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Prologue

Evelyn Ryan sat and watched her
daughter play with the gifts that she had received for her ninth
birthday. She was sad that this would be the last birthday she
would share with her daughter. Evelyn let out a sigh thinking of
the doctor’s words only last week that she probably at best had six
weeks.

Her husband Stan had been mortified at
the thought of having to raise their daughter without her, but she
knew in her heart he did not want the job at all. He had never
really warmed up to their daughter. Evelyn had wanted a child so
badly and all he wanted was a son to carry on his name and
business. He had been openly furious after Jessica had been born.
They had tried for years after to have a son, but after several
miscarriages they gave up. It was when Stan was talking again about
having another child that she found out that she had a brain tumor
and only a couple of months to live.

She was certain that he would be good
to their daughter. He always had been, but he had not shown her
very much love. Evelyn knew he had love in his heart because at one
time he had loved her, or at least she hoped he had. It was after
they had been married for about three years that he grew distant to
her. At first their marriage had been wonderful, like a fairy tale.
He had a successful business and he lavished her with gifts and
trips all over the world. It just suddenly stopped and she never
knew what happened.

Her daughter did not know how sick she
was. She only knew that her mother was bed ridden most of the time
now. Since her and Stan had separate bedrooms, Jessica would come
up in the early morning hours and get in bed with her. They would
snuggle and giggle. She had to give her daughter all the love she
could.

She sat back and wiped a lone tear. She
knew her daughter’s only want in life would be love. Stan was very
strict on her and her daughter. He was careful where they went and
who they were friends with. She told him not to be as strict as she
got older. “Please Stan; let her experience life and love. Don’t
keep her locked in this prison of a house.” She had pleaded with
him, but he just looked at her.

Her dream for her daughter was that she
would find a man that would love her. Hopefully that man would love
her for eternity and never let her feel abandoned. She prayed that
one day her knight in shining armor would take her away and she
would never look back…


Chapter 1

Twelve Years
Later

Today Jessica Ryan, Jess to her
friends, turned twenty one. She wondered why she did not feel any
different. She knew it was probably because she was still treated
like a child by her overbearing, overprotective father. He insisted
that she just work for him keeping his office paperwork filed at
home. In other words that meant she had to stay at home and since
he had a secretary at his office in town, she did not have much to
do. He insisted on keeping her like a porcelain doll in a glass
case on display.

He had the housekeeper make a beautiful
cake and homemade ice cream for her birthday. He had let her invite
the one friend that she had been allowed to have. She had met Lilah
at her father’s office. Lilah’s mother worked in the same building.
He had also invited his business partner, Thomas. It seemed like
Thomas was always at the house for some reason or another. She did
not care for him that much. He was an arrogant man. He was good
looking and had a nice body, but he looked at her in a way that
made her cringe.

Her father had surprised her with a
horse. She had been asking for one ever since she was a small
child. He had always insisted that they were too dangerous, so she
was surprised that he had finally given in. The horse was a sleek
chestnut brown with dark brown mane and tail. She could not keep
from inhaling the scent of him. She loved the smell of freedom and
outdoors that a horse had. She had been around horses at her
uncle’s ranch, but her father had not allowed her to go back after
her mother died.

Lilah laughed at her when she leaned
into the horse’s side and sighed with happiness. Lilah was not much
of a horse lover; in fact she had a secret fear of them.

“Lilah, can you believe he finally gave
in? I mean what is he up to? Does he have an alternative meaning?”
Her father was a very rich corporate mogul. He never had much time
for his daughter. Gifts were picked out by his secretary who had
completely different tastes than she did. She looked over at Lilah
for some reasoning. “Jess, I think he is up to something. Didn’t
you see the way that he kept winking at Thomas? I mean that man is
really fine, I mean really fine, but he gives me the chills. He
looks at you like you are his possession.”

She thought for a minute trying to
remember if she had noticed the same thing. She had noticed that
Thomas was here all the time now. “What do you think it means?
Maybe, Thomas convinced him to give me this horse. He has been
trying his best to get me to be his friend.” She figured with his
looks and money, he could go out and find him a lot of friends.
With that she crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at Lilah.
They both broke down in laughter. She did not want to dwell on what
they were up to. She wanted to enjoy her new horse and the freedom
that this would allow her.

“Okay, so are you pumped about the
lessons?”

“Yeah, I’m kind of nervous too. What if
my instructor is some old crabby man? I can picture this handsome,
dark haired, dream boat helping me into the saddle.” When she
turned to look at Lilah, she was trying desperately not to
laugh.

“Yeah, Right! Like your dad would get
you lessons with your Knight in Shining Armor! Keep dreaming.” She
rolled her eyes as she said it.

That got her to thinking about her
upcoming lessons. She just hoped whoever the teacher was that they
were nice. Maybe it would be someone close to her own age. That
would make for better conversation, which would help with these
major jitters.

“Well, what is this guy’s name?” By
this time Lilah was stroking the horse on the nose, which was a
step toward her conquering her fear. She had tried to get Lilah to
take lessons with her. It might help her get over the
fear.

“His name is Ghost Lover. What a quirky
name for a horse, huh? I wonder why the previous owner named him
that. Maybe the previous owner had a lover that died and he or she
felt like their lover was reincarnated in the horse.” She had a
dreamy look on her face and sighed.

“Maybe he is a hopeless romantic like
you or maybe they loved ghost stories.” They laughed. She was right
on one point. She was definitely a hopeless romantic with no
experience in the field whatsoever.

“What time are your lessons?” Lilah
asked as they were putting Ghost Lover in his stall.

“They start tomorrow morning at nine
and will be every Saturday. I have to go to the R & R Ranch for
my first couple of lessons. After that the trainer will come here.”
Thinking about her first lesson would be the next day, made her
have butterflies again.

“How long will you take lessons?” Lilah
turned to her with a grin.

“I will take them for as
long as it takes I guess.” Why was she grinning?

