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Prologue

 


 


It was an early
evening in May, the sun hanging low in the sky just above the
purple hills in the west — still bright enough to reflect off the
glossy cremello coat of Savero Gold — Quarter Horse perfection. The
stallion frolicked like a colt, throwing his head in the air and
kicking up his heels in boyish delight — the effect of spring full
upon him as he streaked across the pasture again in ground-eating
strides. Symmetry in motion.

He was a
champion who claimed his place in the universe with powerful
swagger, and although he was known for his agreeable personality,
he was highborn by intention — the son of the great Golden Thunder
Tempest.

At seventeen
hands high, he stood tall and proud with noble bearing. He was king
of Emerald Valley, and his many sons and daughters were the
rightful heirs to their father’s genetic bonanza.

The rancher
leaned against the five-board fence, never taking his eyes off the
horse, never tired of watching the stud. He was a magnificent
animal, liquid gold and unequalled in every fluid movement

Savero knew he
was being watched by Kane and loved the attention, trotting to
where the rancher stood, an easy camaraderie between the two. Old
friends. Contemporaries.

But another
pair of eyes was watching the golden horse with dangerous greed,
and the time was drawing near.


Chapter One

 


 


Kane Davidson
stretched his long legs, clad as usual in faded denim, and he had
on his best pair of tan leather cowboy boots. Those, and a fresh
white western shirt were his idea of dress-up, topped off, of
course, with a Stetson.

He checked the
time on his Rolex. He’d been on edge since the Davidson family
lawyer, Graham Winslow, called last night about the reading of his
late father’s will. It had always been understood that Emerald
Valley Ranch would be Kane’s upon his father’s death, but was that
in the will? Who really knew what his father had put in there,
because other than the ranch, everything Innis wanted Kane to have
he’d already given him.

Just then his
cell phone rang and pulling it out of his front pocket he glanced
at it and saw that it was Martin Parker, his ranch manager, who,
along with Rowdy Brooks, were his best friends.

“Hey, Marty,
what’s up?”

“Just wanted to
let you know before you left that Midnight Gold has foaled, and
it’s a great-looking little filly. She came earlier than we
expected.”

“You’re right,
she did! I was down there most of the night, as you know, and I
thought she might go awhile yet, so this is good news.”

‘Yep! Another
beautiful baby for Savero. He’s produced a lot of them for Emerald
Valley. Got a minute before you go to drop down and take a look at
her?”

“Sure thing,
I’ll be right there.”

Kane was proud
of the Emerald Valley Ranch — a premier Quarter Horse breeding
facility that had distinguished itself in the global market. The
ranch’s foals continued to be in demand for their superb
bloodlines.

The ranch was
located in tantalizingly beautiful countryside not far from the
sleepy dairy town of Sussex, New Brunswick. Rolling green hills
surrounded Davidson land, a fertile lowland jewel refreshed by
broad streams that dashed down from the hillsides and dotted with
lofty sugar maples, stout conifers and Mother Nature’s own personal
wind chimes — thick groves of leafy poplar trees. In an age-old
tradition all the Davidson barns had been painted a deep rich red.
After all, most of them housed the heart blood of the ranch, the
sixty mares who led lives of pastoral content on the sumptuous
grasslands patch-worked at regular intervals by sturdy white-board
fences.

The land had
been in the Davidson family for four generations. Kane had been
born to it, and it was home. True, there’d been time away to sow
his wild oats as a young man answering the siren call of the west,
but once back home he had vowed never to leave for so long again.
Besides, nothing could compare in beauty with this little slice of
heaven.

Kane glanced at
his watch as he headed for the barns, annoyed that the tiny gold
minute hand had barely budged since he’d last checked it. He tried
to relax and failed, not interested in the uncharacteristically
light breakfast that had been served to him on the flagstone patio
of the ranch-style home. As part of his refurbishment of the ranch
and its buildings, Kane had torn down the cramped
turn-of-the-century farmhouse and built an impressive new structure
that was befitting the now highly successful operation that Emerald
Valley had become. Sure, he’d been teased from time to time about a
confirmed bachelor building a grand five-bedroom house, but who
knew what the future held? Maybe he was becoming tired of his
bachelor status since his friends had been married for years and
were now raising families.

It was a
pleasant late June morning, the warmth of the brilliant sunshine
tempered only by a soft breeze that playfully tickled the leaves of
the old apple tree on the back lawn. Even the birds were chirping
their pleasure of summer come at last.

The baby, Gold
Sprite, was indeed a lovely little thing, already on its feet and
nursing its mother greedily. It was the last baby for Midnight
Gold. Now twenty years old, her days as a broodmare would be
finished after raising this foal — her only responsibility then
would be to relax in the Emerald Valley pastures.

Returning to
the patio he sat back down at the table, but he couldn’t sit still
any longer. Pushing his half-finished coffee aside he decided to
pass on the plate of fresh-from-the-oven biscuits, butter and
homemade strawberry jam, compliments of his veteran housekeeper and
long-time family friend, Aggie Jones. Standing, he straightened to
his full height of nearly six-foot-three — even without his Stetson
and boots.

