren’t going to run and hide?” Before she could answer, he cupped the back of her neck with a firm, confident hold. The pad of his thumb drew circles on her cheek, taunting her with the gentle stroke. 

Prickles of awareness spiked underneath her skin, and for a second the timid girl of her past returned before she could cast the memory aside. 

Not running this time.

Cole leaned in, surrounding her with a woodsy, masculine scent as his warm breath tickled her lips. He brushed his mouth across hers in a chaste peck and then started to take a step back, but she boldly wound her arms about his neck, trapping him in place.

She closed her eyes, breathing him in, as her lips parted in silent invitation and the kiss deepened into something more. His tongue flirted with hers, dancing a forbidden dance she’d only fantasized about as the noisy background of the holiday festival faded into oblivion. 

Reality set in, as a tingling sensation spread throughout her limbs. She was actually kissing Cole. After a few moments, he trailed his lips to the corner of her mouth and mumbled something, breaking the spell.

“What?” she asked in a daze.

“I said, you owe me a buck.” 
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Chapter Two
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“Owe you? I most certainly do not,” Kristen sputtered in obvious outrage, her face flushing an endearing shade of pink. 

“Dollar, please.” Cole picked up the money jar and rattled it. Even as the words escaped him, he knew he’d never be able to uphold the demand, but teasing the green-eyed beauty came naturally. He simply couldn’t help himself. 

Confused, she shook her head.

He returned the bottle to the counter, then tapped the watch circling his wrist. “Your shift ended ten minutes ago. You are on my time now. You’re not the only one Miranda roped into this.”

“I don’t understand. You know Miranda?”

“Did you forget she’s my older sister?” 

A flitter of recognition changed her bemused expression, altering her features. She opened her mouth as if to say something, then clamped her jaw shut. 

“Pay up, then scoot. You’re messing up my game. No one will come to the booth with you standing here opening and closing your mouth like a fish out of water.”  

“I swear, Cole Lawson, you’ll never change,” she snapped, clenching both fists to her side. 

A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. The last thing he had wanted was to kiss another girl, however being around Kristen was unnerving. Especially after the moment they’d just shared. His head was still spinning, dizzy from her scent—vanilla with a hint of spice. With her this near, he couldn’t think straight. In fact, all thoughts ceased except for coming up with more ways to torment her. 

Though, now taunting Kristen with a kiss and tugging on her ponytail held a different allure. Little K.K. was all grown up. The shy, bookish girl he remembered long gone. In her place stood a woman. 

A. Beautiful. Desirable. Woman.

He fought the urge to kiss her again, and lost. Grasping her hand, he pulled her close again. “You sticking around for another one?” 

“What? No.” Kristen snatched her hand free. She glared at him for a moment, then walked out from behind the booth and stomped off, heels striking the floor in a two–beat gait. 

A grin pulled at the corners of his lips as he watched her go, enjoying the sassy shake of her hips. He ran a hand through his hair and exhaled a ragged breath. Even her exit was memorable. He was in deep trouble. 

“Is she your new girlfriend, Uncle Cole?”

He spun to see his niece, accompanied by three of her friends, standing off to the side. Before he could respond, the girls fell into a fit of giggles. 

Great. Just what he needed. 

“No. She’s...” The one who got away? How else could he explain Kristen Kelly? Especially to a group of teenagers? “I’ll give you a buck if you don’t tell your mom. The last thing I want is her on my case.”

Chrissy stirred the hot cocoa she held, then poked at a small marshmallow with the short red straw before responding. “Too late. I already did.” She pulled a phone out of her pocket. “I also sent her a pic. She said to tell you to keep your hands to yourself.” The girl tucked the phone back into her pocket. “Mom didn’t say anything about your lips though.”

Laughter erupted again and heat crept up his neck. “Don’t you have a gussied-up chicken to check on?” 

