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  Words of Caution





This book contains sensitive topics, but listing them here could cause spoilers. Most heavy themes take place in the past and are off-page, though they are discussed on-page. If you are concerned about your mental health, please take precautions and check the list at the back of this book before reading. You will find a complete list (to the best of my abilities) after the bonus epilogue. Happy reading!
L.E. Wagensveld








  
  



To all of us who needed a second chance to find our way.
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  Prologue

2009

[image: ]

One thought floated through Jasmine Reynold’s sleep-drenched mind, iridescent as a bubble in sunlight. 
She got to see Theo today. 
He’d been gone since Friday, and sure, it was only Monday, but each day was precious on a timeline such as theirs, with the summer slipping through their fingers as quickly as hourglass sand. Memories of the evening they’d spent together before he left for a quick trip with his uncle cascaded through her. 
Jasmine pressed a fist against her belly. Whenever she thought about him, pictured his storm cloud eyes, or the way he watched her as if she were the answer to all the world’s mysteries, she got a sick, swoony ache in her stomach. She wasn’t sure if she loved or hated that feeling, but it had been there since she first saw him all those months ago. Ever since the day she looked up from giving that shithead Tommy Bacus a talking-to about theft and her gaze first snagged with Theo’s. Time had gone sticky and still something unnameable stretching between them. The feeling hadn’t eased, even after being away from him for two seasons, and doubled in potency when Theo returned to Jamieson Creek after the school year, four inches taller, shaggy, and lean—a Great Dane puppy growing into his legs.
It was the second summer she and Theo Bridger had spent grasping every moment together that they could. They swam, explored, and galloped horses through the fields until they were breathless. They fell into discovering the joy of each other’s laughter, the sweet, salty tang of stolen kisses consumed along with melting ice cream cones, and what it was to shatter and be put back together in someone’s arms.
They graduated and turned nineteen this year, Jazz six months after Theo. That was different somehow—a promising future that hung inches away from the skimming grasp of their fingertips. Maybe, and that was a word she tended to shy away from, he would stay. After all, she’d given him everything, opening herself body and soul in a way she had never done. Hell, her body was still a bit sore from all the ways she’d given herself to him. She wished she could talk to her best friend. Valley would tell her what she should do next. At this point, Jasmine would consider talking to Blair, though she could only imagine the type of crap he would say. He would likely start singing, “Theo and Jasmine sitting in a tree k-i-s-s-i-n-g.” Both were gone with their families, though. Valley at her grandparents in the Okanagan Valley, and Blair in the East at his dad's in Prince Edward Island. She’d have to navigate what to do about her feelings for Theo alone.
Should she ask Theo if she could go home to Vancouver with him when the summer ended? The thought brought a staggering tug-of-war of emotions to life in her chest. Leave her father—excitement and an irresistible curiosity over how it would feel to be free. But… the other side of that coin was leaving the ranch. That thought brought a stab of pain; saying goodbye to the land that nurtured her since her birth would tear a chunk away from her soul, scarring her forever. She’d have to ask Theo to stay; it was the only way. He could live with his uncle; they could save money until they could get their own place. Then they would both be free, and they would be together.
Pressing her fingertips against her lips, Jasmine tested the smile, stretching them. She wasn’t one to walk around with a goofy grin, but damn that Theo, he did it to her. She had to get a handle on the happiness before she went downstairs. Her father would sense any iota of joy and do his best to steal it from her. Maybe—shit, there was that word again; she knew better than to hope—he would be out in the barn. 
Throwing back her quilt, Jasmine slipped out of bed. She showered quickly, taking much more care in shaving her legs than usual, and then rubbed on a sweet floral lotion Valley gave her. Tip-toeing down the stairs, she stepped over the one that creaked, then paused in the hallway, listening. The tinny old radio her father refused to replace crackled out an old Alan Jackson song, but Jasmine didn’t hear any other sounds from the kitchen. Maybe it was her lucky day?
Cramming bread she didn’t bother to toast into her mouth, Jasmine bounded down the back steps and grabbed her bike. Halfway down the long driveway, she heard her father shout her name from the barnyard. 
“Jasmine! Jasmine! Where the hell you goin’?”
She was far enough away to pretend she hadn’t heard. She may have earned herself a smack when she returned, but it was worth it. She flew over the gravel and out onto the narrow road leading to town, wearing a grin so vast, she was lucky she didn’t catch bugs in her teeth.
Theo was jogging down his uncle’s driveway when she saw him. The brakes on her rusty old bike squealed as she hit them. She leapt off before it stopped entirely, letting it plummet to the gravel. His arms were around her, holding her to him, quenching the ache of missing him.  Jasmine breathed in his summery scent, male sweat, and fresh air. His headphones were hanging around his neck, and she could hear the faint sound of Chris Cornell’s voice growling through the tiny speakers. 
“I missed you,” Theo breathed into her hair as he let her slide down his body. She could tell that was the truth and giggled. 
“Shut up,” he grumbled, cheeks pinking as he fought a smile. “I can’t stop thinking about the other night.”
“I know,” she admitted, biting down hard on her lip to trap that ridiculous fucking smile. What was wrong with her? How did he have this power? “Want to go back to the river?”
“Um, of course I do. I want to go wherever you go.” 
Lifting her chin with two fingers, Theo brushed a kiss over her lips, once, then twice. Then he sighed, adjusted his shorts, and bent to pick up her bike. After propping it up against the gate at the end of the drive, he slipped his hand through hers. 
“Tell me what you did while I was gone,” he commanded as they walked. “Don’t leave anything out.” They would arrive at the river sunburnt and drenched, but neither cared. It was private enough to swim all they wanted, wearing as little or nothing. He always asked her for an account of her day, even though one rarely differed from the next. She got up and did her best to avoid her father. She fed animals, cleaned stalls, and then escaped into town to work at the store or… not be at home. At dinner, she would return and sit with Betty, hoping her father would stay at the bar and leave them in peace. She’d told Theo all that a time or two, but it didn’t bear repeating. 
“It was fine, but it is much better now,” she said, tipping a smile up at him and allowing her shoulder to bump against his. Days were better with him beside her.