“Okay, what’s on your mind?” She
grinned even harder.

“Wouldn’t it be cool if your instructor
was good looking? I know we talked about it earlier, but I keep
having the feeling that maybe it will be a great looking guy. That
would be a plus, that is if your father doesn’t stick around every
lesson and ruin it.”

“Yeah, really! But it is nice to
dream.” They both just sighed and laughed.

“Let’s head back to the house. I want
to get another piece of that cake.”

“That sounds good to me. Maybe that
handsome Thomas is still hanging around.”

“Ugh! I thought that he creeped you
out. I personally hope that he left and my father went with him.”
She had always felt that her father only put up with her because he
felt it his obligation to her mother. They started to the back of
the house. From here they could not see the driveway, so they did
not know if he was still at the house.

As they walked through the French
doors, she realized her wishes were not granted. On the sofa, in
the sunroom, was Thomas. Why on earth did this man seem to want to
stay here all the time? There had to be a reason, because this was
the most boring house on earth. Maybe he was trying to get in good
with her father, but that did not make sense, because he was her
father’s partner.

“Hey ladies! I figured you had moved
into the stable.” It always unnerved her the way he looked at
her.

“No, I decided the hay was not very
comfortable.” She decided to be nice.

He looked at her kind of funny, but
then, he laughed a little. “Yeah, probably.”

“Where is my father?” She realized that
her father was not here with Thomas. Usually he was not very far
from her father’s side. It was rather creepy. Like a mafia team or
something.

“He had to take a call, but he said he
should be done in time for dinner. I think the cook is fixing
something special for you.” He winked, which made her
uncomfortable, but Lilah of course melted.

“Well since today is my birthday, I am
having dessert now. Come on Lilah, let’s have some cake.” She
turned to go to the kitchen, and then had a struggle with her
conscience. “Thomas would you like some cake too?”

“Sounds good.” He stood up to follow
them to the kitchen. Great, she did not think he would want to come
with them, but she was wrong, again.


Chapter 2

They went into the kitchen for the
cake. Sara was busy cooking dinner. She raised her eyebrows as they
pulled the cake out of the fridge. “You are going to spoil your
dinner.”

“I just could not resist your wonderful
cake.” She gave her a big hug. Sara had been with their family for
as long as she could remember. She could cook anything.

Thomas was leaning on the counter
watching her cut the pieces and put them on the plates. She could
not figure him out. Lilah of course was thrilled with his
presence.

“Let’s take this to the den.” They each
picked up their plates and headed to the next room. She made sure
that she sat in the single chair beside the fireplace. She was not
getting stuck next to Thomas. There was just something about him
that bothered her.

“Sara definitely knows her way around
the kitchen. This cake is great.” Thomas motioned to his cake with
his fork. Lilah was nodding her head in total agreement. “I know
what you mean. Even her sandwiches are dreamy.” Jess rolled her
eyes at her friend.

At that moment, her father walked in.
“What’s this, cake before dinner?” He looked pleased with this,
which was not normal for him. Normally, he would have a cow about
her eating dessert before dinner, even at her age he wanted to
dictate her every move. “Thomas have they converted you to the
wrong side.” He grinned and sat down in the chair opposite his
daughter.

“Jessica, I asked Sara to cook you a
special birthday dinner. I am sorry, but I will not be able to eat
with you.” He looked at Thomas and grinned. “The London office
needs to have a conference call regarding the new plan for next
year. Thomas, you can take my place at the table and entertain my
daughter for me.”

Thomas grinned so wide she thought his
face would split. Let’s not get quite so happy about watching the
young women. Usually men his age were out on dates on Friday night,
not hanging out with women so much younger than themselves. Maybe
he liked younger women.

“Sounds like a plan to me Stan. I’ll
try not to bore the ladies to tears.” At that moment Lilah’s cell
rang. She excused herself and went into the hall to take the call.
When she came back, Jess could tell she was not happy.

“Sorry Jess, but my mom needs me to
come over and take care of my sisters. She has to go check on my
grandmother.” Since her grandmother had fell and broke her hip,
Lilah had to help with her younger sisters. Lilah‘s mother had
remarried after her divorce. She married a younger man and they had
two daughters together. Lilah looked a little upset about this, but
she knew she needed to help her mom. Jess knew it was mainly
because she had looked forward to dinner with Thomas. Jess was now
upset because she had to have dinner with him alone.

“Don’t worry about it. Have fun!” She
looked at her and muttered under her breath. “Yeah right!” She
grabbed her purse. “Have fun. See you tomorrow. Goodbye Mr. Ryan
and Thomas.” She called back over her shoulder.

She got up and walked her friend to the
door. “Wish you could stay, but I understand.” Jess gave her a hug
as she walked out the door. She turned slowly to go back to the
den, silently wishing a hole would open up and swallow
Thomas.

When she walked back in the den, Thomas
was alone. “Sorry Jess, but your father had to take the call from
London. He said maybe he could make it back in time for dessert.”
Great, Dinner alone with Thomas. Sara took that moment to tell them
dinner was ready.

She walked ahead of him to the dining
room and sat in her usual place to the right of the head of the
table. Thomas surprised her when he sat in her father’s place at
the head of the table. Sara served them with a skeptical look at
Jess. Jess knew she was trying to figure this situation out. Well
she was not alone in that one.

“The pasta looks great Sara. Thanks.”
She patted Jess on the shoulder as she put the bowl of shredded
cheese on the table. “Nothing is too good for our birthday
girl.”

Jess grinned. Sara had been like a
mother to Jess since her own mother had died when she was nine
years old. Jess didn’t know how she would have made it without
Sara. She nursed her while she was sick, put Band-Aids on her
scrapes and wiped her tears when she cried. But, she also was very
strict with Jess and she was very dedicated to her father, so what
he said went.