“I’m going. I’m going. Just stopped to see if you needed some Chap Stick.” She fumbled in her pocket and pulled free a small tube. “You know...for kissing.” She made a kissy face and more giggles ensued.

Frustrated, he inhaled a deep breath, then pointed at his niece. “I’ll be having a long chat with your mother later.”

The teen shrugged, now chewing on the straw. “Not if I talk to her first,” Chrissy retorted smartly. Showering him with a sweet smile, she pulled the group away. 

Cole shook his head. The kid was a lot cuter a year ago. Now, he had to explain his actions to his sister. Torturing her new partner? Miranda was going to kill him. Especially if Chrissy got to her before he did.

Or he could blow this all off and take care of the fencing that needed repair on the back side of his property. Then he could finish culling the herd, and wean the rest of the calves from their mothers. Not volunteer at a kissing booth simply to share a moment with a girl from his past. 

“Yeah. I’m done here,” he murmured to himself. Withdrawing his wallet, he stuffed the rest of the bills he had into the jar and closed up shop. Wading through the crowd, he dropped the money off at the community center’s office and headed toward his truck. 

After several minutes of driving, he found himself circling the parking lot of the veterinary clinic. So caught up with thoughts of the sexy brunette, he’d missed his turn. 

What the hell is wrong with me? 

Kissing the dark-haired beauty had damaged his brain cells. Slowly, he drove by the front window attempting to see inside. Now he was going out of his way for a mere glimpse at the girl. Uttering a curse, he looped around to the exit and headed toward his ranch, armed with a new determination not to miss his drive this time. 

Once home, Cole tried to focus on his work, but separating the remainder of the calves from their mothers was becoming more of a chore than usual. Mostly because his thoughts were on a pretty girl and the taste of her sweet lips, rather than the task he should be focused on. Why had he kissed her? Honestly, he didn’t need the distraction. He already had his hands full. 

Yet, with all of this on his plate, he couldn’t squash the strong desire to see Kristen again. Despite the chill in the brisk air, what he really needed was a cold shower. But then his imagination would soar to even greater heights. No better to keep a rein on those thoughts. Not let them run free. 

Or buck wild in Kristen’s case.

Wracking his brain, he tried to come up with ways to forget ever running into Kristen again, but thoughts of her simply wouldn’t be swayed. He had to see her again. In the very least to torment her so she felt as conflicted as he did. 

Retrieving his phone from his pocket, he looked up the number to the local florist’s shop. The phone rang twice before a woman answered in a cheery voice. “Hello, Thompson Falls Florist.” 

For a second, Cole considered hanging up, but the thought of Kristen’s face when she received what he had in store kept him on the line. “Hi. Do you sell candy also?”

“Yes. We have all kinds. Hershey Kisses, Godiva Chocolate...”

“Carry any Kit Kats?”
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Chapter Three
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“How did you do at the kissing booth? Make lots of money?” Miranda asked.

Kristen glanced up from the paperwork she’d been working on. Her partner stood blocking the doorway. The hint of a grin tugged at her lips and lit her brown eyes.

Cole’s smile. 

The resemblance floored her. Even though Miranda was quite a few years older, she could clearly see they were related. Chrissy appeared by her mother’s side. Highlighted by dimples, she showcased the same smile. 

Damn. 

“So?” Miranda probed. 

“Don’t ask.” Kristen glanced down at the papers on the desk.

“Maybe you should ask Uncle Cole,” Chrissy suggested. 

Stunned, she whipped her head up. 

“Cole?” Miranda cocked a finely arched brow. She pulled her gaze from her daughter and stationed it on Kristen. “That’s right. I heard about my brother’s antics.”

Kristen squirmed under the piercing assessment. Apparently, Cole and his sister shared more than a crooked grin. No doubt Miranda would want to know every sordid detail. Followed by a long conversation about the many reasons why she shouldn’t consort with the help. Especially considering the help in question happened to be her partner’s brother. 

