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Mistletoe Kisses 

A Whiskey Salvation Christmas Short Story


by

Chrissy Hartmann

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 


		

				
 

Kash Tyler’s determined to win back the woman who’s still got his heart tied up tighter than a steer at a rodeo. Between dilapidated gingerbread houses, frosting fights, and some strategic mistletoe placement with help from his dog, he’s ready to prove that loving Rose Shanklin isn’t a burden — it’s the best kind of trouble.

Get ready for a holiday tale located in Wooster, Ohio that’s full of sass, second chances, and enough sugar to give a bull diabetes.

 


		

	


 

 


 

Chapter 1

K


 

ash Tyler gripped the steering wheel, knuckles tight, as the GPS blared its latest lie.

Recalculating …

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “Yeah? Try recalculating your life choices.”

Hank let out a low huff from the passenger seat, his chocolate brown head resting against the dash. The old lab had been watching the road like he had a personal stake in Kash getting to Wooster without losing what little patience he had left.

Didn’t help that Columbus had more highways than a rattlesnake had scales. One wrong turn and suddenly he’d been spinning through city streets like a cowboy in a ballroom brawl—no rhythm, no grace, and definitely no idea where he’d land.

Finally, after an hour and a half of driving a sign. Wooster 5 Miles.

Relief cooled his temper just enough to keep him from punching the glitching GPS.

Two years. Two damn years tracking Rose Shanklin across half the country. And now here she sat, tucked away in a town so Christmas-obsessed even the squirrels probably wore Santa hats.

Hank shifted, ears twitching. His milky eyes followed the movement of Kash’s hands as he reached for the coffee in the cupholder. The dog didn’t see much these days, but he sensed everything.

“Almost there, bud.” Kash scratched behind Hank’s ear, feeling the thick warmth of his fur beneath his fingers. “Don’t get too excited. Not like she’s been waiting by the door for us.”

Hank licked his chops and settled deeper into his seat. Either he didn’t care, or he already knew Kash was full of it.

Wooster appeared like something straight out of one of those holiday movies Rose used to make him suffer through. Storefronts dripped in twinkling lights. Christmas banners hung from every garland wrapped streetlamp. A plump Santa statue waved like it had an agenda. The kind of place that smelled like cinnamon and friendly neighbors.

Too bad Kash wasn’t feeling either of those things.

The truck crawled down Liberty Street, tires crunching over a thin layer of snow. Christmas stores sprawled along the sidewalks, packed with people carrying red DORA cups of spiced cider and shopping bags bursting with holiday cheer.

Rose had left Texas without a word. No note, no phone call—just an empty house and an engagement ring sitting on the kitchen table. And for what? Some so-called “eye trouble”?

Rumors swirled worse than a dust storm back home. Some claimed she’d gone to Ohio for a fresh start. Others said she was sick. One old-timer had insisted she’d run off to become a nun, which Kash really hoped was just small-town gossip and not the truth.

He barely made it past the city square before his truck got caught behind a parade of miniature horses wearing elf hats going down Liberty Street heading to the fairgrounds. Tiny hooves clopped against the road as their handlers tossed candy canes to onlookers.

His fingers drummed the door’s armrest. He hit one control. The driver’s window inched down with one tap to allow for the chill to seep in.

A soft whimper intermingled with his mumbles as he scanned the GPS on his phone.

He grumbled low in his throat. “I hear ya, boy. Everyone’s got eye trouble in some way or another. Right? And so what. Think I care if she has to wear glasses. Well that’s just plum crazy.”

Kash released one hand on the steering wheel and patted the dog’s head. “But I gotta feeling…”

Not paying any attention to anything else, but the houses just up ahead, he rolled past a makeshift Christmas tree bodega in a small parking lot. The air smelled like cinnamon, pine, and the kind of cheer that could suffocate a

Man.

At the next red light, he scowled at his useless phone. The screen sat frozen on a spinning wheel of death. “Sure, yeah, take your time. Not like I’m trying to find a house in the middle of a snow globe,” he muttered, tossing it onto the dash. The truck’s heater wheezed, barely keeping up against the Ohio cold, and the wipers scraped across the windshield, smearing more than clearing.