He glanced over
as Aggie walked out onto the patio.

“Not hungry
this morning, Kane? Or have I lost my touch? Buttermilk biscuits
are your favourite.”

Kane smiled at
her. “Nah, your cooking’s still the best, Ag. I’m just not hungry
right now. Don’t worry, I’ll eat them later. They won’t go to
waste.”

“You’re off
downtown, are you?”

“Yep. It’s the
reading of Dad’s will. I’ll be glad when it’s over. I’ve got to get
that taken care of and get back here. As you know, it’s our busiest
time of year.”

Aggie had set
about clearing off the table. “Yes, that’s right. Well, good
luck!”

Still deep in
thought about what awaited him at Graham’s office, he grabbed the
keys to his black pick-up off the hook on the wall by the back
door. There was something afoot with Innis Davidson’s will. He
could feel it in his gut. If everything was straightforward, why
hadn’t Graham simply told him so last night? But then again, he
reasoned, there likely had to be the formal reading.

Still on pins
and needles he pressed his foot a little too hard on the
accelerator, covering the distance from the ranch to downtown
Sussex within minutes. With almost an hour to kill he decided to
drop by the local coffee shop — The Bottomless Cup. A little casual
conversation might help him relax.

 


* * *

 


Jessica
accepted a second refill of what was probably really good coffee,
but she was only drinking it to be polite — usually only drinking
the occasional cup. She was in a reflective mood, and Innis
Davidson, of course, was very much on her mind.

The adopted
daughter of the late Marjorie Templeton, Innis’s companion for
several years, Jessica had been summoned by the lawyer for the
reading of Innis’s will. She was never comfortable with such
things, but it was nice to be in Sussex. She’d visited only a
handful of times and loved the laid-back atmosphere of the cozy
little town. She vowed to return more often. But then again maybe
she’d have to stay as her car had begun to make a funny noise as
she was driving down Main Street and she’d had to coast into the
front parking lot of The Bottomless Cup, where it quit altogether
and refused to start. Fine. Luckily, she’d still had plenty of time
before her appointment so had decided to grab a cup of coffee while
she figured out what to do. Maybe she’d just walk to the lawyer’s
office, it couldn’t be that far. If the waitress said it was all
right to leave her car in the spacious parking lot, she’d just call
a tow truck when she returned.

Her car was
only a few months old, but she’d had nothing but trouble with it —
obviously a lemon. She knew the dealership was tired of seeing her
arrive with yet another problem.

She thought of
Innis again. She had been greatly saddened by his death. He’d been
a good friend to her and her mother, although admittedly she’d seen
less of him since her mother had passed away a few years ago. He’d
distanced himself, maybe seeing her just brought back too many
painful memories. He had never gotten over losing Marjorie to
cancer — and now Innis was dead at just seventy-three. That he had
remembered her in his will had come as somewhat of a surprise
because he had not been a wealthy man, living a very simple life in
a seniors’ complex.

 


* * *

 


Her
reminiscences were interrupted when the door of the coffee shop
swung open with purpose, and a tall man in a cowboy hat walked in.
Jessica felt a thrum of electricity race through her, not made any
better when he sat down beside her. Well almost. He left a
respectful stool between them, but she felt flushed, and it had
little to do with the warm morning outside.

He looked in
her direction, touching the brim of his hat. “Mornin’.”

She gave him a
bright smile. “Good morning.”

The grey-haired
waitress carried a steaming coffee pot over to the counter. “Hiya,
Kane!”

In the short
time Jessica had been there she’d found the waitress to be direct
yet personable, and they’d chatted before the rancher walked in.
Kane, she’d heard her call him. Nice name.

He smiled,
pointing at the pot. “Hey, Patsy. I’ll have a cup of that nice hot
coffee you’re holding.”

Patsy turned
the large white cup over in its saucer on the gold Formica counter
in front of him, filling it with a sure, confident shot, then
passing him a tiny pitcher of fresh cream. “Sure thing, hon. What
brings you into town so early?”

He poured cream
into his coffee and added two sugars. “Oh, business. Got a few
minutes to kill and figured I might as well do it here with
you.”

Patsy smiled,
her round face lighting up at the compliment. “Well since you’ve
got time on your hands maybe you can help this young lady here.”
She gestured with her head toward the large plate glass window that
overlooked the front parking lot. “She’s having trouble with her
car.”

Jessica felt
her cheeks warm as Kane turned to look at her full on with a pair
of the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. They were the colour of the
sky. No, better than that.

His smile
revealed even white teeth beneath a mustache that was several
shades darker than his dark blonde hair. “What seems to be the
problem?”

Jessica
shrugged. “I’m not quite sure, it just quit on me — again, and as
you can see, it’s a new car.”

He winced. “A
lemon, is it? Well I’ll just finish this.” He held up his cup.
“Then I’ll take a look at it.”

Jessica nodded.
“That would be great! I’d really appreciate that.”