      [image: ]They lay on the grass, letting the warm air play over their skin and lick away the droplets of river water still clinging to them despite the heat. 
“We only have fourteen days left,” Theo whispered. Jasmine, nearly asleep, lulled by the caress of his fingers twisting dandelions into the strands of her hair, sighed. His words made her gut plummet like she’d missed an anticipated step at the bottom of the stairs.
“Do we have to think about it? It will go even faster if we dwell on it.” Nerves ricocheted through her limbs. Though she’d thought of asking him to stay that morning, now the question was momentous, clogging her throat like a boulder in a creek bed. 
“I wish we could pause right here.” Theo raised one arm in the air, clicking as if holding a remote. “I’d freeze us so I could lie beside you forever.”
“Well,” Jazz said, rolling to her side to face him, forcing a smile she didn’t quite have the happiness to power. “That was a huge load of sentimental bullshit.” She grinned as she said it because the butterflies rioting in her gastrointestinal tract were back in action. 
Theo didn’t mirror her smile, though Jasmine could tell she hadn’t upset him with her joking. There was something else bothering him. 
Reaching out, she pressed her fingers to the horizontal crease between his dark brows. “What is it?”
“I… there’s something I’ve been meaning to say.”
“Okay. Shoot.”
Theo swallowed hard, his throat bobbing with the pressure. “I love you, Jasmine.”
Her world narrowed to a pinpoint, a drawing in until he was her only focus. Her friends told her they loved her. Valley and Blair said it often, coming from homes where the words were freely granted, unlike hers. But hearing them had never felt like this. A cocktail of hope and joy mixed up with laughter. She found herself nodding stupidly; she wanted to say it back, but she hadn’t grown up with those three words crossing her lips. Had she ever told her father she loved him? Why would she?
“I… I love it when you call me Jasmine,” she whispered. “I used to hate my name. My father chose it, and he has this way of saying it that makes my skin crawl, but when you say it–” she battled down a lump in her throat. “When you say it, it feels clean and pure, like the flower itself. I never thought it suited me, but then I hear you say it and think, maybe it could.” 
Maybe… maybe.
Theo stared at her, his storm-grey eyes a mass of emotions. And then, all at once, without her full permission, the words were there, at her lips and flowing free. “I love you too, Theo Bridger."