Thomas seemed to notice that she was
uncomfortable. He reached over and put his hand on top of hers and
said, “Jess, you need to get used to me being around. I plan to be
around a lot more.” Now that was weird. Why did he say that? He
talked like he was joining the family.

“I’m just tired. It has been a long and
exhausting day.” She tried to smile. They sat and ate in silence
for a while. She was glad of that fact. She did not have anything
to talk with him about. She was anxious to get to her journal for
the day. Since she was thirteen she had kept a daily journal. She
put her inner most feelings in it. The things that she could not
tell anyone, not even Lilah. She would put her hopes and dreams in
it. Her mother had done the same thing. Her father would not let
her have her mother’s journals. She had always wanted to read them
to feel closer to her mother.

“I know you get upset with your father
about being so strict on you, but he has to be careful. With the
money he has, someone could decide they wanted to get to his money
through you. That is why he keeps you so close to home. You know
Jess, I would really like for you to stay close to home also.” She
knew he had to have noticed when her mouth dropped open.

“What difference does it make to you?
Besides, I am old enough to go get a job like Lilah and live on my
own. My father on has me file for him here to keep me at home in my
glass shelter.” She could not believe that she had said that out
loud, but the look on his face confirmed that she had.

“Your father is a powerful businessman
and there are a lot of people who would like to get a hold of his
empire that he has worked so hard to build. Also, since I have been
coming over here so much, I have grown accustomed to seeing you and
I would like to be your friend.” This could not be happening to
her. This man wanted her to stay local and to be her friend. He
acted as though her father was a part of the mafia.

“I would like to be your friend also. I
hate to be nosy, but don’t you have a girlfriend around somewhere
or friends your own age?” Was that too blunt?

He laughed. “No, I do not have a
girlfriend and with my work the way it is, most of my friends are
from the office. Sad isn’t it? Maybe you could fill that void
Jess?” With this statement he leaned across the table and put his
hand over hers again. This man had totally lost his grip on
reality.

She snatched her hand from under his
and stood up. “Thomas, I will be your friend, but that is the only
void I plan to fill. Thanks for having dinner with me. At least I
did not have to eat alone. Have a good night.” With that she walked
out of the room. She could hear him laugh softly as she left the
room. It sent chills down her spine. She did not know why, but she
had a bad feeling about him. She had to agree with Lilah that he
was a very handsome man, but there was something about him. She
went up the stairs wondering why he made her feel this
way.

When she reached her room she still was
wondering why he even suggested such a thing. He was her father’s
business partner and he was twelve years older than her. She
guessed any other woman would be thrilled to have a man that looked
like Thomas wanting them to be more than friends. But seriously, he
gave her the chills. She hoped that she did not hurt his feelings.
She truly did not mind being his friend, but that was where it
stopped.

She grabbed her sleep shirt off the
chair and headed into the bathroom to get comfortable. She could
not help but laugh to herself. This was just a weird day. First,
she turned twenty-one, then her father surprised her with a horse,
and then of all things, his partner decided he needed to suggest
possibly more than friendship. That still bothered her as she
brushed her teeth and went back into her room. Surely her father
did not know this man’s intentions. He would think the man had lost
his mind.

She pulled her journal out of her
bedside table and laid down on her bed to make today’s
entry.

Today was my twenty first birthday. It
started off just like any other. I got up and went downstairs to
breakfast. My father was not home as usual. I ate my breakfast and
listened to the birds at the feeder outside the window. I envied
the birds and their freedom. Lilah came over for lunch. She met me
upstairs and we went to the den where my father and his partner
Thomas waited on us. It is weird the way Thomas is always here.
Doesn’t he have a home to go to? My father surprised me with a
beautiful horse named “Ghost Lover” and lessons to boot. Maybe he
is getting soft in his old age. Not!!! Lilah gave me the outfit
that we had looked at when we were shopping last weekend. One of
the few shopping trips I was allowed to go on. The house staff gave
me a gift certificate to the local sporting goods shop. Sara said
it was for my riding gear. Thomas surprised me with a gold charm
bracelet and two charms. One was a horse and the other was an
entwined heart. It was an extravagant gift considering we do not
know each other that well. I guess he is sucking up to my father,
because he looked extremely pleased with the gesture. But back to
my horse, he is gorgeous. He is a chestnut color with a dark brown
mane and tail. He is tall and lean. I can’t wait to start my
lessons. It will be nice to feel the wind in my hair and feel the
freedom of galloping through an open field without a care in the
world. Maybe that is where my prince charming will find me. He will
ride up beside me and pull my reins to his and reach across and
give me loves first kiss. Then he will whisk me away to his castle
and make sweet love to me until the day we die. It was Nice to
dream when all you had was dreams. Now thinking back to Thomas, he
more or less let me know tonight that he likes me for more than
just his partner’s daughter. What could this man be thinking? I
mean I am twenty one and he is thirty-three. He is good looking and
has a great body, but he is twelve years older than me. Maybe he
has a thing for younger women I guess you could say that now I am a
woman, since I did just turn twenty one. Maybe if I did not have my
own ideas about my first love I would let it go where it may but,
it would help if he did not give me the creeps. My first love will
come to me by surprise, not by my father’s business. I will know
him instantly and it will be love at first sight. He will be
breathtakingly handsome and have a heart the size of Georgia. I
just know I will know when Mr. Right comes through life’s door for
me and I can tell you this, Thomas is not the one .My mother always
told me that I would have felt it immediately She also told me to
settle for nothing less than a love that took my breath away. I
know that my heart will pound and I will feel helpless. But, I will
be nice to Thomas for my father’s sake and I am a nice person. I
can’t stand to be rude to someone or to hurt someone’s feelings
unless it is absolutely necessary.

Well goodnight my journal and happy
dreams to me.

