
  
    [image: Pacific Vista Ranch Box Set]
  


  
    
      PACIFIC VISTA RANCH BOX SET

      BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CLAIRE MARTI

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Claire Marti]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN MY NEWSLETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Want a FREE SHORT STORY?  The Prequel to my spin-off California Suits series, Perfect Rivals, features Ryan Michaels and Charlie Ray a few years ago. Read it for FREE and stay up to date with exclusive giveaways and sneak peeks, new releases, book signings and events, by signing up for my monthly newsletter: https://clairemarti.com/newsletter-signup/

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO PACIFIC VISTA RANCH!

          

        

      

    

    
      Are you ready for three compelling novels, filled with heart, humor, and sizzling romance?

      

      Once you dive into the McNeill family’s saga, you’ll never want to leave gorgeous Pacific Vista Ranch. Each book is a standalone story with complex characters, unexpected twists and turns, and a hint of Hollywood.

      

      Start reading today and find out why readers say Pacific Vista Ranch is the perfect escape!

      Book 1: In Nobody Else But You, you’ll meet Samantha and Holt.

      A smoking hot stuntman. A fiery horse breeder. And a 220-acre ranch too small for both of them.

      Sam intends to fight him at every turn…if only her heart didn’t race when they’re together. Holt does his best to steer clear of her…except all he wants to do is hold her close. The sizzling attraction between them is either going to burn up the sheets or burn down the ranch…

      

      Book 2: The Very Thought of You, you’ll meet Amanda and Jake.

      A perfectionistic equine vet. A gorgeous fireman. An unrequited high school crush blazes hot twelve years later.

      Could his dream woman become his real love or will his professional ambitions extinguish their chances? Once the smoke clears, will Amanda realize Jake isn’t a fling but her hero after all?

      

      Book 3: For The Love of You, you’ll meet Dylan and Gabriel.

      For a French soccer icon, and a gifted artist, a fake engagement is the perfect solution for their current dilemmas.

      But when last summer’s fling slips from lust to love, their pretend relationship becomes too hot to handle. Can last year’s one night stand and this year’s fake engagement turn into true love forever?

      

      Each Pacific Vista Ranch Romance can be read as a stand alone book – no cliff hangers! Each book contains one couple's story. However, they are best read in order to get full enjoyment of each sister’s story and the McNeill family saga.

      Book 1: Nobody Else But You: Samantha and Holt’s story

      Book 2: The Very Thought of You: Amanda and Jake’s story

      Book 3: For The Love of You: Dylan and Gabriel’s story

      When you’re finished, don’t miss Wrapped Up with You and The Wonder of You, and You Give Good Game, the award winning last two books in the series and a related novella. And then dive into the spin-off series, California Suits!

      California Suits follows the adventures of five best friends who are opening a string of luxury boutique hotels from La Jolla to Monterey to Beverly Hills as each one finds true love…usually where he least expects it. You’ll get the prequel story, Perfect Rivals, when you sign up for my monthly newsletter! https://clairemarti.com/newsletter-signup/
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      Samantha McNeill was in one of the upper rings of hell, or at least the inside of a wood-fired pizza oven. She wiped the sweat from the back of her neck, shifted her heavy braid over her shoulder, and stuffed her scratchy cowboy hat back onto her head. The Santa Ana winds were plaguing Rancho Santa Fe, California, and the dry, crackling air had transformed her state-of-the-art quarter horse breeding barn into a furnace.

      She tilted her head to the high wood-beamed ceiling and huffed out a breath. Pacific Vista Ranch’s prized stallion, Hercules, had duties to attend to and time was ticking. No time to contemplate the heat. She smoothed her sweaty palms over her well-worn denims and yelled, “We ready? Where’s the tease mare?”

      “Marco is bringing her. Is the doctor on her way?” Owen, her tall, lanky stallion manager, stood with Hercules in a separate stall space, just beyond the main breeding area.