Her eyes
flicked over him again in a brief but interesting inspection and
she liked what she saw. She’d always preferred earthy men, and Kane
sure fit that bill. His hair could do with a trim, she thought
idly, but why did she immediately reject that notion in favour of
what it would feel like to run her fingers through its thickness?
Down, girl.

He drank his
coffee quickly and true to his word he was on his feet as soon as
his cup touched the saucer.

He held the
door for her, then followed her outside. “I don’t think I’ve seen
you around here before.”

“That’s because
I’m from Saint John, but I like it here — although I must admit
that I don’t come to Sussex often enough.”

Living in the
city was often a tight fit, because at heart, she was a country
girl. Growing up, some of her happiest memories were the many hours
spent during the summer with Marjorie in beautiful Kings Square in
downtown Saint John — cooling her feet in the fountain of the
historic bandstand, admiring the neatly kept flower beds that were
a riot of colour from late Spring thru autumn, ample green space,
refreshing shade from summer sun under the magnificent leafy canopy
of plentiful hardwood trees, and hordes of cooing pigeons. She’d
loved feeding them morsels of her sandwiches from the lunch that
her mother packed for them to eat in the Square while relaxing on
one of the park benches that lined the paved walkways.

They reached
her small metallic green car, and he stopped to look at her. “Yes,
Sussex is a nice quiet town. Okay, you go ahead and pop the hood
and I’ll try to see what’s going on under there.”

Jessica did as
he asked, and he disappeared behind the raised hood.

“Okay, try to
turn it over,” he called out, “and see if it will start.”

Jessica turned
the key and right on cue the car fired to life as though there had
never been an issue.

Seconds later,
Kane thunked the hood back into place and came around to the
driver’s side where she now stood in back of the open car door.

She laughed.
“Looks like you have the magic touch. What did you do to get it
going?”

He shrugged
with a grin as he rested his hands on the top of the car door in
front of her. “Nothing, it must have just needed a rest.”

“Maybe that’s
been the problem all along.” She chuckled. “Thank you, very much, I
really appreciate you doing … this….”

“You’re
welcome.” He smiled, adjusting his hat back off his forehead. “So …
are you in town long?”

“Oh, probably
just an hour or so. Personal business.”

She didn’t feel
like discussing Innis — or the will with someone she’d only just
met, so changed the subject. “It’s really starting to get hot.”

She looked up
at the sun, feeling its heat against her skin under the black
cotton pantsuit. It had been cool and damp in Saint John when she’d
left earlier, not exactly sundress weather — whereas in Sussex….
She now felt slightly overdressed, considering his faded jeans. She
wished she’d worn hers.

The car’s motor
was purring happily, but he didn’t seem inclined to move from where
he was still leaning with both arms on top of her car door. She
felt a thrill shoot through her because if she didn’t miss her
guess, this guy was going to ask her out. And, of course, she was
going to say yes — to coffee at least. No harm in that. Kane
whatever his last name was seemed like a real gentleman, although
she couldn’t believe he wasn’t taken.

He turned at
the sound of a horn and waved at someone driving by in a faded red
pick-up before returning his attention to Jessica, settling those
sky-blue eyes back on her. She’d seen him glance at her ring
finger, which was now bare since she’d broken off with Albert six
months ago, and she hoped he hadn’t noticed her checking out
his.

“I don’t want
to seem out of line here, but are you seeing anyone right now?”

He studied her
closely, and to her chagrin she blushed like a schoolgirl.

“No, actually
I’m not.” She smiled. “And no, you’re not out of line.”

Kane looked
like a man who went after what he wanted. Polite, but definitely
determined.

“All right
then.” He grinned. “In that case I’d like to have your phone
number.”

She shrugged
agreeably and quoted it to him as he tapped it into his cell phone.
This was turning out to be a very different morning than she’d
expected — although she still had to deal with the matter of the
will, a sad reminder that her dear old friend was gone.

“That’s great,
thank you.” He slipped the phone back into his shirt pocket, and
she got the impression that he didn’t want to come on too strongly.
“I’ll give you a call sometime.”

“Well … thanks
for looking at my car, but I should go now.” She didn’t want to
seem overly interested either — although she definitely was. “I
don’t want to be late. Thank you again!”

She slid in
behind the wheel, closed the door and started to back out. Once
underway, she glanced in her rear-view mirror and could see him
heading back into the coffee shop.

Jessica knew
she’d be early for her appointment, but her dislike of anything
last minute always saw her arrive well ahead of time, and she found
Graham Winslow’s office without difficulty. Climbing the front
steps of the heritage brownstone, she leaned back to check the
civic number again before going through the double wooden doors. To
her right, she found the suite she was looking for and was directed
by the friendly receptionist into the waiting area where she
claimed one of the grey fabric chairs by the window.

 


* * *

 


Kane glanced at
his watch as he headed back inside. He still had twenty minutes —
time for a more leisurely cup of coffee and a chance to chat with
Patsy, an old friend of his mother’s.