      [image: ]“Do you really have to go home?” Theo punctuated the words with nibbling kisses along the curve of her neck. Jasmine shivered. 
Say it. Ask him to stay. Ask for a future. See if he wants to make your maybes come true.
“Yes,” she sighed. “He’s already going to be pissed. I skipped out this morning without doing chores.”
Theo’s lips stilled, body tightening against her, but not from desire. “Is he… is he going to hurt you?”
Probably.
“I’m sure it will be okay. I’ll do some grovelling and promise to do extra chores this week. If I’m lucky, he’ll be passed out and not even hear me come back.”
“I hate this.” Theo’s voice was molten with rage. “I hate that you have to go back there. Can’t you leave?”
Jasmine snorted. “And go where?” Maybe now he would ask her, suggest they make a life together, and save her from trying to pry the words from her stubborn throat.
Theo was silent for so long that she thought he wouldn’t answer. The rush of river water and faint sounds of Pearl Jam from his headphones swirled around them. 
“I don’t know,” he whispered, and Jazz’s heart wrenched away from her ribs and fell right to the depths of her, breaking on impact.
They were both quiet on the walk back to town. The day was cooling as the sun slipped behind the jagged peaks of the mountains that cradled them. And as despondent as she felt, Jazz, as always, couldn’t help but admire their beauty. There was nowhere on earth she’d rather be.
“Goodnight, Jasmine.” Theo’s voice was hesitant, nearly shy. She knew he sensed her despair but wasn’t sure if he knew what had cast her into it. “I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”
“Yes, of course.” Jasmine pressed onto her tiptoes and let her mouth meld against the familiar shape of his lips. 
“I love you,” Theo told her, his voice low and rough. It tangled in her hair's wild, river-tossed strands as he hugged her close for a long moment. “I think I’ll always love you.”

      [image: ]It was five a.m. when Jasmine finally rolled from the bed where she’d spent the night not sleeping. Fuck it. She was asking him. She was asking Theo Bridger to stay. She was asking him to take a chance on an emotionally bruised girl from a small town ranch. The thought of standing in front of someone, offering up her heart like the squishy inside of a cactus without its protective spikes, sent anxiety spiralling through her. More uncomfortable, though, was the memory of Theo leaving last year and how it felt to only hear his voice over a phone line for so long. It would be more complicated now. They’d become so much more this summer. 
Jasmine dressed quickly and once more slipped from the house as quietly as she could. It didn’t take her long to get to Ted Bridger’s farm, but she arrived breathless and sweaty. Without considering what time it was, she raised her fist and pounded on the door—kept pounding until a dishevelled Ted flung it open.
“Jasmine?” The older man blinked at her, sleepily confused. “Are you alright?” He looked exhausted, deep crescents pillowing his large dark eyes and lines marking the sides of his usually smiling mouth. 
“I’m so sorry that I woke you,” Jasmine said, her voice catching as she panted. “I just… I have to talk to Theo. Right away.”
Ted drew in a shaky breath, jostling his head back and forth so the loose skin of his cheeks jiggled a bit. “What do you mean? Can’t you call him?”
“I needed to see him. It’s not a phone conversation.” She could feel the blood pooling in her cheeks. 
“But, sweetie, he’s gone. Didn’t he call or text you?”
Jasmine’s heart fell again, shoved right back from the height that hope had allowed it to climb to. “What do you mean he’s gone?” she whispered. 
“Greg picked him up late last night.” A muscle in Ted’s jaw bulged. “I’m sorry, honey. I know you two are fond of each other, but I don’t think he will be coming back. Now, I have a horrible headache; I must lie down.” His voice had a suspicious break, and before Jasmine could answer, Ted swung the door shut in her face. 
She wasn’t sure how long she stood, staring at the peeling blue paint. 
Theo was gone.
How could that be when he’d kissed her, told her he loved her, and asked to see her tomorrow, today? Jasmine’s father always said guys would use her for whatever she’d given and then try to take more. Was that it? She’d given Theo what he wanted, and now he—holy shit, had he known she was going to ask him to stay with her, and he had called his father to help him escape. 
Jasmine pressed her shaking hands over her mouth, ugly, strangling tears rising in a gush, threatening to drown her. 
No. No. No. 
Not her, Theo. 
Not the sweet boy who loved music and animals and kissing her along the riverbank. Surely, she couldn’t have gotten it that wrong. Was she really as stupid as her father said?
Jasmine wrapped her arms around her middle, a gag grasping at her throat. She thought she might be sick. Staggering down the steps, she made it to the side of the drive before she doubled over, heaving up bile, the only thing in her stomach. Tears coursed down her face as she threw her leg over her bike. She had to get away. She couldn’t be here, looking at the end of the road where he had met her so many times. 
Stupid. Stupid girl. 
She could barely peddle with the ache clenching in her stomach. It was no longer the sensation of butterflies. Acid poured through her digestive tract, eating away at the fragile walls. Betrayal, not love. She was no longer sure she knew what love was. If this all-consuming need to curl herself into a ball and wail was love, she didn’t want to feel it again.