      “I’m here, I’m here. Sorry I’m late.” Dr. Amanda McNeill, Sam’s big sister and the resident equine veterinarian, rushed directly to the horse breeding platform, and double-checked to make sure the height of the phantom mare was correctly set up. If the breeding mount wasn’t precisely adjusted for the stallion, he couldn’t perform and the entire afternoon would be a waste of time. “This miserable heat is stirring up all the animals over in rehab.”

      “Marco, hurry up. Where’s Christina? We need the tease mare pronto.” Sam gritted her teeth. Without the female’s influence in the afternoon romance, Hercules’s contribution could be jeopardized. Why couldn’t her ranch hand ever be on time?

      “In Hollywood, we call the Christinas of the world fluffers.” A deep voice drawled from behind her.

      Hollywood? She hated Hollywood. Who was in her barn and why was he comparing her mare to a woman hired to arouse a male porn star? Seriously?

      She counted to three and turned around to see who’d uttered the juvenile comment. Golden rays shimmered around a tall, rangy man standing in the open entrance of the enormous shed, creating the illusion of an angel fallen to earth. The uninvited stranger’s face remained shrouded in the shadows. Probably not an angel.

      “Hilarious. Never heard that one before. Yes, Christina is one of our resident fluffers. Ha ha.” Sam crossed her arms, her cotton shirt sticking to her shoulder blades. Was the temperature escalating?

      “Come on, it was pretty funny.” He chuckled. “I’m looking for Chris McNeill or Sam, the breeding manager? The guy at the east gate told me to make my way to the main building. Maybe I took a wrong turn?” He sauntered toward her on long denim-clad legs. “Or are you Sam?” He called out to Owen.

      Of course he assumed Owen was the breeding manager, because the breeding manager couldn’t be a female, right? She hadn’t liked Mr. Hollywood on sight, and now she disliked him even more. “You were right the first time,” she said. “You took a wrong turn, so why don’t you and your brilliant sense of humor just spin around, get back in your car, and don’t stop until you’ve returned to Los Angeles.”

      “Sam!” Amanda scolded. Her sister acted more like a surrogate mom, despite being only two years her senior. She called her out when she was rude, or ruder than usual. Sam scowled. What, had that been ruder than usual?

      “We don’t have time to waste, especially not for amateur comedians.” She pivoted back toward the breeding platform. She would fire Marco if he didn’t arrive with the fluffer––damn it, the tease mare––in the next ten seconds.

      “You’re Sam?” Doubt threaded through Mr. Hollywood’s husky voice, which now came from directly over her shoulder. “I thought Sam was a…”

      “A man?” Damn it, she didn’t need this. She had worked twice as hard to prove herself in the male-dominated industry, not to mention endured endless jokes about her dubious title.

      “Look, I’ve got business—” Mr. Hollywood began.

      She cut him off. “Listen. As you may be able to tell, we are in a horse-breeding barn. People from all over the country pay big bucks for our top stallion’s bloodline. We are right in the middle of helping our stallion make a deposit with the phantom mare so we can freeze it and send it off.” She enunciated each word slowly, as if she were trying to communicate with a toddler. “So I’d appreciate it if you’d just shut up and––”

      She turned toward him and her breath lodged in her throat as she caught her first full glimpse of him, and a shiver of awareness prickled the hairs on the back of her neck.

      Messy blond hair framed a high-cheek-boned, square-jawed, perfectly chiseled face. Piercing silvery blue eyes narrowed and his full lips pressed together when her words registered. A white scar slashed through his left eyebrow, saving him from looking too angelic. No wonder he was cocky. His face would cause any woman to forget her own name.

      Any woman except for her, of course. She was immune to pretty boys. Her accelerated pulse had nothing to do with his broad shoulders or his warm masculine scent.

      Of course it didn’t.

      She pulled her attention back to the center of the room. Her sister was biting her lip, fighting back a grin, obviously reading her reaction to the man, as sisters do. And maybe not just sisters. Owen kept his gaze focused on Hercules, but a reddish flush crept up his neck, a sign he was stifling laughter. Hercules tossed his ebony mane, pawed the dirt and seemed to roll his eyes.

