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New to Jasmine Hollow? Start with Emma's story first! Find it at KitNicole.com/emma








  
  Chapter One

Cassie


“Hey! I’m here,” I sing into the phone as I twirl in place, drinking in the charming town around me. 
I didn’t want to impose on my best friend—and this was a surprise I knew I’d have a tough time keeping to myself—so I grabbed a cab at the airport and enjoyed the scenery with my phone blissfully turned off. No distractions. No temptation to tell her I was on my way.
Now that the blasted thing is back on, the beeps, alerts, calls, and frantic buzzing from each missed notification sing a continuous, annoying song trying to get my attention as I talk to Miriam. It’s a jarring juxtaposition to the calm serenity of this town.
Jasmine Hollow.
The place where most of the women are with three men.
A place of dreams.
I come from a small town myself, but it’s nothing, and I mean nothing, like this place. My town’s all grumpy farmers who are not cute or looking for love, and way too many chicken feed stores.
I’ve only been in Jasmine Hollow for a few minutes and I’m already in love. Now I just need to find three men to round out the experience and I’m set. A flutter of nerves threatens to sweep away my courage, so I tamp it down and smile at a woman walking past me.
“Wait. You’re where?” My best friend asks over a loud roar coming from her end of the line.
I cup my hand over the phone, her chaotic background making me feel like I need to talk louder, but the street is serenely quiet. “I’m in Jasmine Hollow. Surprise!”
She squeals, and I pull the phone away, grinning. It was a gamble coming here unannounced, but I don’t know why I was worried. This is what it’s like to belong. We’ve known each other since our first day of college, when we showed up to our shared dorm room at the same time and decided right then and there that we’d be best friends. 
My phone rings over her squealing, putting an abrupt end to all the cozy feelings, and my stomach sinks when I see the name flashing across the screen. 
My brother. 
No one in my family had paid any attention to me after I got home from the summer convention I’d gone to for them. Or even the months of work I've put in since then. But the second I packed my bags and hightailed out of there of my own accord, suddenly everyone wanted to talk to me.
With a gnawing sense of guilt, I hit the reject button and plaster a smile back on my face. My family will not be ruining this vacation.
“The guys and I are at the beach,” Miriam says, as the roaring background gets louder, like it’s validating her story. “But I’ll tell them it’s time to pack it up. We can be home in about two hours—”
“Absolutely not.”
“I want to see you,” she insists, but I’m not here to disrupt her life. Too badly, anyway. 
“How long were you planning on staying?”
“We’re ready to come home,” she says too cheerfully.
“Miriam, I’m serious. How long?”
She sighs, scrambling the phone as badly as the booming ocean waves. “Until tomorrow morning.”
“Then you keep your booty planted in the sand. I see a bed-and-breakfast up ahead. I’ll grab a room there.”
“Absolutely not,” she cries.
“You’re not cutting your trip short on my account,” I say as I head toward the quaint building.
“Fine. But I want you to stay at the ranch. I’ll have one of Henry’s brothers meet you there with a key. Text me when you get to the house, and someone will be there within five minutes.”
My nerves flutter to life again. “My very own cowboy delivery service?” 
“Exactly.” She laughs and I grin. 
Ten feet in front of me, a beautiful man wearing a tweed sweater looks my way, and I’m certain my heart just leaped from my body. My best friend was right. The town she comes from is pure magic.
“Cassie?”
“Mhm?” 
“Don’t get into too much trouble before I get there, okay?” She says this as if she knows that’s precisely all I want to do. Like she has a camera watching me as I’m about to make a terrible decision.
“Promise.” The guy smiles at me, and we both step toward each other. “Hey, there’s a hot guy walking my way. See you tomorrow,” I whisper.
“Cassie!”
“Phone’s cutting out. Bye!” I slip my phone into my pocket before she tells me to behave—as if she’s the poster child for proper behavior—and run my hand through my hair, hoping I don’t look like I fell asleep on a plane.
Up close, the guy has blonde hair soft enough to run my fingers through and dazzling bluish hazel eyes hiding behind square glasses. My heart’s racing as he extends his hand.
“Hi, I’m Garrett.”
“Hi, Garrett,” I say, slowly drawing out his name. “I’m Cassie.”
“Cassie.” He uses my technique, drawing out my name, and I sigh, feeling instantly at home with him. My nerves are quiet as we take each other in, the soft smile on his face warming my core.
Is this the magic of Jasmine Hollow? Bold men who go after what they want?
“Is this my official welcome to town?” I tease.
He frowns, and a lock of hair falls over his glasses. “Welcome? No, I’m afraid not. I just got here.” He rakes his hand through his hair, something I picture him doing a lot of by the way it instantly trains his errant lock back into place. “I’m looking for Ryker Williams, but I suppose if you’re just as new to this place—”
“Wait.” I hold up my hand, giddy at the prospect of being able to help. “I do know Ryker. Or at least I know of him.” I frown and bite the corner of my mouth. “We haven’t exactly met yet.”
Garrett tilts his head and studies me. “And how is that?”
“He’s dating my best friend, Miriam. I flew here to surprise her, but they’re out of town until tomorrow.”
He nods, but I can tell he’s still confused.
“What?”
He opens his mouth and then shuts it. Studying me for a long second that doesn’t feel uncomfortable, he frowns. “You got on a plane without telling her you were coming?”
I laugh and nudge him. “Isn’t that what you did?”
His eyes widen. “How’d you know that?”
“If it weren’t spontaneous, wouldn’t you know he was out of town?”
“Touché,” he says, failing to hide a smile. 
“Looks like we’re both here alone. Miriam told me about a bar down the street.” I leave out the details about her first time at the bar since I don’t know how Garrett knows Ryker, and I’m not going to divulge their secrets. “Buy me a drink and you can tell me why you would do such an impulsive thing.”
He grins when I loop my arm in his. “I assure you, it wasn’t spur-of-the-moment. I’ve deliberated for many sleepless nights.”
“Hey, don’t spoil the story before we get there.”