She decided she wanted a glass of milk
before she went to bed, but if Thomas was still here with her
father she would wait. She looked out her bedroom window. If she
leaned to the side she could just see the circle drive at the front
door. She noticed that Thomas was still there, but she also noticed
that her father’s car was also there. Maybe if they were in his
office with the door shut, she could sneak down to the Kitchen
using the back stairs. She quietly opened her door and listened,
but she did not hear anything on this floor. She quickly went to
the other end of the hall and went down the servant’s stairway. It
led right into the hall beside the kitchen. This way she totally
avoided going by the den or her father’s office. As she tiptoed
down the hall, she watched and she backed through the swinging
kitchen door. She sighed with relief as she cleared the door. She
pulled the door quietly shut.

“Who are we hiding from?” The voice
came from directly behind her. She jumped around and was about to
scream when a hand covered her mouth. It was Thomas holding his
hand over her mouth and he was had this mischievous little
grin.

“If I let go of your mouth, will you
promise not to scream.” He very slowly pulled his hand from her
mouth. As he did, he looked at her attire and he looked a little
too happy about her choice of wardrobe. She knew she turned three
shades of red when it hit her that she had forgotten her robe
before she came downstairs. Her night shirt just did come to the
middle of her thighs and she felt almost naked by the way he looked
at her.

“I came down for a glass of milk. I did
not know anyone was here.” She started around him to go to the
refrigerator. He let her pass and leaned against the counter to
watch her. She felt very uncomfortable and much underdressed. Her
hands were shaking when she got a glass down and poured her milk.
She wished he would quit staring at her. When she turned around
with her glass in hand, ready to go back upstairs, he was right in
front of her. She jumped, spilling milk down her sleep
shirt.

“I’m sorry. Did I startle you again?
Here let me get a towel.” He reached across to the counter and
grabbed a towel. He turned around and started to dry the milk on
the front of her shirt, but she quickly took the towel and did it
herself. “I can do this myself, thanks.” He laughed as he leaned
back against the counter.

“Did you need milk to help you sleep?”
He was looking at her curiously.

“No, but it helps. Have a good night.”
She started around him, but he stepped in front of her. “Your
father has asked me to accompany you to your first riding lesson in
the morning. I understand it is at nine. I will ready early.” He
winked.

“I had planned to take myself. So
thanks, but no thanks. I can manage to find my way to the R & R
Stables. You can tell my father that I will be taking myself, but
thanks anyway.”

He stepped aside and said, “As you
wish, but don’t be surprised if I am here in the morning. Your
father is kind enough to let me stay here while my townhouse is
being renovated. So I guess I will see you at
breakfast.”

She swung her head up quickly not
completely believe what she had just heard.

“Oh, well, just so you know, I will be
taking myself to my lessons. See you at breakfast.” With that she
went through the swinging doors quickly. She heard him softly
laughing on the other side of the door. That laughs totally creped
her out. What could her father be thinking? Normally he was not
that kind or giving. Something was wrong with picture. Why had he
not warned her?

She went back upstairs to her room,
closed the door, and locked it for good measure. She hoped that
Thomas was staying in the downstairs guestroom. She put her glass
of milk on the bedside table and climbed between the cool sheets.
That was when she heard someone coming down the hall. She knew it
was not her father, because his room was at the other end of the
house downstairs beside his office. He said that made it easier to
work into the night. All he had to do was walk a few feet and go to
bed. She held her breath as she heard the footsteps stop outside
her door. Who on earth could this be? Surely her father had not put
Thomas upstairs with her. He stood there for a minute as if
listening for a sign she was awake, then he slowly turned and
started across the hall to one of the extra bedrooms. But before he
got out of earshot, she heard that same quiet laughter. She pulled
the cover over her head, thankful she had locked her
door.

It took her forever to finally go to
sleep. She kept thinking about Thomas across the hall, which
totally creped her out. She was nervous and anxious at the same
time about her first riding lesson tomorrow. She had the most
haunted dreams of a man coming toward her with his hands stretched
out to take her hand and then Thomas running up and pushing him
away. What could that mean?


Chapter 3

She knew it was morning before she even
opened her eyes. She could hear the birds in the trees outside her
window. She lifted one eyelid to glance at the clock. It said 6:45.
She groaned, knowing her alarm would go off in fifteen minutes. She
must have tossed and turned all night. Then she remembered why she
needed to get up. Today was her first lesson. Then her heart took a
tumble when she remembered also that Thomas was living across the
hall for who only knew how long.

She dragged herself out of bed and
headed for the bathroom. Thank goodness that she had her own
bathroom. She could stay up here until the last possible second.
She looked at herself in the mirror and laughed. She evidently did
toss and turn all night. Her hair was a mess. She went to the
closet and picked out a pair of jeans and a sensible shirt. When
she stepped out of the shower she felt a lot better. It’s funny how
a shower can just clear all the fuzziness out of your mind. She put
her hair up so that it did not get in her face during the riding
lessons.

It was now 8:15 and she knew she had to
eat something, so she slowly and quietly stepped out of her room.
She hoped that Thomas was a late sleeper, but she figured not.
Maybe if he was still in his room, he would not hear her tiptoe
down the hall. She was almost to the stairs when right behind her
he said. ”Good morning Jess, I hope you slept well.”

Her heart almost went clean out of her
chest. Why on earth did this man insist on sneaking up on her? She
turned and gave him a quick look then started down the stairs.
“Yes, I slept wonderfully.” She hoped that her lie did not show on
her face. She walked into the dining room and was surprised that
her father was actually sitting at the table. Now this was
unusual.

“Good morning Jessica.” He looked up
from his paper and grinned, but mostly not at Jess, but the man
behind her. “I trust that Thomas told you he would be staying with
us for a short while.”

“Yes, sir he did.” She could not muster
up any other comment.

She sat down and Sara handed her a bowl
of cereal and fruit. “Thanks, Sara.” She did not even look up for
fear that he was staring as usual.

“Jess, don’t you think you need to eat
something a little more substantial considering you will be working
out a lot with the lessons.” Thomas looked across the table at her
and raised one eyebrow. All she could do was staring at him like he
had grown horns. Who did he think he was? She turned to look at her
father to get a response in her favor.