Hank let out a deep sigh, fogging up the passenger window. “Don’t start with me, buddy. You ain’t the one squinting at house numbers in this here flurry of snow like a fool.”

The truck continued down the street, passing a set of glowing snowmen and an inflatable Santa that had given up on life, half-deflated in a heap on a lawn. About two seconds from calling it quits, movement caught his eye.

The truck eased to a stop at the red light.

His pulse did something stupid. Like a colt trying to gallop on ice.

Two figures stepped out of a porch up ahead bundled up like they were fixing to climb Mt. Everest. And wouldn’t you know it — the barely visible house number on the post matched the one he hunted. His GPS spoke up. “Your destination is in two-hundred feet on the right .”

Kash rolled his eyes. “Thanks, you idiot. Glad you decided to finally show up.” He stepped on the gas and mumbled. “Where were you an hour and a half ago when I got lost in Columbus?”

Hank leaned into Kash and licked him.

Kash grimaced as he used his red and green flannel plaid to wipe off the slobber. “Hey buddy. Not now, I’m driving.”

But Hank paid him no mind as he squeezed under Kash’s arms.

“Come on, buddy. I think we’ve found our destination.”

As they crossed through the intersection of Liberty Street and Columbus Avenue, Kash spotted her.

Rose Shanklin, the woman who had slipped away like a wisp of morning fog left nothing but a cold bed and an emptier chest. She wore a dark green coat cinched at her waist, auburn hair tumbling from beneath a knit hat. She stepped out of the door and onto the porch with a man at her side.

A man?

Something in Kash’s gut coiled tight, hotter than a branding iron pressed to raw hide.

Kash idled the truck in the side alley running between the chamber of commerce and the house. With a stab to the window control it lowered further. The frigid air provided no relief to the tightness that gripped his neck. His breath caught in his throat. A flurry of happy voices danced between the falling snow. Kash’s heart kicked as if to bust loose of some ice. He examined her closely. Well in all honesty, as much as he could from his truck’s rear-view mirror.

She tossed back her head laughing.

Kash hadn’t heard the happiness of her laughter in a year, and now some townie in a plaid scarf was soaking it in like he’d earned it?

A sharp twinge of pain hit his chest, while bitterness crawled up his throat.

Hell no.

He slammed the truck into park and yanked on the doorhandle.

Two years. He’d spent two years tracking her down, only to find her cozying up to some Ohio farmhand.

Hank sat up, ears perking at the sudden tension in the cab.

“Stay put. This ain’t your fight.”

Boots hit pavement. He strode toward them with fists clenched at his sides ignoring Hank’s bark of protest.

The two figures turned at the sound of the bark. Rose slipped on a pair of pink glasses while the other person cocked their head.

Kash slammed into something soft, yet unyielding.

Time slowed.

The world tipped. A tangle of synthetic fur, oversized hooves, and blinking LED lights engulfed him. He crashed backward taking the monstrous inflatable reindeer with him.

A chorus of shrieks followed. A group of carolers ready to step up to the porch collapsed like dominoes, tangled in garland and flailing scarves. The reindeer, still blinking maniacally wedged itself between them. Rudolph’s glowing nose blinked like it mocked him.

Hank whined louder, and somewhere in the distance, a kid yelled, “The cowboy killed Rudolph!”      

And of course, the two on the porch, well they stood there — All warm and smug, like two barn cats watching a mouse struggle in the snow.

A faint, tinny murmur, almost like someone left a tiny radio on low volume broke the cold crispness of the air.

Silence.

Then, laughter — rich, unmistakable — Rose’s.

Rage BOLTED up Kash’s spine. He shoved the tangled mess off him, surging to his feet. He squared his shoulders and growled.

The carolers scattered.

Rose’s mittened hand covered her mouth, but those green eyes sparkled with wicked amusement.

With three quick strides, Kash hit the top of the porch. Puffs of air pressed past his lips. His hands opened and closed into tight fists.

A peppermint-scented mitten collided with his chest.

“You planning on ruining the entire Christmas display, cowboy?”