      “Enough already. This is business.” Sam said when Marco sashayed in with Christina, the beautiful chestnut mare who always managed to get Hercules motivated for his job of sharing his superior genes.

      And Christina was not a fluffer.

      “Nice of you to finally join us.” She frowned at Marco and vowed to reprimand him later.

      Hercules chuffed and pawed the ground. Christina was one of his favorite ladies, but in reality Hercules liked them all. Unlike their former stallion Julius, who would turn up his velvety nose if a mare didn’t meet with his approval, Hercules wasn’t picky. He didn’t care if the brood mare’s haunches weren’t well-rounded or her mane wasn’t suitably silky––he was always raring to go.

      The stallion made her job easy––unlike her tardy ranch hand and the tall unwelcome stranger. What business could this guy have with her dad or her? No way was he here to buy or sell horses. She squared her shoulders and focused. She was one of the best breeding managers in the country and she wouldn’t be distracted by Mr. Hollywood’s presence in her barn.

      Sam hurried to the breeding platform and took her place opposite her sister, ignoring the irritating man behind her, at least for now. Awareness skittered down her spine––she could feel his hot gaze burning into her. She nodded to her sister and called to Owen.

      “Let’s do this.”

      After allowing Hercules a brief nuzzle, Christina exited stage left and Owen led Hercules to the phantom mare, which had the right anatomical parts of a real mare, without the legs, tail and head. Twenty seconds later, it was over. Hercules didn’t waste time. The stallion manager escorted a now relaxed Hercules back to his premium fancy stall, where all he needed was a cigarette and a nap.

      “I’ll bring everything back to the lab for you,” her sister said after Sam had collected the sample from the phantom mare.

      Sam walked over to the large sink against the near wall and washed her hands. “Thanks, Amanda, is everything okay down at the rehab facility or do you need some help?”

      “I’ve got it covered, but I’ll run back down now because I still have tons to do. Are you sure you’ve got everything handled here?” Her sister raised her brows.

      Sam had almost forgotten about idiot hot guy, but when she turned back, he remained rooted to the same spot. Damn it, he was as gorgeous as a fallen archangel. Too bad the effect was ruined when he opened his mouth and spoke.

      “I thought I’d seen everything, but that was something else. Your stud sure doesn’t seem to mind an audience, does he?” Mr. Hollywood chuckled.

      “Oh please, I’m sure you wouldn’t either.” Okay, so maybe she should have kept that thought to herself, but he rubbed her the wrong way.

      “Ma’am, if you could just tell me where I can find your father, I’ll be out of your way.” He aimed a crooked grin at her sister. Sam’s gut clenched––this guy was trouble. She always trusted her gut.

      “I’ll show you where to go—” Amanda stepped off the platform and approached Mr. Hollywood.

      Sam scowled and crossed her arms. “Who are you and what do you want with our father?”

      “I’m sorry, my name’s Holt Ericsson. I’m sure he’ll fill you in, but I need to speak with him directly. He’s expecting me, so if you’ll just point me in the right direction…” Despite his polite tone of voice, she could swear he was smirking at her. What was this guy’s deal?

      Shaking her head, Amanda smiled at him. “You just take the road about a quarter-mile farther and you can’t miss it. Our dad’s office is in the house. You can park in front. Are you sure we can’t answer any questions for you?”

      “No thanks. I appreciate the enlightening scene—I’ll never forget Christina.” He grinned at Amanda, pivoted on his worn cowboy boots, and strolled out of the barn. And, no, Sam wasn’t checking out his butt, she was simply making sure he was gone.

      “Is that steam pumping out of your ears, little sister?” Amanda said. “I know it’s hotter than Hades in here and the season’s in full swing, but you were pretty hard on him.”