“You know, he has a point. You don’t
eat entirely well balanced meals kiddo.” This was ridiculous. What
was happening here?

“I eat just fine. The cereal I am
eating is full of fiber and I do have a bowl of fruit sitting here.
Just wondered if you noticed and also the full glass of orange
juice? I am healthy as a horse.” Take that you two!

“Jess, all I’m saying is you need to
put some protein in your diet. It helps keep your energy level up.”
Thomas said as he put cream in his coffee.

“My energy level is just fine. I’ve
lost my appetite now. Thanks!” She got up to leave the room. Her
dad looked up and said, “Jessica, Thomas is driving you over to the
R & R today in my place. What time will you be
ready?”

“Dad, I can take myself to the lessons.
I am a grown woman. I do not need a bodyguard.” This could not be
happening.

“I just thought it would be good to
have one of us with you on your first day to make sure that I’m
getting my money’s worth. So, what time will you be ready?” She
could tell by his look that this was settled and she could argue
until the world came to an end and it would not work. “I will be
ready by 8:45.” She stomped back up the steps to get her stuff. Why
did he think she could not handle this? But what else could she
expect from her father.

When she came back down stairs Thomas
was waiting in the den. He stood up and grabbed his keys off the
side table. “Let’s get going so you are not late for your first
lesson.” As she passed him to go out the door, he laughed. “You are
really mad about this?”

All she could do was look at him and
hope he withered from the intensity of her stare. She went toward
her car by habit and he grabbed her elbow and steered her to his
little Mercedes convertible.

“Don’t be upset with me. I am only
doing this as a favor for your father.” He started the car and they
started up the driveway. She sat staring out the window. She was
not going to act happy about this. It may seem childish, but this
was so humiliating.

When they pulled under the R & R
Ranch sign, she felt the familiar butterflies. She would be glad
when she could take her lessons on Ghost Lover. The first few
lessons were on the ranches trained horses. Then she would start
training on her horse. They pulled up to the barn beside the
training rink.

She started to get out of the car, but
Thomas put his hand on her arm. “I hope you have fun.” She had
hopes that he was actually leaving her alone, but then he said, “I
will get with the trainer to find out the schedule for today’s
training session.” She rolled her eyes and got out of the
car.

An older man walked out of the barn
coming toward them. “You must be Ms. Ryan. I am Randy Warner, owner
of the R & R.” She walked up and shook his hand. “It is nice to
meet you Mr. Warner.”

Thomas walked up and extended his hand
also. “Hey, I’m Thomas Sutton, Mr. Ryan’s business partner.” Mr.
Warner looked up at Thomas and smiled. “Well, good to meet you Mr.
Sutton.” He turned to Jess, “Okay Ms. Ryan, follow me and we will
get you introduced to our head trainer. He is the best instructor
around. We are very lucky to have him on our ranch.”

Thomas and Jess followed him into the
barn. It was a little dark to start with, until their eyes adjusted
to the change in light. They walked to what looked like an office
in the front corner of the huge stable. She could see the back of a
man’s head sitting at a desk.

Then he got up and started out the door
of the office. She still could not get a good look at him. He
grabbed a black Stetson off a hook as he walked out. He turned to
look up as they approached. She gasped when he looked up. He was
sheer heaven in a Stetson. He had jet black hair and chiseled
facial features. He was what she called ruggedly handsome. She
could not see his eyes well enough to see the color, but she could
only imagine.

He smiled and when he did Jess melted.
He had the whitest and straightest teeth, and his smile was
genuine. He walked straight to her and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m
Jared Tanner. You must be my nine o’clock lesson.” She took his
hand and tried to keep from collapsing as electricity shot between
them. He looked like he noticed it too. She had totally forgotten
how to speak. Her heart was racing and she could hardly
breathe.

Thomas stepped up and shook his hand.
He looked at them both strangely. “Yes, this is Jessica Ryan. She
is just a little nervous, but once she gets warmed up she is a real
talker.” She swung her head around to shoot daggers at Thomas. He
had a lot of nerve answering for her.

“Well, Ms. Ryan, follow me and I will
introduce you to the sweet little mare that you will start off
with. I promise she is gentle and will not throw you.” He put his
hand on her elbow to guide her down between the stalls. She could
only hope that Thomas got lost somewhere in the stable.

She could hear Mr. Warren and Thomas
talking at the end of the entry of the stalls. Maybe he was going
stick with the stable owner.

They stopped at the last stall. Jared
gestured to the beautiful mare in the stall. “Jessica, meet Rising
Star, Rising Star meet Jessica.” She could not help but laugh at
the way he put the introduction. He had this crazy grin on his
face.

She had to play along. “I am so glad to
meet you, Rising Star. I hope we become great friends.” At this
Jared laughed and patted her shoulder. He had the warmest laugh. It
was like liquid gold and warmed her to the core.

He looked up between the stalls toward
Thomas and leaned down to whisper, “I think your boyfriend is
coming to check on us.” He had a funny look on his face as he said
this.

She looked around and saw Thomas
heading their way. “That is not my boyfriend, just my father’s
partner playing over protective for my father.” She rolled her eyes
and Jared laughed. “Well Jessica, are you ready to learn the tack
you will need and how to put it on your horse?”

“Sounds good and call me Jess.” He
winked at her and looked up at Thomas. “Okay, Jess it
is.”

At that moment Thomas came up behind
her. “Well, how are we doing?” She looked at him and laughed, “We
are fine, I can call you when I am done. You can come get me when
the lesson is over with.” She turned to walk toward Jared, but
Thomas grabbed her elbow. “No way, your father gave me orders to
stay with you and that is what I plan to do.”

Jared put his hand up and said “I can
assure Mr. Ryan that we will make sure that Jessica is safe.” She
smiled at his attempt to get rid of her guardian. She could tell
that he had realized that she did not want Thomas there.