  
  Chapter One

Jasmine
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Few things can snap a girl out of a daydream faster than the gritty slurp of a bovine tongue prodding at her ear. With a shriek that may have been the most feminine noise she’d emitted in months, Jazz Joyce launched herself away from the fence she was leaning on. 
“Was that necessary?” she growled. Scrubbing away green-tinted slime with the sleeve of her worn denim shirt, Jazz threw Henry, the black Angus who’d accosted her, a dark look. All she wanted was to stand in the morning stillness and watch the sun stretch its coral rays over the surrounding mountains while drinking her coffee. Was that so much to ask?
Henry returned Jazz’s gaze with a baleful brown-eyed one of his own before plunging his tongue deep into his left nostril.
Well, that wasn’t disgusting at all.
Jazz gave her face one more wipe for good measure. Cattle left a lot to be desired as far as creatures went. Nevertheless, she loved the fuckers. Her fondness for the meatheads spurred her to shift the ranch from beef to breeding, to…whatever it was now. These days, it was more of a home for wayward souls. She needed to devise a plan for the ranch that spawned some monetary influx.
“Come on, Loki,” Jazz called, slapping her thigh and bringing the border collie to her side. Of the three dogs on the ranch, Loki was the most inclined to be nearby and in the mood to listen to a command.
With one last disparaging glance at Henry, Jazz yawned and set down her mug. She could never sleep the night before a new guest arrived on the ranch. There were so many unknowns about the situation, and though she trusted her contacts at social services and the employment centre, she could never quell the gut-churning anxiety. As much as Jazz knew she helped people, that didn’t excuse her from the occasional nerve-induced case of diarrhea. More than one neighbour told her she was crazy for living alone and allowing people she knew nothing about to stay with her.
They didn’t understand it was because she was alone that she did what she did. Jazz could use her good fortune to help others while simultaneously helping herself. She needed workers on the ranch, and the people who came to stay provided most of the labour she needed. In exchange, Jazz gave them food, shelter, hard work, and breathing room while they learned to banish their demons.
Besides, when was she ever truly alone? Even discounting the number of animals surrounding her, her ex-husband popped in unannounced at least once a day.
Jazz threw back the dregs of her coffee, then pressed a hand to her brow, squinting against the sun. “Right on time,” she muttered. At her side, Loki looked up from where he’d been turning circles on a pile of loose straw, ready to settle in for a nap. As Blair’s truck drew closer, the dog’s ears went up, and he released a belated bark. Thirty meters away from his customary spot on the porch, Odin’s deep answering woof sounded. Somewhere in the south field, Titus’s excited ruckus joined the chorus.
“Really, guys,” Jazz grumbled, pushing away from the house and toward the driveway. “I should revoke your guard dog’s licenses.”
The rusty old Dodge groaned to a halt, shuddering as Blair killed the ignition. “Hey, gorgeous.” Jazz’s ex-husband unfolded his long body from the cab, shoved his unruly blond curls off his brow, and bent to rub the bellies of the dogs who flung themself at his feet.
That figured, now that she finished the morning’s chores, the rest of them appeared. Loki was her only friend. Jazz crossed her arms and scowled. “I drank all the coffee,” she said in greeting. “Maybe next time you could show up sooner, lift a finger to help in return for treating my house as your personal cafe.”
Blair looked up, blue eyes sharp and twinkling despite the early hour. A pillow crease bisected his handsome face, and his hair looked like a family of rats had fought over the right to nest in it. He flashed her the grin that stole her heart when she was five, leading to a well-attended playground wedding complete with a dandelion stem ring.
“Who says I came for coffee?” His voice croaked as if those were the first words of the morning, and he winced.
“Your track record,” Jazz snapped with no real venom in her tone. Blair was one of those obnoxious people who charmed everyone they met—in a genuine way—not even a sleazy used car salesman sort of way. Jazz was no exception despite being married to and then divorced from him. It didn’t hurt that she knew all too well the quality of the heart beating within his muscular chest, which was one of the finest. Blair would do anything for anyone, despite his outward attitude of douchery.
“You’re in a mood,” Blair remarked, dusting off the knees of his jeans as he stood. Leaning in, he brushed a kiss on her cheek. “Better make more coffee. That will get you sorted out.”
Jazz punched his arm, but Blair only laughed and followed her toward the house.
The porch steps creaked as they walked up, reminding Jazz to add replacing the old boards to her to-do list. Her father had ignored or failed to accomplish a meter-long list of repairs in the year leading up to his death. 
She and Blair toed off their boots in unison and walked into the kitchen. Blair’s nose lifted, scenting the air like a bloodhound before he cast her a narrow-eyed glare. “I thought you said you drank all the coffee?”
Jazz shrugged, brushing past him to refill her cup. “I guess I lied.”
“Wait a minute. You’re being pricklier than normal. Is there a new one coming today?” Blair asked. Bracing himself, he hopped his Wrangler-clad butt onto her kitchen counter and leaned over to pull his cup from the drying rack by the sink. Jazz hated that he could read her with such ease; it made her twitchy.
“Yup.” She gave him a tight-lipped jerk of a nod. Of course, he knew her well enough to understand why blue bruises pillowed her eyes and a general vibration of anxiety shimmered in the air like heat waves.
“What’s their deal?” Blair jerked his chin to the half-full coffee pot and waggled his cup at her.
“I don’t know their deal, Blair. I never know their deal.” Jazz did not try to hide her annoyance. It wouldn’t faze him, anyway. With a hefty exhale, she grabbed the mug, filled it, and passed it back.
When Jazz took on a new ranch guest, she requested no details of the person coming be given to her to avoid prejudice. She hoped she wouldn’t judge anyone based on their past, but she took precautions. She partnered with several therapists, and once they shared their client’s interest, Jazz sent the paperwork. It was up to them to ensure all the pieces were in order from then on. The parameters of the agreements were arranged to safeguard the program participants. If the new person didn’t want to, they didn’t even have to share their real name with Jazz.
She didn’t take violent offenders and knew the therapists carefully considered candidates before referring them. Since starting the program, Jazz applied for and received several grants from the government, which helped supplement the ranch’s income. But it wasn’t enough—nothing ever was. Her dad had left her so deep in the pit of debt that she wasn’t sure she would ever see the sun.
After a minute, Jazz asked, “Do you think it’s weird that we have coffee together almost every morning?” It occurred to her that she couldn’t remember a morning she hadn’t shared with him, ex or not.
Blair set his mug down, blinking at her sudden change of subject. “Not really. We’ve done it for years.”
Jazz closed her eyes with a sigh of equal parts annoyance and fondness. “We were married for most of those.”
Blair lifted his mug, his eyes dropping before flicking back to hers. “We got divorced, Jazzy,” he said, his voice uncharacteristically serious. “We didn’t stop being best friends.” 