He caught her wrist, holding tight. Her breath hitched, the barest tremor running through her. Kash stepped closer.

He leaned into her. “You run off,” his voice rougher than he intended, “and now you’re cozying up with some other man?”

Rose stiffened. “What?”

He jerked his chin toward Plaid Scarf, who, to his credit, had the sense to take a step back.

Rose’s nose scrunched in confusion — then her lips curved. Dangerous. Like a match held too close to kindling. “Kash, that’s Talia .”

Talia?

Kash scowled, searching the man’s face. Then glancing at Rose with his voice lowered. “You’re laughing?”

Rose yanked her hand free with an arched eyebrow. “I could be crying. Hard to say.”

More snow danced around them. But the flurry of flakes melted before they could pile up on his vest.

“You disappear,” his voice edged with something unreadable, “and now you’re shacked up with some guy?”

Rose blinked. “Excuse me?”

Kash tilted his chin toward Talia.

A slow, cheshire grin formed on Rose’s lips. “Oh,” she purred.

Kash’s brow furrowed, recalling that tone, his neck hairs stood. He shot a warning. “Rose.”

Rose shifted toward her friend. “Talia, honey, this here cowboy thinks we’re lovers.”

Talia spun on her heel. Eyes wide. She clasped her hands over her heart. “Oh, bless your heart!”

Kash went still. He watched as the next moment played in slow motion.

Rose clasped her mittened hands together. “You came all this way because you were jealous? That’s adorable. Do cowboys always get this dramatic, or is it just the ones with commitment issues?”

His jaw flexed.

Talia stepped out of the shadows of the porch and draped an arm around Rose’s shoulders. “You should have seen our last dinner date.” She sighed theatrically. “Candlelight. Slow dancing. Rose fed me tiramisu off her spoon — ”

Recognition slammed into him like a rogue bull.

Rose’s old college roommate. Not a man. But her best friend. The same snarky Talia who he had once gotten a black eye for rescuing her.

Should have let her fend for herself. She’s definitely got the mouth to do it.

With a low growl, Kash held up a hand. His jaw tight. “I get it.”

He watched Rose bite her lip.

She’s laughing at me.

“You sure?” She fluttered her lashes. “Because I could—”

Not ready to give up, he closed the space between them faster than she could crack an egg. He loomed over her. His breath puffed small clouds of air between them. Heat stirred within him. The crisp winter air suddenly not cold enough.

“I didn’t come here for games, Rose.”

The tension flamed as if someone threw another log onto it. Something dangerous. His heart kicked. A quirk of a smile uptick from the corner of his mouth appeared.

Rose licked her lips.

Okay, Darlin’ what’s your game. Temptation? A dare??

And this wouldn’t be the first time she did something like that to him. No. Not at all. In fact, their senior prom appeared in front of him. She wore a black formal with three-inch heels. She’d told him she’d go with friends. You know, a girl group. But what would that say to everyone? What would it tell her if he didn’t provide the escort? After all, he’d been the one to ask her long before anyone had discussed the dance. Better yet, what would she think? So, not wanting to disappoint, he spent the whole night on his feet without complaint. He bit the bullet and escorted her to their prom. Heck he even danced the night away. Sure, he wanted to make the love of his life happy, but standing there for four hours straight on the gym floor, in a monkey suit, and with one foot booted in a walking cast, might not have ever been the smartest thing he’d ever done for her. And yes, today, he still had a slight limp. But it’s only noticeable now when it got real cold. But what else could he have done. Right?

He had only one person to blame. Himself. So now, would he give in again?

Could she be tempting him? Could she be daring him?

Talia cleared her throat. “Hey buddy. Look at you.”

Hank reached the top of the steps and huffed. He let out a soft whimper and nudged Kash’s leg.

Talia bent down and held out a hand.

Hank stretched his neck forward and sniffed.

“Come on, buddy.”

The dog didn’t move.

“Hmm?” Talia stood. 

Kash nodded.

Talia straightened her coat. “There’s good things happening these days with cataracts. You should check into it.”

Silence.

Talia squeezed Rose’s arm. “Should I go?”

Kash snapped out of his thoughts.

Breathe slow. Think rationally.