The day had
really begun to look up with meeting that tall, sexy brunette. He
liked her short curly hairstyle and big brown eyes that he guessed
would be hard to say no to, and then remembered with an inward
groan that he’d been so preoccupied with the will that he hadn’t
even gotten her name. He was certainly off kilter this morning.

Way to go,
Davidson, he told himself.

He thought of
her telephone number logged into his phone and knew he wouldn’t
wait long before he made good use of it. There was just something
about her that he liked right away. He could feel it.

“Don’t you look
like the cat that swallowed the canary.” Patsy liked to tease him.
“If I know you at all you didn’t walk away without her phone
number.”

Kane pulled a
face at her. “Yeah, you can see a lot through a plate glass window,
Patsy. You’re not fooling me.”

She laughed,
clearly enjoying herself. “And you’re not fooling me.” Then she got
serious.“ I was sorry to hear about your dad, Kane. I always liked
Innis.”

Kane sobered.
“Thanks, Patsy. That’s where I’m going this morning, for the
reading of his will. I’ll just be glad when it’s over.”

“Can’t blame
you there, hon.” She wrinkled her nose as she adjusted her gold
filigree hair clip that kept her upswept do in place. “I don’t like
that kind of stuff either.”

“Ummm,” he
agreed absently. “I’ve heard of people who have gotten some nasty
surprises. Hope I’m not one of them.”

Minutes later
he glanced at the time on the blue plastic restaurant clock above
the double-pot coffee percolator — 10:15. “I guess I’d better get
on over to Graham’s office and get this over with.”

“Good luck!”
she called after him as he started out the door, “and don’t be a
stranger. I’m here every day through the week until five, sometimes
evenings, and I always love to see you.”

With a promise
that he would be back soon, he headed for his truck. It wasn’t long
though before the knot in the pit of his stomach was back. He was
concerned about how the estrangement from his father might affect
the document, but then again, they’d begun to mend fences after
Kane had contacted him following nearly fifteen years of not seeing
one another. Still, Kane didn’t trust that he might have had
something up his sleeve when he’d updated his will, as Graham had
indicated had been done quite recently. While it was practically a
forgone conclusion that Kane would inherit Emerald Valley Ranch, it
should have happened long before now seeing as how it was Kane who
had not only saved the ranch from near bankruptcy because of poor
deals that his father had made, but it was him who had successfully
guided it into being the multi-million-dollar operation that it was
today. The entire experience had been a good lesson to always stay
on top of everything going on in a business, even when your
business partner was your dad.

He thought back
to how he and his dad had gone into partnership in the first place.
It was Innis who had asked Kane to come home from Alberta where
he’d been working for a year on one of that province’s largest
horse ranches after he’d finished university. Kane had been in his
glory on that Alberta spread, but he’d dreamed of raising horses
himself someday. So, when his father had called with his
proposition of getting into the breeding business on the family
ranch, Kane had happily become a partner with his father at Emerald
Valley.

They had agreed
that Kane would handle the horses while Innis ran the financial end
of things, but Innis was not a good businessman, no matter how well
intentioned he might have been. Clearly distracted as it turned
out, dear old dad was stepping out on his mother. That part hadn’t
really surprised Kane because his parents were just like oil and
water. He didn’t believe that any two people could ever be more
unsuited as a couple, completely mismatched. That was another
reason he’d headed west, to get away from the tension of their
never-ending marital discord.

When his father
eventually left for the other woman, Kane had finally learned the
terrible financial state of Emerald Valley Ranch. He’d also lost a
father who’d essentially turned his back on his family after he
left. Maybe it was simply guilt at how he’d handled the situation,
but it seemed as though he’d wanted to break all ties with Emerald
Valley and the entire horse breeding operation, he had supposedly
been so keen to grow.

But the time
had eventually come when Kane had wanted to make contact with his
father again and was glad now that he had. Innis’ death from a
massive heart attack a week ago had certainly come as a shock,
although Kane had not been as close to him as he once was. Still,
he’d grieved privately for the man, and was grateful that they had
at least been on better terms when he died. He’d be glad when this
whole will business was behind him and he could get back to running
the ranch.

 


* * *

 


Jessica hadn’t
been waiting long before the outer office door opened and she did a
double take as Kane walked in, big as life. He was just as
surprised to see her sitting there but was it her imagination that
those incredibly blue eyes cooled just a little?

Taking off his
hat he announced that he was here to see Graham Winslow. The pretty
young receptionist flashed him a brilliant smile and asked him to
have a seat in the waiting area. Since it was a two-seater, he
settled into a chair next to Jessica, but before either of them
could say anything, the lawyer appeared — a slight man with a full
head of flyaway-grey hair and a voluminous mustache to match.

The lawyer
greeted him with a broad smile, grasping the hand that the rancher
offered once he’d shot to his feet and gone to join him. “Good to
see you, Kane! You can go right on in.”

He gestured
toward the office door behind him through which he had just
entered, and Kane quickly strode inside.

Turning to
Jessica, Graham Winslow smiled. “Miss Templeton, I presume?”

She nodded in
the affirmative, still bewildered.