      “Didn’t he bug you too? I’m sorry, but I don’t like this one bit. A Hollywood guy looking for Dad can only cause trouble.” But maybe she had been a teeny bit over the top.

      “Who knows? If you’re really concerned, why don’t you go up to the house and see?” Amanda squeezed her shoulder. “You have to admit he is awfully easy on the eyes.”

      “Easy on the eyes. Please.” Sam snorted. “You’re right though. After I clean up everything here, I’ll go up and make sure Mr. Hollywood doesn’t get lost on the way off our property.”
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      Holt Ericsson accelerated up the hill because he had a feeling he wouldn’t get much time with Mr. McNeill if his fiery-tempered daughter interrupted them. Come on, his joke had been funny—but maybe they’d heard that one hundreds of times before. He had grown up around horses outside of Denver, but he’d never been on a quarter horse breeding ranch. Who knew stallions needed a little encouragement? He’d received a full education in less than five minutes. Fluffer horses. He chuckled.

      Maybe he should have conducted a little more research on the key players before cruising down from L.A. He’d never heard of a female breeding manager and with a name like Sam, who could blame him for assuming she was a he? Although Sam McNeill smelled like sunshine and her snug jeans showcased the most perfect butt he’d ever seen, he had an assignment. No time for prickly pint-sized redheads.

      When he curved around the winding road, he hit the brakes to admire the sunlight glancing off the terracotta tiled roof and enormous sparkling windows of the cream-colored, Mediterranean-style estate. No way could anyone miss this house. It resembled a sprawling Bel Air mansion or Malibu manor, accented by beds of white and pale pink roses, clusters of red and purple bougainvillea, and giant orange birds of paradise. Did people get lost when they lived in houses this huge? He’d grown up in a modest ranch-style house outside of Denver and had never become accustomed to the ostentatious estates up in Los Angeles.

      Holt continued up the driveway and parked his white Ford truck next to a gleaming Land Rover, which made his five-year-old pickup look ready for the scrap yard. He got out of his truck and headed to the front door, which was twenty feet high with a large black wrought iron door handle and a huge brass lion doorknocker. He lifted it and let it drop to announce his arrival.

      A few moments later, the front door opened and instead of a stereotypical British-accented butler in a tuxedo he’d been half-expecting, a striking redhead in a floaty sundress stood in the open entrance. He did a double take because there was something familiar about her.

      “Hello?” Her musical voice lilted up in question and her full ruby lips curved in a welcoming smile. “Can I help you?” She tilted her head to the side.

      “I’m Holt Ericsson and I’m here to see Chris McNeill. Am I in the right place? Because I already made one wrong turn. Your vet was kind enough to direct me up here.”

      “Oh, you must’ve stopped at the breeding barn. People make that mistake all the time. Come on in, I’ll take you to my dad’s office. It’s in the other wing.” She stepped back and gestured with one slender arm for him to enter.

      “Your dad?” Another sister? How many were there?

      “Yes, I’m Dylan McNeill. You met Amanda, my older sister, and probably ran into Sam too.”

      He swallowed a rude comment about Sam. “Yes, I walked in on some, umm, horse business.”

      “Oh no, you didn’t walk in during the middle of a breeding session, did you?” Laughter tinkled in her voice.

      He fell into step alongside her and they crossed an enormous biscuit-colored hallway with vast ceilings and rich hardwood floors. Open doorways revealed glimpses of colorful paintings, large furniture, and azure sky peering in through floor-to-ceiling windows. Impressive.

      “That’s exactly what I did. And your sister Sam wasn’t too happy about it.”

      Dylan laughed. “That’s my twin sister. She’s very serious about her job and runs the operation with an iron fist. Sam can be blunt when she’s working, but you shouldn’t take it personally.”

      Her words registered and his jaw dropped open. “You’re twins?” It was like The Dark Half  by Stephen King––the evil twin had devoured the good twin in the womb.

      She smiled. “We’re identical twins.”