“I’ll get back to Cole in a minute.” Miranda tugged on her ear lobe as if in deep thought, then returned her attention to the teenager. “When did you get here anyway? How did your chicken do? Did she win first prize?”

“Becca’s mom dropped me off. Clucky placed second. Becca’s rooster won first.”

“I’m sorry, Chris. I thought she was adorable.” Miranda pulled the girl into a warm hug.

“It’s not a big deal, mom. Dressing the animals up like Santa’s elves’ is a silly tradition anyway.” Chrissy wiggled free from her mother’s grasp. “Becca’s my best friend. I’m glad she won. It’s just her older brother, Chase. He clucked at me the entire ride here, and kept saying my chicken lost because of its stupid name.”

“Clucky? I love his name.” Miranda wrapped her arms around the girl again. “Boys can be so mean. Especially at his age. Isn’t that right, Kris?” The older vet cast a glance over her shoulder, piercing Kristen with a pointed stare. Chrissy squirmed and she released her hold. “I was about to walk Roxy, but would you mind? I’d like a few words with Kristen.”  

The girl wrinkled her nose and then opened her mouth as to object, but Miranda pointed to the leashes hanging on a hook by the door. The teenager scowled and then stomped off. 

As soon as they were alone, Kristen apologized. “I’m sorry Miranda. Cole showed up and then he dared me. You, of all people, know how he is. He gets under your skin, and before you know it, you are doing things you don’t normally do.”

Like kissing my childhood nemesis.

“Oh yeah. I remember how he used to tease you in school. Either he was calling you names or goading you to do something. I swear, he’s had a crush on you forever.”

“Tease? More like torture.” Kristen shook her head. She’d been cursed from the get go. Her childhood had been nothing but a long string of nightmares. Between Cole’s daily razzing and the yearly move to a new rental house, she’d been doomed. No wonder her teenage years had been so traumatic. “And it was hardly a crush. I think he lived to embarrass me.”

Miranda quirked her eyebrow again. “Like Chase does to Chrissy?” She made a loud clucking sound to prove her point. “As far as dating my brother, you have my blessing. Just don’t break his heart. Cole may be a big bone-head, but he’s one of the good guys.”  

Miranda left before she could respond. Date Cole? The man had been her adversary so long the notion of actually dating him had never crossed her mind. However, the thought sure as hell spiked her pulse now. 
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This was proving to be an incredibly long afternoon. Despite the mountain of paperwork on her desk, Kristen found herself daydreaming. Distracted, she stared out the window, replaying the memory of Cole’s kiss over and over again. 

Lightly, she ran her fingertip over her lips. Kissing the man had far surpassed her teenage fantasies. Had she known, she would’ve...would’ve what? Changed her past? She cast the crazy thought to the side. 

A kiss didn’t mean anything. Especially considering what it had cost him. No, what happened earlier only meant Cole was intent on picking up where they left off. Of course, logic did nothing to discourage her from replaying that devil’s kiss for the hundredth time. 

A delivery van pulled into the lot and parked in front of her window, blocking her view of the snow-covered mountains with a colorful floral advertisement. Though she knew the delivery wouldn’t be for her, a rush of excitement still made her heart jump. 

Miranda was a lucky lady. Her husband, Frank, was incredibly romantic. Twice this week her partner had found little love notes in her lunch bag. And now flowers?  

Kristen stood, then inched over to the door of her office to watch as Miranda received her gift. The receptionist pointed in her direction instead. Surprised, she released a loud gasp. The delivery man neared, then handed over an oblong shaped container tied with a large, pink bow. 

Shocked, she accepted the box, before numbly retreating back into her office and positioning herself in the chair behind the desk. Who could these be from? Unsure, she stared at the package for a moment, then tugged free the cream envelope taped beside the bow. Holding her breath, she pulled a small card out.

Your kisses are sweeter. 

My kisses? She exhaled loudly. The only man she’d kissed lately was Cole. Warmth crawled up her neck and heated her cheeks. She read the card again. No. Couldn’t be. Why would Cole send her flowers? 