He smiled
warmly at her again and she got the impression that he was a
genuinely friendly man — fatherly even — but she was completely at
sea as to what was going on. This was her appointment time, so why
was Kane being served ahead of her?

The lawyer
extended his hand to her.” I’m Graham Winslow, and you can come
right on into my office too and have a seat.”

Once inside she
slipped into the only other vacant chair in front of the desk. Kane
must be mentioned in Innis’s will, too. And then it dawned on her.
Oh my, this had to be Innis’s son, although he didn’t really look
like his father, who was not very tall and had a rather dark
complexion. She’d never seen any pictures of his son and he’d
rarely mentioned him. She’d wondered about him in passing over the
years, but she somehow seemed to know that it was a closed subject
and never pressed Innis about it.

For his part,
Kane seemed less friendly than he’d been just a half hour ago back
at the coffee shop. He was probably just as confused about this as
she was.

Graham Winslow
seated himself behind an old-style barrister’s desk that obviously
predated his own years of practice. “Thank you both for coming, and
if you two haven’t already met, Kane, this is Jessica Templeton, a
friend of your Dad’s, and Jessica, this is Kane Davidson, Innis
Davidson’s son. His only child.”

Jessica and
Kane glanced briefly at each other, but there was a definite chill
in the air now.

Kane looked at
her, the testy edge in his voice impossible to miss. “Friend?”

That edge
served to needle Jessica as she looked at Kane coolly. “Yes, my
mother, Marjorie Templeton, was your father’s companion for many
years, and I was adopted by Marjorie Templeton when I was thirteen.
I was about seventeen when they met, and Innis and I became quite
good friends.”

There was no
mistaking the dark cloud that passed over those blue eyes, but he
seemed like a man who liked to get right to the point, and she just
had. He said nothing, resolutely turning his attention back to
Graham Winslow. He looked like a prisoner in the dock about to
learn his fate.

Graham Winslow
cleared his throat noisily. “So, now that you’re both acquainted,
shall we say, I’ll get right to the meat of the matter. There are
various and sundry items that have been left to you both, including
Innis’s gold pocket watch to you, Kane, which I understand has been
in your family for generations.”

Kane’s
expression never changed. Clearly, he had bigger fish to fry and
she couldn’t imagine what it might be because Innis had appeared to
have so little in the way of worldly possessions. But now that she
thought about it, despite the fact that Innis never volunteered any
information about his life before Marjorie and Jessica, she did
seem to recall that there had been some mention of a ranch.

The lawyer
continued. “For you Jessica, Innis left a couple of items that I’m
sure will please you — a framed photograph of your late mother, and
a small coin collection that he indicated was of particular
interest to you.

Tears began to
well in her eyes at the kind thoughtfulness of the man. These were
items he had treasured — certainly the photograph of her mother,
and the coin collection, while modest, had some very nice pieces.
She and Innis had often enjoyed looking at the coins together. He
would explain the history and collectible traits about each piece
and tell her the story behind its acquisition.

Winslow turned
to the last page of the will. “Now for Emerald Valley Ranch. As I
believe had always been your father’s intention, Kane, the ranch
has been left to you. You are now the sole owner of that
property.”

Jessica had
been watching Kane’s large, strong-boned hands as they worked the
rim of the white Stetson he held on his lap. When the lawyer
announced that he had in fact inherited the ranch, they visibly
relaxed. Jessica found herself studying those hands.

Stop it! she
scolded herself mentally, willing the guilty flush from her cheeks
as though Kane and the lawyer could read her thoughts. Especially
Kane. What was wrong with her? In about five minutes she’d be out
that door and Kane Davidson would be history because she figured
there’d likely be little chance now that he’d call her for a
date.

The lawyer
looked at her. “And Jessica, there is something else that Innis
owned, something very special to him that he wanted you to have, my
dear.”

She couldn’t
imagine what else there’d be. She was more than satisfied with what
he’d already decided to leave her. It was testament to the love
that he and her mother had shared that she was even included in his
will.

Jessica cocked
her head to one side. “Oh? What is that?”

Graham Winslow
smiled. “A horse.”

Jessica’s eyes
opened wider. “A horse?”

That’s right,
she remembered as she went hurtling back down memory lane. Of
course, there must have been horses on the ranch he’d left behind,
and she had often told him that her dream one day was to have a
horse. He hadn’t forgotten and now he was helping her to realize
that dream — her own horse. What a dear sweet man — a man so humble
that he’d expressly forbidden a funeral or any type of memorial
service in his honour.

Jessica smiled
through eyes that swam again with unshed tears. “What is the
horse’s name?”

The lawyer
looked for the information on the page. “Ah, yes, let me see here.
It’s Savero Gold. I understand he’s a prize-winning stallion and
very valuable.”

“Oh my, I can’t
believe …” she began, but got no further when Kane erupted beside
her.

Kane’s face had
darkened. “There must be some mistake! Savero Gold is Emerald
Valley’s foundation stud. Losing him will really hurt the ranch,
Graham. Can I contest this? I thought owning Emerald Valley
included everything!”