      “No way.” No way in hell could this sweet, polite woman be the twin of the sassy terror in the barn.

      “Yes way.” She nodded and her dark eyes sparkled with humor. “Seriously, we are identical. Our features are exactly alike, even if our personalities aren’t. We used to trick people all the time when we were kids.”

      “I’ll take your word for it…” No need to argue, but no way. The foul-tempered woman in the barn was most definitely not a beauty like her graceful, feminine sibling.

      “Here we are.” She stopped in front of a closed door, rapped twice, and opened it. “Dad, I’ve got someone here to see you.”

      He followed her into a huge study. Wow, he’d never seen so many books except in a library. Along the far wall, built-in bookshelves were stuffed to the brim with leather-bound tomes. If he hadn’t known the ranch was successful, he would now by all the framed certificates and trophies on the walls and shelves.

      A tall, rugged, strawberry-blond man rose from behind a massive teak desk, scattered with files and papers.

      “You must be Holt. Harry told me to expect you sometime today.” He skirted around the desk and offered a firm handshake. “Did you find it okay?”

      “He accidentally went to the breeding barn first and interrupted Sam.” Dylan laughed, apparently highly entertained about the situation. If she only knew the off-color joke he’d made and her sister’s furious reaction, she might not be so friendly.

      Mr. McNeill barked out a laugh. “That must’ve been educational.”

      Holt nodded and smiled. No need to offend the patriarch. Who was he to judge if the man allowed his brash daughter to run his ranch operation? From what he’d seen in Los Angeles, wealthy parents indulged their children all the time.

      “If you gentlemen will excuse me, I’ll let you get to your business. I’ve got to get back to my studio.” Dylan strolled out of the room.

      “Holt, can I offer you anything? I’ve got bottled water here in the mini-fridge or we can get some coffee?” Mr. McNeill asked.

      “Water’s great. No need to make a fuss.” Go time. His movie producer boss, Harry Shaw, had warned him to seal the deal.

      Mr. McNeill returned to the chair behind his desk and gestured for Holt to sit in one of the comfortable tan leather chairs facing him. “So, tell me what’s so urgent Harry insisted I meet with you today?” He steepled tanned fingers under his chin and rested his elbows on his desk.

      Holt rubbed his hands on his thighs. Damn, why hadn’t Harry made it clear how much he’d shared with McNeill and also the nature of the favor he was calling in?

      “Well, he probably told you his new movie is a large-scale Western.” When Mr. McNeill nodded, he continued. “Everything has been going smoothly in pre-production and then we lost our location site.”

      “And what does that have to do with me?”

      “Well, the ranch in Paso Robles we were planning on using was destroyed in a fire. Without the location, Harry’s worried the movie will go under. The budget is astronomical already and we can’t afford to pay too much for another location.”

      Mr. McNeill’s brows drew together. “Harry wants me to invest in the film? Are you one of the producers? Is that why he sent you instead of asking me himself?”

      Holt dug his fingers into his legs, working to remain calm. Damn Harry for tossing him into this situation. When Harry had asked him to help him out, he’d agreed without asking questions––this movie had to move forward. But Harry could’ve at least prepped Mr. McNeill. “I’m an associate producer and investor and also the lead stuntman. Did he tell you anything about our meeting?”

      McNeill shook his head, leaned back in his chair, and crossed muscular arms over a broad chest. Shit. Even a body language novice could see he was losing the man before he’d even asked for the favor.

      “Okay, here’s the deal. Harry wants to film on your ranch. Of course, he’ll compensate you for the time⁠—”

      “My ranch?” Mr. McNeill surged up out of his chair. He stalked toward the French doors overlooking a huge patio and sparkling swimming pool.

      Holt rose to his feet as well, but remained by the desk. Harry had mentioned his friend had a short fuse. He addressed the older man’s back. “We’d just need the location for about four weeks, give or take, and we wouldn’t start until your breeding season was finished. That’s in about a month, right?”