  
  Chapter Two

Theo
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The well-worn ribbon of asphalt snaked into the foothills, bringing Theo Bridger closer with each kilometre to the only place he’d ever felt at home. He wondered, not for the first time, if it was ridiculous to return to Jamieson Creek. The two summers he spent in the small town as a teenager had shaped him during his formative years, but they were only a fraction of his ‘real life.’ How did he know everything that made Jamieson Creek special hadn’t died with his uncle? 
When Theo’s therapist suggested the rescue ranch and told him its location, he said yes to the opportunity before he had time to consider its potential meaning. He knew he would run into people from his past in Jamieson Creek. If he stayed, those memories would filter into his present and possibly change what he hoped to achieve by coming here. The knowledge left the sour sting of uncertainty in his mouth. The months he’d spent here flew by, exhausted by hard physical labour, nights drinking with friends, and her.
Even the flash of memory made his thoughts skitter away. She was gone; she moved away with a husband and probably some kids. He’d come back here for himself and only himself—to heal and discover his path in life—not because a splinter of hope still festered in his heart. He was confident in those facts, yet he couldn’t shake the worry he was chasing ghosts by returning.
Theo’s pulse pounded in his throat when the first buildings appeared on the horizon. The road led him along the short main street, and he slowed the truck, drinking in the sight of the places he hadn’t seen in fifteen years. So many remained unchanged. Their paint jobs faded to the same dusty grey as their neighbours, porches sagging in the middle, but there was recent growth, signalling the town wasn’t done for yet. Theo passed a bowling alley that would have been a godsend when he was here as a teen. There was another pub at the end of the street and a pharmacy that didn’t exist then.
Blinking hard, ashamed of the sudden mist in his eyes, Theo exited the other end of the town and sped up, following the GPS directions into the mountains. It was only a few more kilometres to Sunrise Ranch.
Turning onto a winding gravel drive, Theo slowed. Fields, coated in the first growth of spring, unfurled on either side of him, shining emerald in the morning sun. A handful of animals lifted their heads as his truck rumbled past; a glossy black bull and a barrel-round grey horse stood side by side, probably wondering who the stranger was.
Theo drew the truck to a crunching stop before the small blue farmhouse and killed the ignition. He sat for a moment in the cab’s silence, listening to the tick of the cooling engine as he surveyed his surroundings. It was a habit he hadn’t been able to shake, even after being back in Canada for almost two years.
Chickens shuffled around the yard, and two goats were free-ranging on weeds near the porch. One looked up, a clump of greens hanging from its mouth, and let out a bleat at the sight of his arrival. With a deep breath, Theo pushed open the door and stepped out of his truck. A sea of animal faces turned to look at him when the crash of his door closing echoed through the barnyard. They all studied him for a moment and then returned to the more pressing task of eating.
A screen door slammed, and Theo looked up as a lean, blond man stepped from the house onto the porch. With his hand against his brow, he gave Theo a long look.
Theo stepped forward, intending to introduce himself, but the guy turned and yelled over his shoulder into the house. “Jazz, your new one is here.”
Then, tipping his head at Theo, he trotted down the steps two at a time and ambled toward his truck. “Good luck, man,” he muttered as he passed.
Theo stared after him, taken aback. Maybe the guy meant it as a well wish: ‘You’re new here, good luck,’ but something in his tone unsettled Theo. The words sounded an awful lot like a warning.
Attempting to push down the nerves souring his gut, Theo headed up the stairs. The ranch house was smaller than he’d expected, built in the classic two-story, gabled style with double dormer windows. It was nearly a twin to his uncle Ted’s, and that fact alone cooled some of his anxiety.
Theo extended a hand to knock, and the screen door flew open outwards at the exact moment, missing his face by a mere inch. He jumped back with a yelp and nearly fell backwards off the porch steps.
That was precisely the first impression he wanted to make.
“Shit!” The voice was throaty and slightly deep for a woman. It struck a cord of recognition thrumming in Theo’s chest. “You’re right there.”
“I am.”
No apology from the woman. She stepped outside into the light, and Theo instantly forgot that she had nearly destroyed his face seconds ago. He was too busy falling back through time.
“Jasmine?” The word scraped out of his throat: a question, a curse. A plea.






  
  Chapter Three

Jasmine

[image: ]