“That is beside the point. I have a job
to do and I am going to do it. You need to start your lesson.” He
looked pointedly at her like he wanted her to argue. She just threw
her hands up and walked toward Jared.

“Just pretend like he is not here.” She
gestured toward Thomas and Jared smiled as if he understood her
frustration.

“You can have a seat in my office if
you would be more comfortable.” He looked at Thomas with a funny
look. She could tell that Thomas made him agitated.

Jared grabbed her elbow and steered her
toward the tack area of the stables. This stable was so nice. From
what she could see they had at least two dozen stalls, most of
which had horses in them. The tack room was a huge room with a loft
above it. She could tell that no space was wasted. There were
saddles of every shape and size, not to mention bridles and
blankets. She took a deep breath and the scent of the leather and
saddle soap filled her senses. She closed her eyes and sighed. She
realized that Jared was watching her.

He had the most gorgeous smile.
“What?”

He laughed. “I thought I was the only
one who loved this smell. This smell defines freedom to me. I can
feel the strength of the horses as well as the riders within this
room. I guess that sounds crazy, but that is the way I
feel.”

“I don’t think it’s crazy. The freedom
feeling is one of the reasons I love horses. They are so free. My
friend Lilah laughs when I say that. When you live like I do you
look for freedom in everything.”

“I can see we will get along just fine.
We are both a little nuts.” He laughed and pulled his Stetson off
for a second. This was the first true look she got of his face. She
had to bite her lip. He was drop dead gorgeous. His eyes were not
quite green, but not quite blue. They were almost a turquoise
color. The kind of eyes she could lose herself in completely. She
guessed she was staring like a stupid school girl because he
cleared his throat.

“Oh, I’m sorry, but your eyes are the
oddest color.” He grinned and pulled a bridle off the wall. “Hold
on to this for a sec.” Then he went over and pulled a saddle off a
saw horse by the wall.

“Let’s go through the bridle and its
parts.” He sat down on a stool by the wall and gestured for her to
sit on the other stool. She walked over and sat down. He grabbed
the bottom of the bridle and started naming the parts. She would
repeat the name and meaning as he told her. “Good, now tell them to
me without my help.” She looked at him like he had lost it
completely.

He laughed, but kept pointing to the
first part. She closed her eyes trying to make her brain work. She
could hardly think with his cologne mixing with the leather. It was
almost too much to bear. She knew that scent would be imprinted in
her brain.

She was able to name the parts without
breathing. When she looked up he was looking rather bewildered.
“Very good, usually nobody remembers the first time. You are a
quick learner. Okay let’s look at the saddle.” They got up and went
over to where he had set the saddle on a table. They did the same
thing naming the parts and why they were there.

“Alright are you ready to learn how to
put these on Rising Star?” He looked down at her with those
mesmerizing eyes and she was lost for a second. She cleared her
throat and said the first thing that came to mind. “Whatever you
want to do?” Then she blushed because she realized what she had
said. He laughed and grabbed the saddle.

“Well considering your father is paying
good money for these lessons, we had better work on the horses
first.” He winked at her and left her speechless. He walked toward
the stalls and she followed on jelly legs. She thought he might be
flirting, which was fine to her.

When they got to Rising Stars stall, he
opened the stall door. Rising Star just stood there waiting for him
to let her know she could come out. He did a low whistle and Rising
Star slowly walked out of the stall.

“That is amazing. All you did was
whistle and she just followed.”

“That comes from a lot of work and
trust on both parts. It is kind of amazing the ability horses have.
They are amazing creatures, so graceful and strong at the same
time.” He looked at her and smiled, which of course his smile made
her knees weak yet again. She figured by now she had no muscle left
in her legs.

“Okay, let’s get that bridle on this
girl.” He laughed when she looked at him. He guided her through the
procedure. He got behind her and put his arms on both sides of her
to guide her. She almost forgot to breathe when his breath blew
warmly across her neck. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
He put his right hand on her hand and showed her where to place her
hand in order to place the bridle just right. It was the most
intimate feeling having him so close.

Why would she feel this way about
someone she just met? There was something about him that just took
her breath away. She could not explain it, but there was definitely
electricity here. She wandered if he felt the same. She chanced a
look over her shoulder and was shocked to see his face so close to
hers. He actually looked as if he was noticing the same thing she
was.

They looked at each other for a moment
and then Thomas cleared his throat. “I was just checking to see how
things were going.” Jared very slowly pulled his arms back and took
a step back. She could hear his uneven breathing, or was that
hers.

“We were doing just fine Thomas, before
you interrupted.” He glared at her as if she were a wayward child.
“Yes, I could see you were doing real well, a little too
well.”

She snapped her head up to look at him.
He had no right to talk that way to her. She would teach him a
lesson. “Jared is a wonderful teacher. I am learning a lot. Now if
you don’t mind I still have another hour of my lesson and you are
wasting that hour.” She turned around and faced a smirking Jared.
She could tell he was enjoying this little exchange.

Thomas stomped back up the way to
Jared’s office. “What is that guy’s problem?”

She turned to make sure he was out of
earshot.

“I think he takes his job real serious,
a little too serious.” He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Come on,
let’s get the saddle on and get you riding.” He showed her how to
saddle the horse, then he let her do it herself. Of course she had
to have a step stool. Jared stayed right behind her with a
steadying hand on her back, which was making her dizzy. It felt as
though his hand would burn a hole in her back.

“Good job. Are you ready to climb in
the saddle?” He patted her back and stepped back a step.

“I sure am.” She grinned at him and
grabbed the horn of the saddle. He guided her right foot into the
stirrup. She lifted her left leg over the back of the horse and sat
down. She was so excited and most of it was coming from the man
standing beside her and the horse. She was having trouble breathing
again.

“Okay, Jess, let’s take a slow walk to
the ring. Just give your knees a squeeze and she will start to
walk.” He kept the reins in his hand as he walked alongside them.
She noticed that he kept looking up at her. This made her a little
self-conscious.