      “Do you know why I live here now? Why I left Hollywood? I can’t have the paparazzi buzzing around here—I won’t expose my family to that bullshit again.” Mr. McNeill’s voice rose as he turned to face Holt, his eyes narrowed.

      Harry had mentioned that a decade ago, McNeill had been the biggest director/producer since Clint Eastwood. Then, after a tragedy on the set where his wife was killed, he’d turned his back on Hollywood, except for a few film investments. He’d bought Pacific Vista Ranch, an impressive two hundred and twenty-eight acres, only five miles from the Pacific Ocean. Holt didn’t know much more than that. Harry assured him Chris McNeill wouldn’t refuse, but now Holt wasn’t so sure.

      “I’m sorry. Of course we’d have a closed set with only employees allowed on the property and security and…” Sweat broke out on the back of his neck. This movie had to happen. He’d invested every cent of his savings and if the film went under, he’d sink with it.

      Mr. McNeill moved back to his desk. “Where’s Harry? Let’s get him on the phone.” The patriarch’s cheeks were red.

      “He’s putting out some fires back in L.A., but feel free to call him. I’m sure he can answer any questions you have.” He damn well better.

      Mr. McNeill picked up the phone on his desk and punched in a number. A second later Harry’s voice came over the speaker.

      “Harry Shaw.”

      Holt sank back into the cushy chair and jiggled his leg impatiently. Harry better have the answers because he was in over his head.

      “What the hell, Shaw? I’ve got your man down here asking to film a movie on my ranch. Are you out of your freakin’ mind?” Mr. McNeill braced his hands on the edge of his desk and glowered down at the phone.

      “Hey, Chris. I’m sorry I didn’t come ask you myself, but I had an emergency and Holt was able to step in for me.” Harry’s voice sounded nonchalant.

      “It sounds like your life is full of emergencies. You know I haven’t been back to L.A. in over a decade and I won’t expose the girls to the press and everything that comes along with filming.” He gritted the words out with a clenched jaw.

      “Just listen for a minute.”

      “You’ve got sixty seconds. That’s it.” Mr. McNeill said.

      “Look, this is the biggest film I’ve ever made. I lost my other ranch. I only need to use about fifty acres. I need the scenery. I need the accuracy. I can guarantee we’ll keep the location top-secret and hire extra security to keep out the paparazzi.”

      “It didn’t work so well before, did it?” McNeill sat and rubbed his hand across his chin.

      “Chris, it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t anyone’s fault.” Harry’s response was subdued.

      “Do you need to film the stables or the horses?”

      “Well, not the stables because this is a classic Western. We’ve got some horses we’re using, but we’d want some of yours out in the pastures, more like background. I can control the schedule. We can work around you. Off-season is quiet, right?” Harry’s voice remained remarkably calm.

      “Yeah, yeah. But, remember I know how this goes. You can’t control everything and it could spiral pretty quickly. I swore to the girls they’d never have to deal with the movie industry again, at least not here.”

      Holt remained silent and tried to keep up with the rapid-fire exchange. Obviously, the situation went much deeper than he’d realized.

      Not that he’d really considered it.

      “I get it, I do. But the girls are adults now, right? It’s been a long time since everything went down and I’m sorry about it all. You know I wouldn’t ask you if I had anywhere else to turn. But I could lose my ass over this film.”

      Mr. McNeill got up again and stalked around the room.

      “You there?” Harry’s disembodied voice called from the speaker.

      “I’m sorry, but I just can’t do it. I could make some calls to a few other ranches we work with around the country. Maybe one in Texas or Kentucky could work?”

      “Texas doesn’t work and Kentucky is too far. The whole story needs California topography and scenery.” Harry’s voice deepened a few octaves. “Chris, you owe me.”

      Holt dragged his fingers through his hair, suddenly wishing he hadn’t cavalierly agreed to handle the meeting for Harry today. The men’s shared history was none of his business.

      “Damn you, Harry. You’re putting me in a really tough position.”