Winslow
adjusted his glasses. “With the exception of Savero Gold, it does,
Kane. As you know, Innis owned that horse outright and he meant for
Jessica to have him.”

Kane turned his
blue-blaze glare on Jessica. “Fine, then name your price and I’ll
buy him from you right here and now. You can leave here with a nice
chunk of change in your pocket.”

Jessica looked
at him, her eyebrows aloft. So, this was the real Kane Davidson. It
was hard to forget her favourable first impression of him, but he
obviously had a more difficult side. Well, he might be used to
getting his own way, but she was one woman who wasn’t afraid to
stand her ground, and she would not be bullied out of what was
rightfully hers. Innis had plainly wanted her to have the horse or
he wouldn’t have given it to her.

She squared her
shoulders. “I’m not interested in a chunk of change as you put it.”
Although, she knew as she was speaking those words, that was
exactly what she needed. She didn’t even know how she was going to
make next month’s car payment but sell that horse she would not. No
way.

She believed
strongly in fate, lived her life with a firm acceptance of divine
order and that things worked out exactly as they were meant to. If
Innis had left her a horse, then she was meant to have that horse.
Period.

Kane stared at
her, those lips that she’d earlier imagined would be very kissable
were now a hard-straight line. And the set of that jaw — pure
granite!

Kane was
obviously trying to remain calm, although those eyes told a much
different story. “That horse belongs at Emerald Valley, it’s his
home. He was practically born there and that’s where he should stay
at stud. We must be able to work something out, Jessica, just name
your price.”

Kane got to his
feet, towering over her — and was that a hint of a smile that she
saw flicker across his face? Was it relief, or was he going to try
to charm her? Well, she had no reason to doubt that it was a very
effective tool used often and to best effect as she’d found out in
the coffee shop parking lot, but her horse was not for sale — no
matter how charming Kane Davidson could be.

Jessica spread
her hands in a gesture of reasonableness. “Kane, look, I’m sorry.
I’m honestly not trying to give you a hard time, but Innis gave me
that horse and I am darned sure I’m not going to sell it
practically on his grave.”

Kane’s gaze
never wavered. “Fine. I’ll trade him for another horse of equal
pedigree.” He eyed her slight five-foot-seven-inch frame with
unnecessary scrutiny — lingering perhaps a heartbeat too long on
her mouth on the way back up. “I have a lovely little mare that
would be a perfect fit for you.”

She gave him a
wry smile. “A mare? Really, Kane? Like a stallion would be too much
for a woman?”

He drove his
hands into his pockets. “All right then, another stallion, a baby,
but just not Savero!”

Jessica met his
eyes. “I want that horse, Kane. I want the horse your father left
to me, of course. Can’t you understand what this gift means to
me?”

Kane’s hands
were back out of his pockets and resting on his hips. “Even if I
didn’t have a problem with you being given that stallion, he’s too
much for you. Trust me.”

Jessica looked
him square in the eye and held that icy blue gaze without
faltering. “Then I’ll have him gelded.”

Kane exploded.
“Gelded! He’s one of the finest Quarter Horse stallions alive
today. He’s retired from competition now, but he was a champion
reining horse. I know because I trained him and showed him. His
stud fees go for top dollar.”

Jessica’s
stubborn streak surfaced. “Well it looks like Savero is about to
get a rest then. I intend to use him as a pleasure horse. All I
want to do is some trail riding.”

“This is
insane!” Kane strode to the window, turning his back on the room.
Broad shoulders, narrow hips — Jessica couldn’t help but appreciate
the view although she was determined not to be caught staring again
as he turned abruptly back to face the others. “Absolutely
insane!”

Winslow moved
his hands slowly up and down in a calm down gesture. “Keep calm
everyone. There’s….”

Kane all but
shouted as he wheeled on him. “Keep calm! Savero Gold is the
Emerald Valley operation. And even if he wasn’t, he’s not bred to
be treated like some stable rent-a-hack beating over trails and God
only knows where else. I do take him out for exercise from time to
time, but not like that. He’s practically royalty for heaven’s
sake.”

Jessica’s hands
were pressed together in her lap. “And I will treat him as
such.”

Kane turned to
face her again. “And how do you plan to do that, hmmm? Where is
your ranch, Jessica?”

Jessica held
his gaze, looking up considerably to do so. “I don’t have a ranch,
no, but….”

Kane didn’t
allow her to finish. “I didn’t think so.”

Jessica was
obviously trying to be patient. “As I was going to say, there are
some really great boarding facilities up in Rockwood Park in Saint
John, and I’ll put him there.”

She knew about
the barns in the park but had no idea beyond that about boarding
opportunities, but she would not let Kane Davidson walk over
her.

Kane jammed a
hand through his hair in obvious disgust. “Boarding him in a public
park? Are you serious? And let me guess, you probably don’t even
know how to ride.”

She faltered.
“Well no … er … I.…”

Kane was
fuming, striding to the window again, himself a restless stallion.
“This just keeps getting better and better!”