Rose reached into her coat. A white metal tube appeared. “I got this.”

Talia grinned and squeezed Rose’s arm. “Now don’t hurt him. Be gentle with the poor boy.” She laughed.

Rose chuckled. “Yes, ma’am… I’ll try.”

Talia shook her head. “Oh girl. You got this.”

“I do. Remember, tomorrow. Seven pm were taping the Christmas special.”

Rose nodded.

Talia pulled on the collar of her coat and vanished down the steps.

Kash’s gaze returned to Rose.

Rose lifted her chin. “You done causing problems, cowboy?”

Kash blew out his breath between his fingers covering his face. Tinsel clung to his flannel sleeve. “Not even close.”

Rose extended the white metallic rod with a button. Tapped the floor and moved back a few feet. She dug out her keys and unlocked the door.

Kash watched in curiosity.

She pointed with the stick. “If you’re done making a fool of yourself, get inside before you destroy any more innocent reindeer.”

Pride warred with relief, but Kash had learned one thing about Rose Shanklin — when she gave an order, you either followed it or got bucked faster than eight seconds flat.

“Fine.” He grumbled. He’d go inside. But this wasn’t over. Not even close.

He patted the side of his thigh. “Come on, Hank, you heard the lady. Inside, now.”

 


 

Chapter 2

Kash entered the house.

Rose followed. She barely made it two steps inside before Hank barreled past her, tail whipping against furniture like a caffeinated tornado.

She toed off her boots with the kind of determination usually reserved for battling a rogue stand mixer.

Thump. Crash. Something clattered to the floor.

Rose cringed.

Kash blew out his breath. “Hank, settle down.”

She pivoted in her socks and felt for the edge of the doorframe.

The lights clicked on.

Rose removed her coat, hanging it and the stick on a hook next to the door.

Hank whined.

She turned.

In front of her, Kash lingered. Silence stretched between them, heavier than a cast-iron skillet to the shin.

His presence pressed against the room.

Boots scraped against the wooden floor. “You gonna talk, Rose, or just let me hang here?”

Oh, so now he wanted to talk. Convenient.

She scoffed. “Yeah sure. And give you an excuse to stay longer.”

His chuckle rumbled low sliding beneath her ribs in a way that shouldn’t still matter. “Darlin’, I don’t need an excuse.”

He stood in her living room like he belonged there. Like she hadn’t run halfway across the country to make sure he never had to see her like this.

Hank launched himself onto the couch. Well, almost. A yelp, a scramble, a tangle of limbs — then a very undignified thud as he flopped halfway off, rear legs dangling, tail wagging like optimism could fix bad decisions.

Kash huffed. “That dog’s got more enthusiasm than coordination.”

Rose leaned back against the door, arms crossed. “Ever wonder if he’s your emotional support chaos.”

The cowboy moved closer. His footsteps steady, unhurried, like a man measuring the distance between what he wanted and what he feared losing. “Still waiting on an answer, Rose.”

The air shifted. The way it always did when he got serious. She sucked in a slow breath. “You want to know why I left.”

Kash’s vest rustled as he folded his arms. “I deserve that much.”

He did.

Rose tapped her fingers against the door, letting the rhythm fill the space where words should be.

Hank wriggled himself fully onto the couch, let out a long-suffering groan, then began the loudest licking session imaginable.

Rose’s lip curled. “Is That normal?”

Kash covered his eyes shaking his head. “Oh, yeah. That’s the sound of my last shred of dignity.”

Rose snorted.

A pause.

Then, softer. “Why, Rose?”

No more jokes. No more stalling.

She dug her nails into the door... The smooth wood, the faint scratch where Talia had banged a sweeper handle against it last week — familiar things. Safe things. Unlike this conversation.

“Two years ago,” her voice barely cleared a whisper, “I got diagnosed with Stickler’s Syndrome.”

Kash stayed quiet. No quick reply. No boots shifting. Just that solid, steady presence.

Rose exhaled. “Doctors told me I’d already lost too much vision. My retinas? Like duct tape that’s been pulled one too many times. Detached. They tried to fix them, but…” A shrug. “Too late.”