      “Take me off speaker and pick up the phone.”

      Mr. McNeill glanced at Holt, as if he’d forgotten he was in the room. He grabbed the phone, stalked to the far side of the office, and turned toward the window. From the distance, Holt studied the man’s stiff posture, tension obvious in his broad shoulders. What would Harry do if the man refused to allow them to film?

      Damn, what would he do? He’d turned down all other jobs for two months in anticipation of this production. More importantly, he needed the payout for too many reasons to count. McNeill had to agree.

      “Alright. Alright,” Mr. McNeill said. “But, I want every actor, every gaffer, and every damn craft service worker to sign a non-disclosure agreement. With stiff penalties for breach. I want this place to have so much security the damn Queen of England could visit. And, if there’s one violation and the past is dredged up again, we’re done. You hear me?” He hung up and spun back to face Holt.

      “Fine. You’ve got a deal. Have the lawyers draw up the paperwork and it better be ironclad, do you understand me?” Mr. McNeill didn’t look happy about it. The grooves bracketing the older man’s mouth had deepened significantly over the last ten minutes.

      “Look, sir, I’m just here on Harry’s behalf. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Damn it, he felt like he’d just kicked a puppy or something.

      McNeill sat down behind his desk. “It’s not your fault. Harry should’ve come down instead of sending you to do his dirty work. Tell me about the movie at least, since Harry didn’t bother to. And call me Chris.”

      Holt relaxed, grateful Chris wasn’t shooting him for being the messenger. “It’s an epic, probably the biggest western movie in decades. Mind you, I’m just the stuntman for Jack Hanson, but I always go through the scripts with a fine-tooth comb before I commit. Jack Hanson and Ella Roche and every other big-name actor you could imagine are in it. Hell, Clint Eastwood is even performing a cameo. Harry’s convinced it will bring back the glory days of Old Hollywood.”

      “The glory days, huh? Damn Harry knows I always wanted to bring back the Western.” Chris’s shadowed eyes held a faraway look as he gazed out toward the windows again. “They don’t make movies like they used to anymore.”

      Holt leaned forward in the chair. “The script will blow you away. You won’t regret it.”

      Sam strode into the room. “He won’t regret what? Script, like a movie script?” Her hat was still tugged low, but Holt knew the question was directed at him. Well, shit. He’d hoped to avoid another confrontation with this daughter. Something about her made the hair on the back of his neck prickle. Why couldn’t the angelic one have returned instead of the red devil from the barn?

      Luckily, before he had to answer, her father spoke up. He used a much softer tone than he’d used with Holt and Harry.

      “Samantha. I’ll share everything with you tonight. We’ll have a family meeting and discuss it over dinner.”

      Holt rose from the chair. “I should be going anyway.” He addressed Chris. “Do you mind if I drive around the ranch before I leave?” He could get a tour of the stables and other buildings another time.

      “Why would you scout around our ranch?” She blocked his exit. Her boots were planted and her hands were fisted on narrow hips.

      In the brighter light of the house, he noticed she was definitely as beautiful as her twin. The bone structure and creamy skin were there underneath the tan cowboy hat. But, where her sister was kind and hospitable, she was snippy and rude. Nothing inviting or appealing about this woman.

      Funny how much personality could impact looks. When he was a kid, his mom had always lectured his baby sister, “pretty is as pretty does.” He’d laughed hearing his mom manipulating his sister to behave, but now he saw evidence of it in the flesh.

      “Samantha, I told you we’d discuss it tonight,” Chris said. “Holt, feel free to drive around the ranch.”

      Sam frowned, but stepped aside, leaving the doorway open for him to depart.

      He extended his hand to Chris McNeill. “Thanks. I’m sure Harry’s lawyers will get you the paperwork and I’ll be in touch to schedule another visit soon. I’ll see myself out.”

      He skirted around the woman like she was a rattlesnake ready to strike. Unable to stop himself, he grinned and winked at her. Maybe he could charm her? She curled her upper lip and sneered at him. Or maybe not.