  
  Chapter Two

Garrett


Opening the door of the bar for Cassie is like a scene from a movie. You know that moment when newcomers walk into a bustling saloon and the big guy at the counter challenges the new guy to a duel? It was like that. Everyone turned in our direction as if there were a director behind me, but Cassie thankfully took the spotlight upon herself, diffusing any potential conflict. She’s just as much of an outsider as I am, but the second she waved and grinned at the barkeep, the whole place matched her energy. 
Instead of finding ourselves in a shootout, everyone returned to their own business, and now it’s warm and friendly as I take a seat across from Cassie. 
I get why Ryker moved to California and didn’t come back. There were a lot of reasons he couldn’t stay home, but even without the humiliation he’d gone through when his girlfriend publicly rejected his proposal, it’s easy to see why he came to Jasmine Hollow and hasn’t wanted to leave.
Of course, this is all conjecture. I don’t know why he stayed. He hasn’t talked to me in years, and I regrettably have not tried to bridge the gap between us. That’s why I’m here now, though. Ryker deserves an apology and, if I’m honest with myself, I miss him.
“Alright, spill,” Cassie says after the server brings us matching beer bottles.
“Spill?”
“Your life story. That’s why we’re here.” She clinks her beer against mine and takes a sip.
I hesitate, not sure how much to share. This isn’t the type of situation I find myself in very often. In my line of work, I spend my days with artifacts and musty papers. I don’t talk to people a lot, and usually I’d be terrified of someone as bold as Cassie.
Surprisingly, she doesn’t frighten me.
If anything, I’m tempted to tell her to get comfortable as I start with my earliest memory and bring her up to our present day, but I’m not always great at knowing when to stop. I’ve bored many dates with things a lot more exciting than my life, so I take a sip of my beer to stall.
As much as I’d like her to be, she’s not a date, though. 
We make eye contact, and I set my drink down slowly. 
I’ve waited too long to talk, and now I don’t know how to jump back in.
This should be easier. 
Why can’t I just open my mouth? 
“Have you been to Jasmine Hollow before?” she asks, clearly invested in keeping the conversation going despite my utter lack of ability to carry my side of things.
I clear my throat and force myself to answer with more than one word as my pulse races. “This is my first time.”
Her cheeks brighten, a vivid shade of red, and my chest tightens. I’m tempted to backtrack, but maybe with her, I need a different approach. “What about you? Is this your first time?” I lower my chin, looking straight at her, letting her energy embolden me.
Her eyes widen, and she takes a long drink of her beer. “In Jasmine Hollow? Yes.”
I’ve never met anyone like her. I’m intrigued. She’s equal parts bashful and bold. And with her, I’m more courageous than I’ve ever felt. I can’t mess this up. If I keep hesitating, I’ll replay this night over and over in my mind until the neural pathways are so ingrained, I can never escape them.
“Tell me about yourself, Cassie.” I lean forward, and she drops her eyes to the table, picking at the label on her bottle.
“There’s not much to tell. I’m a fifth-generation chicken farmer. Chickens are my whole life, whether or not I want them to be.”
“You don’t have a say in what you want?”
Her green eyes flick up to mine. The sorrow behind them is enough to make me choke on my next drink. “It’s chicken farming. Would anyone choose that?” she asks.
I’m about to suggest that maybe her great grandparents, who started the farm five generations ago, may have chosen that, but I stop myself. My ex would be proud of me. I’m understanding the difference between rhetorical questions
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