Kash’s mouth fell open. He raked a hand through his hair.

Hank whimpered.

His gaze shot to his dog, then back to Rose.

Something flickered in the space between them. Not pity — she would’ve smelled that from a mile away. Something else.

Kash’s voice dipped low. “So, you up and left?”

Her chest tightened. “I didn’t want you stuck with this.”

“This?”

Hands clenched at her sides. “Me.”

Kash muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like a curse word too impolite for church.

Boots moved closer. “Rose Shanklin, if you honestly think I — ”

“Kash .” Her voice cracked, but she powered through. “You didn’t sign up for this. You wanted a wife, not — ”

“Not what?” his voice heated. “Not a woman who still bakes circles around the rest of this town? Not the same stubborn, infuriating, incredible woman I wanted to marry?”

Something stung behind her ribs.

Hank flopped onto his back, letting out a dramatic groan that, honestly, felt personally timed to ruin the moment.

Kash sighed, rubbing his temples.

Rose forced out a laugh. “Hank’s right. This conversation is exhausting.”

“Rose.”

She turned, slow and careful. “You still don’t understand.”

“Then make me understand.”

Deep breath. Fine.

She reached toward the door, finding her coat. Her fingertips brushed cool plastic. Glasses. Not just any glasses — her Meta glasses. She pushed them onto her nose and tapped the right arm of the frame, activating the tiny AI voice nestled inside. “Hey Meta, describe my surroundings.”

A crisp, robotic voice replied, “One person in the living room. Male, standing by the couch. Chocolate Labrador, upside down, paws in the air.”

Kash’s brows lifted. “Well, damn.”

Rose huffed. “Yeah. Welcome to my new reality.”

He reached out, not touching her, just hovering close. “Rose, why didn’t you tell me?”

Words stuck, thick as molasses. “Because I wanted you to remember me before. Before I needed tech to tell me where my own things were. Before I —” She swallowed hard. “Before you saw me like this.”

Kash moved then, fingers grazing her jaw, tilting her face up. A gentle, careful touch that burned.

“I see you,” he murmured. “And I still love you, Rose.”

Her chest ached.

Hank chose that exact moment to roll off the couch, crash into Kash’s legs, and send all three of them toppling into a heap of limbs, fur, and questionable life choices.

Rose let out a strangled laugh. “Oh my Gosh.”

Kash groaned beneath her. “Hank you’re becoming a menace.”

Hank licked Kash’s face in response. Sloppy. Enthusiastic. Probably with extra slobber just for fun.

Rose tried — and failed — to stop laughing.

Kash grunted. “You enjoying this?”

“Immensely.”

A beat of silence.

Then Kash, deadpan: “You still in love with me, or do I gotta wrestle the dog for your attention?”

Rose’s breath hitched.

His hand, warm against her back. His voice, steady as ever.

The answer sat right there, waiting.

She let it hang between them, caught in the space where fear and hope tangled.

Hank sneezed directly in Kash’s face.

Rose lost it.

Maybe — just maybe — love wasn’t off the table after all.

Rose wiped tears of laughter from her eyes, still half-sprawled across Kash and the ridiculous dog that had just body-checked them. But as the giggles faded, something heavier settled between her ribs — the weight of what came next.

She pressed her palms against Kash’s chest and pushed herself upright. “Alright, cowboy,” she said, tilting her chin. “You say you still love me. You say none of this changes how you see me.” Her fingers found the edges of her Meta glasses, the sleek frame cool beneath her touch. “But can you handle my world?”

Kash sat up, rubbing a hand over his face. “Rose, I — ”

She held up a finger. “No. No pretty words. Actions, Kash.” A challenge sparked in her voice, something daring, something that dared her as much as him. “You want me back? Fine. Then show up at my class tomorrow night. Christmas baking at the art center.” A slow, deliberate smile curved her lips. “I’ll be the one wielding the rolling pin.”

Silence.

Rose arched a brow. “Problem?”

His jaw tightened, just a little. “Not one.”

She stood. “Good. Because before I give you my heart again, I need to know you’re ready for all of me. Blindness, chaos, and whatever else comes with loving me.”