“Holy shit,” Jazz stumbled back a step, shock wrapping its icy fingers around her trachea. “Theo?” 
Theo stared back at her mouth, slightly agape. The landscape of his face, a terrain she’d once known by heart, was altered by time and hardship yet still familiar. His thick, black hair hadn’t met a pair of scissors in some time. Strands swept over his brow and curled against the sweat-damped collar of his faded blue work shirt. Deep lines bracketed the full mouth in a face too sharp to be handsome but too intriguing not to be. The touch of boyhood softness that still rounded his cheeks at nineteen when she’d last seen him was gone, lost somewhere in the life that had marked him with scars and lines. But those eyes, the tumultuous grey-blue of water mirroring a storm-drenched sky, drowned and left her gasping for more, as they always had.
She was eighteen the last time she saw Theo Bridger. They’d spent two months together as each other’s confidants. Then passed seasons devouring long-awaited letters and emails hastily typed on molasses-slow computers until the sticky days of summer rolled back around.
Best friends.
First loves.
First lovers.
Those combined four months painted Jazz’s memories, bright and permanent as tattoos. What came after branded her heart, searing the meat with one smoking scar.
“I …” Theo stammered, shoving a hand through his hair and taking a half-stumble step back. He squeezed his eyes and then opened them, shaking his head as if they may be playing a trick on his mind. “Jasmine?” He repeated.
“Yeah,” Jazz said. “But nobody calls me that anymore.”
“What are you doing here?” he stammered.
Jazz crossed her arms over her chest, hoping they would help contain her thundering heart. “Well, since I have lived in Jamieson Creek my entire life and was born in this house, I think the better question is, what are you doing here?”
“But—” Theo squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again, shaking his head slightly as if he expected her image to change before him. “I thought you moved?”
She frowned. “Why would I move?”
“Facebook… I thought–”
“You stalked me online?”
“I…well, no. Yes. Sort of. A long time ago.” The words were sticky burrs in his throat, and he stammered them out, colour rising in his cheeks. “Is this your place?” he asked in an evident bid to change the subject.
Well, fuck her running. Was Theo Bridger honestly the guy who was supposed to live with her on her ranch for half a year? How could this be happening? If there was a God, he sure had one fucked up sense of humour.
“Dad left it to me. Three years ago.”
Theo nodded. “He’s dead?”
“Yup.”
“Good.”
Jazz’s mouth twitched, but she killed the wry smile attempting to escape. Anyone listening would have been appalled by that single word, but Theo knew her. He knew what she went through with her dad.
He knew so much about her.
Memories clamoured through her brain, making her stomach twist. They created so many memories in their short time together. The first time she’d seen Theo’s face, his eyes had been wide in a mix of appreciation and fear as she reamed out a kid she caught stealing. The little shit was pocketing candy bars at the little corner store where she’d worked each summer of her youth. When the kid had looked ready to piss himself, Jazz had chased him out and looked up to find Theo watching her. Their eyes met that first time, and her gut swooped, the sensation of missing a stair. Over the next two summers, Theo learned whatever he could about her, gobbling up any tidbit she would feed him. Jazz had allowed him into her heart in a way she’d never done before or since. The man standing before her now knew what made her laugh, her favourite flavour of ice cream—how to make her come. Jazz’s face heated, and she swallowed. 
Fuck her running; how the hell was he standing on her porch?
Theo stared at her, his lean cheeks bleached pale as if he had seen a ghost. For the first time, Jazz noticed the scar bisecting his left eyebrow. It ran thin and jagged down to the middle of his cheek. Whatever caused the injury could easily have blinded him. A twinge of something uncomfortable plucked at her heart when she thought of him in pain. She realized she didn’t want him marred; didn’t like the idea of him being hurt and bleeding. And she didn’t like that she didn’t like it. Theo wasn’t hers to be concerned about.
“What do we do?” Theo asked, his voice hesitant.
Jazz realized he thought she would tell him to leave. That was what the girl who still lived inside Jazz, whose heart Theo broke, longed to say to him. She wanted to order him to get his ass in his truck and get off her property. She ached to yell after him that she managed fine when he broke his promise to love her forever. She never allowed herself to remember how she cried herself to sleep for weeks after he left.