When they were in the ring, Jared
walked to the middle and slowly let the reins out of his hands. He
coached the horse into a circle walk. “Okay, just let her get used
to you. She will take just a minute to get used to your voice and
weight.” She continued to ride in silence.

“Jess, are you ready to go a little
faster.” she nodded agreement. “Okay, nudge her with your knees a
little harder. Steady, good.” The feeling was exhilarating. She was
feeling freedom in its truest form. She closed her eyes and let the
wind flow over her. This was sheer heaven and if she died right
now, that would be fine.

When she opened her eyes, Jared was
beside her with the reins tighter. He grinned up at her. “What were
you just thinking about?

“I was thinking about how free I felt.
It was sheer heaven. I thought to myself that if I died right now,
that would be fine.” He laughed and shook his head.

“I don’t think you want to die right
now. You have a lot more living to do. You have a lot to experience
that will make this experience pale beside it.” He winked at her
and she had the feeling that he was not talking about riding
horses. The look he gave her was so intensely sexy that she almost
melted and slid down the side of the horse.

“Well when you live with a father like
mine, you see freedom as heaven.” She realized she had said that
out loud when he looked up at her startled. “What do you mean by
that? Your father seems to love you a lot with these lessons and
his partner making sure that you are taken care of.”

“Well the lessons were a shock, but not
love on his part. The partner being here is his way of keeping me
from getting too far beyond his grasp. He does not like me to do
anything without him somewhere in the middle.”

How old are you anyway?” She grinned at
the look on his face as he tried to figure out her age. “I just
turned twenty one yesterday. How old are you?”

“I am thirty.” She could not help but
stare at him. She figured he was only about twenty one or so. “Why
so shocked?”

She laughed at his look. “I figured you
were only about twenty one.” He stopped the horse for a moment and
turned to look at her. “No, I’m slightly older. I guess it looks
weird for someone my age to work in a stable, but I am saving for
my own ranch.” He looked proud of that fact.

“I think that sounds great. You have a
good setup here though it looks like.” He leaned his arm on the
horse’s neck. “Yeah, Randy is great. The pay is not bad and I get
to live over the stables for free.”

“Now that would be living, I would love
to get to wake up to this every day. I envy you.” He looked up and
smiled. “Well, it’s not the Ritz but it will do.”

“Well, let’s get you back to the
stable. We don’t want you to be too sore tomorrow.” He softly
laughed and started walking back to the stable.

“Why on earth would I be sore?” He
turned around when they got to the stable door. “Just wait till you
start down off the horse. The insides of your thighs will be sore
from the unfamiliar way you are sitting in the saddle.”

She lifted her leg over the back of
horse and her leg cramped up. She gasped as she realized that her
body was still going over but she could not catch herself. Jared
caught her as she fell backwards. She turned to look at him and he
was holding her in his arms. His face was so close that she could
feel his breath on her face. She could feel his heart beating
against her arm or was that hers.

The look that he gave her was heated.
She had read in romance novels about the look that someone could
give you that made you have shivers down your spine. Well, that was
this kind of look. She could have sworn that her teeth should have
been chattering by the shivers that ran down her spine. His eyes
were darker than before and he held her just a little tighter to
his chest than need be. Their gazes were locked together. Her heart
was hammering in her chest. She was telling her body to breath, but
it was not reacting. Then he shook his head and quickly put her
down.

He turned away from her and started to
take the saddle off the horse. He handed her a brush and told her
to brush the horse down. He walked into the tack room and she heard
a loud crushing noise, then a muttered oath.

He came back out and looked at her
sheepishly. She could not guess what was going on in that beautiful
head of his. He looked behind her and she saw a look of disgust
come across his face, then she heard the footsteps behind her.
“Well, I guess the lesson is over with. Did you enjoy it
Jess?”

Thomas put his hand on her shoulder and
pulled her around to look at him. She just glared at him and turned
back around. “Thanks for the lesson Jared. I really enjoyed it.” He
looked into her eyes and smiled the most delicious smile. She
melted on the spot, hoping her legs held her up.

He reached out and took her hand. “It
was my pleasure. If you think of anything you want to ask me, here
is my card. Call anytime.” He pressed his card into her hand and
his look was very heated or was that just her
imagination.

“Okay, thanks.” She turned around and
started up the hallway not even looking in Thomas’s direction. He
had no choice but to follow her in silence. She could tell that he
was furious. She could not imagine what would make him so mad. She
told him not to come, but he insisted. Her thoughts turned to her
morning. She sighed and smiled as she reached the car. When she
heard the door unlock, she slowly got into the seat, never looking
his way. He got in and started the engine. She could see him
looking at her out of the corner of her eye.

“I hope you enjoyed yourself. You
practically threw yourself at that man and I do mean man. You are
way out of his league. You are taking horse riding lessons from him
and that is all. Don‘t forget that.” He was almost shouting this at
her now.

She swung around and looked him
straight in the eyes. “Look, I know that my father made you come
today to watch out for me, but I am twenty one years old and I do
not need a protector. If I want to throw myself at someone, that is
my business. Do I make myself clear?” She was shaking with anger.
He had a lot of nerve talking to her like a child. She did not
throw herself at anyone and anyway it seemed like he would have
been more than happy to catch. The rest of the ride home was
silent, thank goodness.


Chapter 4

When they pulled in the driveway, she
noticed that her father was not home. At least Thomas could not act
up in front of her father. She could just imagine him telling her
father his take on the day. Her father would be furious, because
she could just imagine how Thomas would spin his
version.

She got out of the car quickly and
started toward the house. She could tell Thomas was right behind
her and that he probably had not finished his lecture. She walked
into the house and started up the stairs. She could not wait to
call Lilah. She would flip over this day’s events. She could just
imagine if Lilah had been with her. She would have had to close her
mouth when she saw Jared. She would have had her tongue hanging out
and everything. She could not help but giggle at the
thought.