Graham Winslow
tried to interject. “Kane, Jessica. These are Innis’s wishes,
but….”

Kane, still
irate, never heard the lawyer, or at least didn’t pay him any heed,
given his head of steam. “So, do you plan to learn to ride on
Savero? Is that the idea?”

“Sure, why
not?” Jessica steeled herself to get through this onslaught. “I’ve
been meaning to try that.”

He would not
get the better of her, although she did feel badly that the loss of
the horse would obviously have so great an affect on his ranch if
what he said was true — and it certainly seemed like it was. After
all, he was Innis’s son and that had to count for something.
Still.…

Kane shook his
head and laughed derisively. “Because Savero is not a lesson horse.
He’s not bred to do endless circles in some riding ring, or worse
yet, be lunged. Think of the animal, Jessica. Come on! Don’t you
want what’s best for him?”

Jessica’s deep
brown eyes were doing some sparking of their own. “Of course, I do!
I will love him, brush him, bring him treats.”

Kane stopped a
foot or two in front of where she sat. “Oh, my G… listen to
yourself! He’s not some Christmas pony. Savero would be a handful
for the best of riders.”

Jessica leaned
back and folded her arms firmly across her chest defiantly. “And
that, would be you probably, would it? Well you can save your
breath, Mr. Davidson. Your father gave me that horse and I’m
keeping him. That’s the end of it.”

The lawyer was
finally able to get their attention. “Not quite. Innis did make a
suggestion in the event of any … um … disagreement. He indicated
that there is a possibility of the horse remaining at Emerald
Valley with a fifty-fifty ownership.”

“I’m
listening.” Kane dropped back into his chair with what seemed to be
renewed hope, although she was very certain he wouldn’t want to
share ownership of the horse with her under any circumstances.
“What’s the catch?”

Winslow looked
from Kane to Jessica. “The catch, as you put it, Kane, is that to
make that happen you and Jessica have to get married.”


Chapter Two

 


 


“Get married!”
Kane literally shouted. “What!”

For her part
Jessica was dumbfounded, at a complete loss for words. She’d hoped
one day to be married — but like this? No!

The lawyer held
up the will when Kane stormed around the back of the desk to see
for himself what was written, and there it was in black and white.
He and Jessica would gain fifty-fifty ownership of Savero if they
were to marry. And there was his father’s signature — that at least
was familiar. Just another one of his poor deals.

Kane went to
stand at the window again, his hands on his hips in a rigid stance,
and as if suddenly remembering Jessica, he wheeled on her, his eyes
narrowed. “Did you know anything about this?”

Jessica was
indignant. “About what?”

Kane’s eyes
bored into hers. “About this marriage foolishness, that’s what. Did
the two of you cook up this little scheme together?”

Anger dashed
through her in a fiery sweep. The gall of this man. Gorgeous he
might be, any woman would agree with that assessment, but the
arrogance!

Flying out of
her chair she covered the distance between them in a heartbeat.
“No, I certainly did not cook up this little scheme, as you put it!
I never laid eyes on you before today. I never even knew that
Savero Gold existed, let alone have your father give him to me. And
now, having met you, Mr. Davidson, I can see very clearly that you
are nothing at all like your father, a man I adored, and secondly,
you’d be the last person I’d marry — horse or no horse. So, it
looks like I get to keep Savero.”

With that she
turned on her heel and exited the office, leaving two open-mouthed
men in her wake.

Once in her car
she felt like tramping on the gas and burning rubber out of Sussex,
but wisely decided against giving way to her temper any more than
she already had. Besides, she wondered if her lemon could withstand
the punishment. Out on the highway, she felt herself begin to relax
a little although to totally shrug off the last half hour was
impossible. She had to smile to herself though at the irony. Most
women would think she was crazy to keep the horse and pass on the
rancher — especially one who looked like Kane Davidson. But to
suggest that she had schemed to trap him into marriage was
inexcusable. The colossal nerve!

Back home in
her apartment, the events of the past two hours began to take on an
element of the surreal, and it suddenly didn’t seem possible that
she had been to Sussex, met a sexy rancher, got a horse — and a
champion at that apparently, be offered said sexy rancher in
marriage — turn him down and still be home in time for an early
lunch. She began to wonder which side of the looking glass she was
on anyway.

This situation
brought to mind a novel she’d read about three sisters whose aunt
had died and in order to inherit, two of the women had to comply
with their aunt’s wishes. She remembered one had to marry a certain
cowboy — but that was fiction. This was real life, but the insane
parallels were there. It was said that life imitated art — or was
it the other way around? Whatever. Here she was in her very own
novel, with a handsome rancher on the line.

She didn’t feel
much like eating, so instead nursed hot peppermint tea in a
lime-green ceramic cup, snuggling deeper into the cream linen
cushions arranged in the wide window box. Four stories up, she
never tired of the panoramic view she had from her vantage point of
Saint John Harbour and the much-storied Partridge Island that sat
at its entrance. The sun shone brightly overhead, sparkling the
calm waters of the harbour as a tug pulling an empty barge chugged
to its destination further down the rugged coastline. She loved the
ocean, loved living next to it, although she was just as much at
home further inland.