But it wasn’t so simple. Jazz operated her ranch the way she did for a reason. She believed in helping people, and the fact Theo stood before her now meant he needed to be here. So, she would do what she did best. She’d lock her feelings down, put the past behind her, and try to help him the same way she had with the others. Hard work, good food, and clean air were the most authentic ways to heal a person, in Jazz’s opinion. 
“Get your gear.” Jazz jerked her chin at his truck. “I’ll show you your room. You can have the rest of today to settle in. Work starts tomorrow at daybreak. As far as I’m concerned, this is our first time meeting.”
Theo stared at her for a long moment, shadows of emotion shifting across his face. Then his chin jerked up, and he saluted sharply. “Yes, ma’am.”
Jazz spun away without acknowledging his words, but she was acutely aware of his presence following her as they entered the house. How was it possible he was here after all these years? They passed through the boot room, and Theo paused to toe off his well-worn Ropers.
“Breakfast is at 7 a.m., after morning chores are done, lunch is at noon, and dinner is at 6 p.m., after evening chores,” Jazz said. “We don’t eat until the animals have.” She gave this speech often, but her skin had never crackled under the scrutiny of her new ranch hand.
“I don’t care what you do after dinner, as long as it doesn’t break your contract. Don’t come in late and wake me, or I’ll be pissed the fuck off. No drinking, no drugs. And—” Jazz paused, and Theo nearly crashed into her. She turned and brandished a finger in his face. “If there’s an emergency and I need you, you better haul your ass out of bed. We take care of each other out here.”
“A concept I’m accustomed to,” Theo said. His voice was deadpan, face blank. As if he had somehow managed to lock down the upheaval of a few moments ago. Maybe she should follow his example; she could still feel her face burning with a riotous mix of surprise, fury and…well, there was something else there, but she sure as shit wasn’t about to put a name on it. 
Despite herself,  Jazz couldn’t tear her eyes away from him as he looked around, taking in his new surroundings. It was almost as if a ghost had returned to life before her.
What happened to you? 
The words clawed at her throat, ferocious as demons in their need to escape. 
Where did you go?
She wished to know with a curiosity that left her as hollow as if she were starving. She didn’t want to know with an adamance that left her legs itchy with the need to run. 
“Good,” she said instead, finally in a delayed response.
Turning, she pushed open a door in the main hallway. “This room is yours. You have your own bathroom and are welcome to use the kitchen. Go anywhere you want on the grounds, but upstairs is my space. I better never catch you up there.”
A sharp nod. “Understood.”
They stood there momentarily, facing each other, neither speaking despite the storm of unsaid words swirling between them.
“Did you… did you join the military?” Jazz couldn’t believe she asked, but the evidence was in his posture and the clipped tone of his answers, and fuck it. She wanted to know. His father had always pushed for it, and she knew how Theo had dreaded going home. He’d told her once that he thought his father had them brainwashed, under some mind control.
“I did.”
“Your father?”
“Yes.”
A sharp ache of sadness for Theo punched through Jazz’s chest. They bonded all those years ago over their shared experiences with verbally and sometimes physically abusive fathers. The Theo, whom Jazz knew then, was gentle and kind, passionate about music, and always had his MP3 player loaded with the latest hits. Sometimes, when she met him by the river, he glowed with excitement, antsy to show her some new song he’d discovered. He’d always made her smile, running through the trees, attempting to befriend squirrels. They’d spent hours wandering in the woods in those days, usually on his Uncle Ted’s property. Jazz never dared bring Theo to her father’s ranch. She didn’t want to risk sullying Theo with Jerry Reynold’s poison. He’d shone with a sweetness back then that Jazz could tell by looking into his eyes was now absent. That empathy and innocence were an enormous part of why she fell for him—why she lowered her guard and let him in.
Fat lot of good that did her.
Jazz’s relationship with Theo Bridger drove home a fact she should have known, even when she was eighteen.
Trust no one with your happiness.
For the thousandth time since she nearly broke his face with the porch door, Jazz wondered what happened the day Theo left without a word. The question would eat her alive, but she would rather have hay splinters shoved under her fingernails than ask.
“Make yourself at home,” she said after an achingly long moment passed. “I’ll see you at dinner.”