She noticed that she was not alone on
the stairs. She would not let him know that she knew he was
following her. She went down the hall and reached out to turn the
doorknob. He grabbed her arm and whirled her around. She could tell
that this was not a good time to start an argument. She noticed
that he was red faced and very angry. The look on his face scared
her a little.

“You may think that this conversation
is over with, but you are sadly mistaken. I think your father needs
to know about Romeo at the stables. He would not approve of the way
he kept touching you. You are too innocent to realize the look that
the man gave you was not a friendly look, it was a hungry look.
That man had more on his mind than teaching you about riding a
horse. He wanted to teach you a lot more than that.” She reacted
quickly, slapping his face as hard she could manage. This was as
she noticed too late not the best move on her part.

His eyes all but bulged out of his face
with fury. He grabbed her arms and pulled her to his chest. She did
not guess his intentions until his mouth crushed hers. She stood
there with no reaction whatsoever, which evidently was not what he
expected. It actually made him that much angrier. He kept trying to
kiss her harder. She could tell he was bruising her lips. She
pushed against his chest and did not even move him an
inch.

He finally pushed her away. He did not
look sorry but had a look of determination. She could not believe
he even had the gall to do what he just did. She was
furious.

“What do you think you are doing? You
have lost your mind. First you lecture me on Jared having other
intentions, and then you do what he did not. You attack me as if
you had a right to do it.”

“Jess, I could not help it. You just
really infuriated me today, prancing around that man today, totally
giving him the wrong idea. It was awful to read the man’s mind and
what I just did was minor to what he had in mind.” She looked at
him like he had grown horns.

“He may have thought it, but he did not
act on it. He is a gentleman, something I can’t say for you. You
need to stay away from me or I will speak to my father about this
and I can tell you he would not be happy.” She gave him a
triumphant look, thinking she had won this conflict, but her
happiness was short lived. He smiled at her as though he had won
this round.

“I dare you to tell him. You may not
like his reaction. There are things that you do not know yet. But I
can tell that you need to be enlightened real soon.” He whirled
away from her and headed back to the stairs.

For a while she just stood there
frozen. What on earth could he mean by that statement? What was her
father hiding from her? She would have to talk to her father
tonight when he got home.

She went into her room and shut the
door. On a second thought, she locked the door. She did not want
any unwanted guests. Her mind was whirling from this day of events.
She pulled her cell phone out of her bag. Lilah may be able to help
her figure this out. She dialed Lilah’s number and when she picked
up Jess was anxious.

“Lilah, I need your advice.” She spoke
before Lilah could even get a word in other than hello. “The
lessons went bad, huh?” She misunderstood her meaning.

“No, the lessons were phenomenal and my
instructor was dreamy.” She got quiet for a minute; she thought she
heard something outside her door. “Well, what’s up?”

“My father insisted that Thomas take me
to my lesson. He started acting all possessive and junk. He even
accused me of throwing myself at the instructor.” She laughed,
“Well did you?” Jess smiled, only Lilah could see the humor of this
part, but she wondered would she laugh when she told her what else
happened.

“Lilah, when we got home, he followed
me upstairs and grabbed me, then kissed me like he was some demonic
creature. Talking like my father would approve of him attacking me
and all. He even dared me to tell him, saying he would enlighten me
on a couple of things. What do you think? Am I crazy or what?” She
took a calming breath, because saying what happened out loud
brought the anger back again.

“Whoa! You mean that gorgeous Thomas
kissed you. I am so jealous. Well, did it curl your toes?” She
rolled her eyes forgetting that Lilah thought he was Mr. It. She
thought he was creepy, but gorgeous, which was just weird, but that
was Lilah.

“Lilah get a grip! I did not want him
to kiss me. He actually bruised my lips. The man is totally
flipping his lid. Oh, and I forgot to tell you that my father let
him move in here while his townhouse is being remodeled. He is
staying across the hall from me. Can you believe this?” There,
maybe that woke her up.

“You are freaking kidding me. Why would
your father put him upstairs with you? I think your father and
Thomas have some plans for you. I think I would steer clear of him.
Now, tell me about the dreamy instructor.” She could tell that
Lilah wanted to change the subject to help Jess get her mind off
the Thomas problem.

“Lilah, he is a cowboy through and
through. He had dark hair and the dreamiest eyes. He is over six
feet tall and built like only Adonis could be. You just melt when
he speaks and he can look at you in a way that just turns you to
jelly.” She sighed and smiled at the memory of him holding her in
his arms.

“Well what did you do that upset Thomas
so much? It had to be good. I need all the obey-gooey details.” She
laughed at Lilah’s enthusiasm. “Well, there was one point when I
was getting off the horse and I fell back in his arms, but that was
entirely an accident.”

She laughed and said “Yeah! Right! And
I bet he willingly caught you and held on to you a little too long
like in a romance novel.”

“He did hold on to me a long time, and
then he put me down and shook his head. I can’t explain the
chemistry or electricity that sparked for me. I can only hope he
felt the same way. He is thirty years old and single. I think he
felt the same thing that I did. “This thought made her breathless
again.

“I don’t know. Maybe he has a thing for
younger women. I mean it happens. But one thing is for sure, if it
is meant to be, it will happen, age difference or not. Thomas does
not have a chance. Maybe he will be so distraught he will turn to
me.” She could not help laughing at that. Only Lilah could see the
up side of a bad situation.

‘Jess, my mom is calling me. I think
she wants to go to the mall. Would you like to go?”

“No thanks. I need to talk to my father
and get this jerk kicked out of my house. At least that is what I
hope happens.”

“Good luck with your father. I will
talk to you in the morning. Let me know what happens.”

“Thanks, I will call you first thing in
the morning.” She closed her phone and sat there for a moment. It
was lunch time and she was really hungry. The thought of facing
Thomas again was
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