Kash rose to his feet, towering over her, solid and sure. “Darling,” he drawled, a slow smirk creeping in, “if a little baking is all that’s standing between me and you, then I’ll see you in that kitchen.”

Rose smirked back. Oh, he had no idea what he was in for… And to be honest, neither did she.

 

 

 


 

Chapter 3

Kash had handled wild stallions, raging rivers, and more than one ornery ranch hand in his lifetime. None of that had prepared him for a Christmas baking class.

The scent of peppermint filled the air, warm and inviting — like Rose herself. If she’d wanted to torture him, she’d found the perfect way to do it.

She stood at the front of the Wayne County Art Center’s kitchen, apron dusted in flour, her hair pinned up except for one unruly strand that kept slipping free.

Kash curled his fingers around the edge of the counter. That damn strand had no business being that distracting. She adjusted the Santa-shaped timer on the counter, its plastic red hat crooked like it had just staggered home from an eggnog bender. And in all reality, somewhat like he felt standing so close to her.

Could either of them forgive and forget. Maybe move on together?

“Alright, folks,” Rose said, running her hand over the items of flour, sugar, eggs, cream cheese, and a pile of candy canes on the counter in front of her to orient herself. Her confidence stirred something deep in his chest, a mix of admiration and something more dangerous. “Today, we’re making candy cane cookies. And let’s not forget, Talia will be video taping it all for my Substack channel. So smile pretty.”

Perfect. Simple. Straightforward. How hard could it be?

He cracked his knuckles, ready for battle.

The class hummed with movement, a steady mix of laughter, clanging bowls, and the occasional panicked yelp when someone overestimated their whisking skills.

Talia moved stealthily from station to station filming the class.

Kash stood in the middle of it all. He looked about as comfortable as a cowboy at a ballet recital. But not ready to lose this battle. And especially the woman he loved, he unleashed his inner bull and let loose.

Twenty minutes later, it looked like a blizzard had hit the kitchen.

Talia cupped her hands around her mouth. “Cleanup on counter five, please.”

The class laughed.

Kash growled.

Rose Unfolded her cane and edged closer. Her cane tapped gently against the tiled floor. “Kash, how’s your cookie dough coming?”

Silence.

Then, an exasperated sigh. “Looks like a gunfight.”

Across the counter, Rose’s lips twitched. “Kash.”

He lifted his hands in surrender, white powder coating every inch of his skin. “Before you say anything, this is not my fault.”

She tilted her head straightening the pink Meta glasses on her nose, unimpressed. And with one tap of her finger a slight click and a blink of light emanated from the arm of the charcoal grey frames. The tinny AI voice described the scene. Not wanting to laugh out loud, Rose slipped a hand over her lips once the description finished. She mumbled through her fingers. “You mistook powdered sugar for flour?”

“Honest mistake.”

“What did you do? Throw the bag in the air?”

He gestured toward the offending bag, currently slumped over like a spent gunslinger. “Listen, it got away from me.”

“And Hank? What’s he doing?” Her  shoulders shook, barely contained laughter bubbling beneath the surface. “So, what’s his excuse?” She nodded toward the mess behind him.

One of Kash’s eyebrow’s rose in an arch.

The clip of nails and clatter of a tin container rattled as if someone scooted it across the floor.

Rose tapped her Meta glasses. The light from the corner of the frames where the camera sat blinked again.

Her face fell. “Oh Hank. I thought you were going to be good?”

Damn. Those glasses are amazing.

He turned slowly dreading what he’d find.

Hank sat in the middle of the floor, nose buried in an empty tin, tail wagging in triumph.

Rose sighed. “Those pecan clusters were for the Christmas charity drive.”

Kash rubbed a hand over his jaw, smearing sugar across his face. “I’ll make more.”

“You don’t even know how.”

“Then you’ll teach me.” He leaned in, close enough to catch the faint hint of vanilla clinging to her skin. “Unless you’re scared, I’ll out-bake you.”

Rose snorted. “The only thing you’ll be baking is your pride.”