  
  Chapter Four

Theo
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When Jazz disappeared from the room, Theo sank onto the bed and pressed his face into his shaking hands until stars burst behind his lids. 
Holy shit.
Jasmine Reynolds. She’d changed, of course; her body, all long, lean strength, had lost the softer swells of girlhood. Her hair was twisted into a tight, serviceable braid instead of the wild, tangled curtain that had always flowed to her waist, rippling behind her when she ran. Some, at a glance, would call it black, but Theo knew when the sun caressed those strands, they would shine with a rainbow of colours. There were new lines around her eyes, carved by long days spent outside and life’s stressors, but the same ferocious, steely spirit shone from those hazel depths. He’d never met anyone like her and had given up hope that he ever would.
What the hell sort of fate brought this upon him?
The room spun, and Theo worried he would collapse if he stood suddenly. His heart was doing its best to pound its way out through his ribs.
Emotions boiled through him: joy at seeing her face again, fear over her hostile reaction, and anguish that it had been so long.
Even if the chance to explain why he’d left presented itself, Theo wasn’t sure Jazz could forgive him. Of all the things his father had done, taking Theo from Jamieson Creek remained the worst–allowing himself to be taken as if he were a helpless child remained the biggest regret of his life. What he wouldn’t give to go back in time. To stand up for himself, tell his bully of a father to fuck off.
With a shaky exhale, Theo forced his legs to lift him. He entered the small ensuite bathroom, relieved his unhappy bladder, and turned the faucet cold before splashing his face. 
Feeling slightly more human, he looked around. The tiny room was clean and bright yellow as if painted with sunlight—a sprawling, rich green plant draping long tendrils around the top of the shower stall. Theo pinched one of the leaves, rubbing it gently between his fingers. It was real.
A mirrored cabinet hung above the sink; when Theo opened it, it was empty, and the shelves were clean. Sunrise Ranch, this room, was his home for the next six months. The realization struck him anew. He was here in Jamieson Creek with Jasmine—Jazz, he corrected himself. What the hell had he gotten himself into?
Whenever he blinked, Theo saw her then, her head thrown back to worship the sun as they walked their horses side by side. He felt the echo of his pounding heart as he snuck from his uncle’s house and the crunch of gravel beneath the soles of his Converse sneakers as he ran down the long drive to crash into her arms. Theo heard Jazz’s bike clatter to the road as he swept her up and consumed her Lip
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