She thought of
Savero but couldn’t picture him because she had no idea what he
looked like. If his name was Savero Gold maybe he was a Palomino or
something, but that was about the extent of her knowledge about
horses. It didn’t matter though, because Innis had given him to
her, and that was all that was important. It was an incredible
gift, but it occurred to her as she was driving home that it would
probably be cruel to the animal to take it from the only home it
had ever known. And how exactly, she demanded reasonably of
herself, was she going to afford boarding facilities for him — let
alone riding lessons so that she could enjoy the horse as Innis had
intended. Now upon reflection, maybe Kane was right. He was the
rancher, Savero Gold’s keeper. He knew the horse better than
anyone.

One look at
Kane and it was easy to understand that there wouldn’t be much that
he couldn’t handle — horses or otherwise. She could still see those
electric blue eyes and thousand-watt smile, and she felt a flutter
in her midsection. Notwithstanding everything that had transpired
in the lawyer’s office, she was still one hundred percent attracted
to him. He was the consummate alpha male and she was drawn at the
most basic level to that strength.

She remembered
her threat to have the horse gelded — maybe to get a rise out of
Kane, but just as quickly pictured the beautiful babies he would
not sire if that was done to him. No, her statements were silly,
now in retrospect, and only served to underline her naivety in all
things equine. Not much wonder he had gotten so upset with her.
Then there was the obvious financial harm that Kane had said losing
Savero would cause the ranch — a ranch that Innis himself had
helped establish. It would seem logical to sell the horse to Kane
because she could certainly use the money, but again, Innis had
given Savero to her and that meant everything.

She thought
back to her time with Innis. She trusted his advice. In any matter
she’d ever brought to him he had never steered her wrong. But marry
Kane? That had come straight out of left field, and from what she
had known of Innis, it was most unlike him to meddle in affairs of
the heart. Still, she imagined that he had indeed weighed all the
factors carefully before he’d updated his will. If it all fell into
place as he’d intended, she got to keep her horse, the horse got to
keep his home — and she got a husband in the bargain.

It was that
last part that she just couldn’t wrap her head around. Anyway, her
parting shot to Kane Davidson had put an end to any notion that
she’d go along with the idea. She’d certainly not left any doubt
about how she felt about all of this. But a voice niggled at her,
had she been hasty? Wouldn’t Innis have a better idea than anyone
whether or not she’d be a good match for his son? Actually, who
better?

Okay, she
reasoned. So, if no Kane — what do I do with this horse, the horse
that I have no intention of giving up? And I want to be with the
horse as much as possible — get to know him, not just drop by for a
visit whenever I’m in Sussex.

The phone rang,
startling her and she quickly crossed to the table where it sat in
its charger. Picking it up she pressed the talk button.
“Hello.”

She immediately
recognized the voice. “Miss Templeton?”

“Oh, Mr.
Winslow. Before you say anything, I want to apologize for my
behavior in your office earlier. I’m sorry I stormed out like I
did. I’m not usually rude.”

The lawyer
chuckled. “Not to worry, my dear. I guess what people find in wills
sometimes can be unsettling. They’re usually pretty
straightforward, but I’ve seen some doozies.”

“Well I still
feel the same way, so I hope you’re not calling on Mr. Davidson’s
behalf to try to change my mind.”

The lawyer
laughed kindly. “Oh no. That would be a call that Mr. Davidson
would have to make himself, and from what I saw, he feels the same
way you do about the marriage requirement. Very strongly, as I’m
sure you recall, but there’s still the matter of the horse.”

“Well, yes.”
She was confused as to why Kane’s heated objection to marriage, to
her, bothered her. “But the horse is mine and I intend to keep
him.”

“I understand,
but his ownership has to legally change hands. The horse is yours
and the paperwork has to be done to reflect that.”

“Oh, all right,
is it possible for you to take care of it for me? You’re familiar
with everything.”

“No, I can’t do
that. Mr. Davidson is my client and I can’t represent both of you
in this. That would be a conflict of interest.”

“Yes, of
course.” She realized immediately that he was right, but the
thought of the expenses she’d likely incur to transfer ownership
when she was already on such a tight budget was disconcerting.

She suddenly
recalled something that Kane had said after the bombshell about
them marrying had been dropped. “Is there any chance that Mr.
Davidson could contest the will — I mean the part about me getting
the horse?”

“Well again, I
can’t discuss my client with you, but contesting a will is always
an option — to whoever is mentioned in it.”

“I see,” she
acknowledged graciously, but knew she definitely could not afford
to do that. Kane Davidson probably could though, and she still
faced the chance of losing the horse, after all. It just wasn’t
fair.

“I would
suggest contacting Mr. Davidson to discuss this. Maybe by now both
of you have cooled down enough to look at this thing another
way.”

“Well thank
you.” Jessica smiled wanly as she finished the conversation —
feeling even more unsettled than she had before the telephone rang,
if that was possible. “I appreciate the call.”
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