She turned to grab something off the high shelf behind her. Kash, ever the gentleman, reached for it first. The rolling pin and handful of candy canes slipped from his grip. They bounced off the counter, careened into a stack of Christmas platters, and sent them tumbling down like a festive avalanche.

Silence.

Rose pressed her lips together.

Kash exhaled. “Just go ahead and laugh.”

She did. Loud, full, and completely unrestrained.

The sound wrapped around him like a warm blanket, tightening the noose he’d been trying to ignore since he first set foot in Wooster. He’d come here ready to fight for her. Now? Now, he was just trying to keep up.

 


 

Chapter 4

Rose grabbed a stack of gingerbread cookies and a fresh bowl of frosting. “Let’s start over. But this time, we’ll make a gingerbread house instead.”

He sighed, shoulders dropping. “Fine.”

The minute she handed him the supplies, a new disaster began.

An hour later, Kash stared at his gingerbread house like it had personally offended him.

Rose edged her way back over to Kash. Her fingers tiptoed across the counter and found the edge of the platter Kash’s masterpiece sat on. She squatted to get eyelevel with it. “Hey, Meta describe this gingerbread house.”

“You’re looking at what was supposed to be a gingerbread house, but currently resembles a gingerbread disaster zone. One wall has completely given up, the roof is sliding like it’s trying to escape, and the icing — meant to be glue — is more like a sad, sugary landslide. A few gumdrops cling for dear life, while others have abandoned ship and now lie scattered in the debris field. There might be a faint smell of charcoal with the burnt edges, suggesting things went south before construction even began. Despite the structural failure, it still has ‘homemade charm’… if you squint. And hey, at least it’s still edible — probably.”

Rose stood bracing herself against the counter. “Sounds like a tornado hit it.”

“I’d like to see you build a house using only icing and betrayal.”

Her grin slowly widened as she leaned toward him.

Uh-oh.

“What are you — ”

Rose smacked a dollop of frosting straight onto his cheek.

The war began.

Ginger Cookies, icing, and candy buttons flew.

Hank, sensing an opportunity, lunged for a gumdrop, knocking the table — and Kash — straight into the half-finished gingerbread house.

Sticky. Everywhere.

The others shrieked and dove for cover.

Rose gasped, hands covering her mouth. “Oh my God.”

He glared at her, chest heaving. “Help me.”

She bit her lip, struggling. Failing. “You’re stuck.”

“No kidding.”

“Ms. Rose,” one of the students spoke up from peaking around the station behind her. “Here’s a towel.”

She reached for the towel. “Hang on.”

The towel did nothing.

The gingerbread held fast.

Kash gritted his teeth. “You’re enjoying this.”

Rose didn’t deny it.

A few students laughed.

“Did you put glue in that frosting?”

Rose tried to contain the laughter, eventually, she grabbed a bottle of grapeseed oil and drizzled it over the disaster.

He shivered. “You could at least buy me dinner first.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t quite hide her blush.

Minutes later, freed from the mess, but dripping in oil and more determined than ever to kiss the woman grinning at his misery.

A perfect moment.

But Hank released an unholy sneeze right on both of them.

Rose yelped wiping at her face. “Seriously?”

Kash groaned, defeated. “Merry Christmas.”

Talia lost it. “I swear, this is the best Christmas gift I’ve ever gotten. And your fans? They’re going to love it.”

Rose exhaled, long and slow. “This isn’t how I pictured my Christmas special.”

Kash chuckled, low and rough. “This ain’t how I pictured my comeback.”

A beat of silence.

Rose turned toward his voice. Kash watched her. Something deep in her gaze, something he wasn’t ready to name.

Her breath hitched.

He leaned in —

Hank sneezed again, right in their faces.

Rose gagged. “I’m convinced he’s allergic to me.”

Kash wiped at his cheek, grumbling. “Like I said, Merry Christmas.”

 


 

Chapter 5

Later that evening, Kash strolled with Rose through the town square. Lights twinkled like fireflies against the night sky. Snow crunched underfoot.

“I gotta admit,” he said, glancing at her, “this town does Christmas right.”

Rose exhaled, visible mist curling in the frigid air. “It’s home.”