This wasn’t his style. He preferred more sadistic offerings, such as a box filled with toads that would jump out as soon as the container was opened. Or a dozen Night crawlers reclining in a bed of dirt. Perhaps even something worse. 

Cautiously, she picked up the box and shook it before returning it to the desk. Nothing. No scratching or scrambling came from within the cardboard. Still wary, she cut the tape holding the flap closed with the tip of her fingernail, then pried open the corner to peek inside. When nothing jumped out, she cast the lid to the side. 

A bouquet of Kit Kat candy bars lay inside. She picked up one and noted a thorny, flower stem attached to the bright red packaging. What the hell? A dozen long-stemmed Kit Kats? Now she didn’t know what to think. Even though the gift referenced her dreaded nickname, the sweet gesture pulled at her heart. 

Though, she still had her reservations Kristen grabbed a candy bar and gently removed the stem. Tearing open the wrapper, she snapped one of the bars free and bit off the end. Savoring the milky chocolate crisp, she wondered what the man was up to. 

A shadow hovering by the doorway caught her attention. She craned her neck and saw it was Miranda’s daughter. Still holding the candy, she waved the girl in. 

“Want one?” Kristen offered, handing one of the makeshift roses to the girl. 

Chrissy grasped the stem and a wide smile brightened her face. “Are these from Uncle Cole? He always comes up with the coolest things.”

Noting the girl’s open admiration, she nodded, then returned her gaze to the box. The teenager was right. The candy-flower hybrid was a pretty clever idea. However, she still couldn’t shake her apprehension. 

Cole had tortured her for years. Surely, there was more to the gift. Some demented catch. This, whatever this was, was a diversion. Nothing more than a Trojan horse. If the past repeated itself, the man definitely had something else up his sleeve.

She glanced at the girl again as Chrissy peeled the label off her chocolate bar and bit into the wafer. 

“You think pretty highly of your uncle, don’t you?”

Chrissy nodded her head. “Last year he threw a bon-fire for the entire Junior Livestock group. And if it weren’t for Uncle Cole, I’d never have Clucky, or even George, for that matter.”

“Who is George?” Kristen asked, popping another bite of the candy into her mouth. 

“My steer. Cole helped me raise him. George is going up on the chopping block at the auction for the toy drive tomorrow.” The girl glanced away but not before Kristen witnessed a glimmer of tears filling her eyes.

A faint memory of Cole as a boy filtered in. He’d been on the losing end of a fight he’d started between two older boys. Later, she’d found out he was acting out because his father had slaughtered his favorite cow. 

Though this was normal practice when growing up on a farm, Kristen could see Chrissy was having a hard time disengaging her emotions. Apparently, Cole wasn’t the only one guilty of this. 

Kristen stood to comfort the girl, but Chrissy held her at bay with an outstretched hand. Not so unlike Cole had many years ago. 

“It’s for a good cause. Mom says George can bring a lot of money for kids in need. I have to get back to work.” Chrissy faced her again, now dry-eyed with an obvious rein on her feelings. 

Kristen nodded. “I appreciate the help and I like the company too.” She ruffled the girl’s hair. “Does Becca’s brother pick on you often?”

“Every day,” Chrissy confessed. She tossed the candy bar wrapper and stem into the garbage can by her feet, then wiped her hands on her jeans. “Today it was about Clucky. Who knows what it’ll be tomorrow?”

The remark reawakened stifled memories. She had never known what to expect from Cole. Then or now. “You know if you ever want to talk about this, I have a little experience in the area. When I was growing up there was a boy who teased me all the time. I can’t tell you how many times he made me cry. To make matters worse, I had a terrible crush on the guy.” 

Still do.

Chrissy bit her lip as if in deep thought. “What happened to him?”

“Well...,” Kristen hesitated, then glanced at the box on her desk. “He sent me a bouquet of candy bars today.”
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