Something about the way she said it punched him in the gut. He could picture her here, laughing, cooking, thriving. She didn’t need him to swoop in and save her. She never had.

They reached the towering Christmas tree, its colorful glow softening the sharp edges of reality with its large candy canes decorating it.

Rose nudged him. “You okay?”

He turned to her, really looking. The set of her shoulders, the way she turned slightly to listen — every little thing that made her Rose.

Yeah. Looked as if trouble had found him.

Behind them, a shepherd’s hook lamppost stood wrapped in garland with twinkle lights and clusters of mistletoe.

His pulse kicked. “Rose .”

Out of old habit, she looked around. “What?”

“Mistletoe.”

“Oh.”

No teasing, no laughter. Just her lips parting, breath catching — Hank chose that moment to shake himself off, sending snow and lingering cookie crumbs flying.

Rose groaned. “Your dog is the worst.”

Kash rubbed his temples. “He’s lucky I love him.”

Rose’s laughter softened. “You always love the difficult ones, don’t you?”

He tightened his arm around hers.

Always.

 

 


 

Chapter 6

The Wayne Center for the Arts buzzed with holiday cheer, the scent of cinnamon and sugar thick in the air. Christmas music drifted through the space, slightly offbeat from the hum of chatter and the occasional clatter of mixing bowls. Rose stood at the front of the class. Her sleeves were rolled up, apron dusted with flour, and cane tucked neatly against the counter.

Tonight, she belonged here surrounded by warmth and laughter. The steady rhythm of baking familiar beneath her hands. Teaching these classes had become more than a job — it reminded her she still had control, still had something to offer.

She didn’t need Kash barging into that. And yet, there he stood, all six feet three inches of stubborn cowboy, arms crossed, eyes fixed on her like she might disappear again.

His boots scuffed against the tiled floor as he stepped closer. “Hope I’m not late.” His slow drawl sent a shiver down her spine.

“Not at all,” she said lightly, ignoring the way her pulse skipped. “Plenty of time to ruin a perfectly good batch of sugar cookies.”

A snort. “I ain’t ruining nothing.”

Rose smirked. “We’ll see.” She waved him toward an empty station. “Get settled. Recipe’s in front of you. Try not to set anything on fire.”

A low chuckle rumbled from his chest, but as Kash moved to his place, a new problem surfaced.

“Hank.”

The overgrown menace had wormed his way past the door and now sat beside Kash, tongue lolling, eyes locked on the trays of dough.

“Be a good boy.”

Rose sighed. “Who let your partner-in-crime in here?”

Kash scrubbed a hand over his face. “That dogs got a mind of his own.”

A mind currently focused on cookie theft.

Rose shook her head, returning her attention to the class. “Alright, folks. First step, grab your rolling pins. We’re aiming for a quarter-inch thickness. Even cuts make for even baking.”

The sound of dough being flattened filled the room. Rose worked alongside them, fingers pressing into the soft, cool surface, relying on the muscle memory that had become second nature.

Beside her, Kash’s approach seemed less... Graceful.

A thud. A muttered curse.

Rose turned toward him. “Everything okay?”

Silence.

Then, the unmistakable whoosh of flour exploding into the air.

She coughed, waving at the cloud that engulfed them. Someone let out a surprised yelp. Kash muttered something under his breath.

She wiped at her Meta glasses and barely contained a laugh. “Did you just try to open the bag with brute force?”

A pause.

“Might’ve pulled too hard.”

Rose arched a brow. “Like a grizzly tearing into a picnic basket?”

Another pause.

“Bit like that, yeah.”

Laughter rippled through the class. Kash, now thoroughly dusted in white like a misplaced snowman, exhaled and shook his head.

Rose bit the inside of her cheek. “Maybe next time, use scissors.”

He wiped his hands on his jeans, sending another puff of flour into the air. “Got a little carried away.”

“Clearly.”

Hank seized the opportunity, lunging forward. His nose disappeared into the flour pile, tail wagging like mad.

“Hank, no!” Kash reached down to grab him, but it only made things worse.

Hank yanked free, sending a mixing bowl clattering to the floor, then charged straight for the nearest table, paws skidding. The table wobbled. Someone gasped.
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