      Holt escaped down the huge hallway and rubbed the tense muscles on the back of his neck. Nice of Harry to toss him into the lion’s den. He didn’t know what had been worse––dealing with the father or the daughter. Probably the daughter. Maybe he’d get lucky and the McNeills would take an extended vacation while they were filming and he’d never have to see her again. Life was too short to deal with temperamental brats, even beautiful ones.

      Her sister had obviously received all the good genes.
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      No way in hell would she wait until dinner to discuss this situation. Sam paused in front of her dad’s desk, struggling to contain the fury threatening to boil over. Her heart was pounding against her ribs and the back of her neck was on fire. She refused to turn and watch that annoying man stroll out of her home after whatever “business” he’d foisted on her father.

      “Samantha, you can just calm down. I’m not discussing this more than once, so you’ll have to wait until dinner.” Her father’s expression was controlled, but she caught a glimpse of the tic in his left temple, a sure sign he was upset.

      “I’m not going to calm down, Dad.” Her fingernails dug into her palms. “You have no idea how disruptive the guy was down at the barn––I don’t want him here. What is going on?” Despite her thundering pulse, she managed to keep her voice level and congratulated herself at her supreme self-control.

      “Look, I need a few minutes to process it all. Please?”

      Her dad sank into his wing-backed office chair and rested his forehead in his hands.

      “Dad?” Her voice cracked. “Now, you’re scaring me a little bit.” The flames of temper licking at her belly extinguished. She crossed the office in three long strides and stroked her hand along his shoulder.

      He lifted his head, then reached back and squeezed her hand with his large one. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. Let’s go for a ride, okay? I need a good dose of speed on Roman and would love to have my baby daughter with me.”

      “I’m not the baby. Dylan and I are the exact same age.”

      He smiled and his beloved hazel eyes crinkled at the corners. “No, you came out two minutes after Dylan, so technically, you are and will always be my baby girl.”

      Her heart squeezed in her chest. Her dad was everything to her: father, mother, boss, and most of all, her hero. If going for a ride would alleviate the haunted look in his eyes, she would accompany him.

      “Let’s do it. Why have a ranch if we can’t take our horses out whenever we want?” She returned his smile.

      Together they strode out of the house and down the curving stone pathway toward the stables. Her favorite two hummingbirds––Betty and Susie––hovered at one of the numerous red feeders she’d set up. The sweet fragrance from the riot of colorful flowers and shrubbery helped her jangled nerves to quiet. If only the palm trees offered more relief from the damn heat.

      When they crested one of the rolling verdant hills, she caught a glimpse of the deep blue ocean. A haze sat in the air from the Santa Ana winds, the staggering heat suspended over the horizon like a sandstorm. The breeze scorched her cheeks and she shoved her hat further onto her head. No need to fry her fair skin in this relentless sunshine. She scanned the skyline and mouthed a silent prayer to the weather gods for rain.

      With the extreme temperature and powerful dry gusts, all it took was a spark to create a blaze capable of decimating homes, nature, and everything. Parts of Rancho Santa Fe still hadn’t recovered completely from when the Witch Creek fires in 2007 wreaked destruction throughout San Diego County. They’d only just moved to the ranch and if she tried hard enough she could still conjure up the acrid smell of smoke. Since the Santa Ana’s had kicked in unseasonably early this year, they had horse trailers ready down by the four large, thirty-stall barns, should they need to evacuate.

      They ascended the incline into the smaller twenty-one-stall stable closest to the house, where the family housed their personal horses and Hercules. The wood-beamed ceiling was high and the entrances on each end were open, providing tons of natural light for the horses. Dust motes sparkled in the air and a few soft whinnies greeted them from the horses when they heard their arrival into the barn.

      Princess Buttercup’s golden head poked out from her stall and Sam could swear the horse grinned at her in anticipation. She stroked the horse’s silky head and smiled into intelligent brown eyes. “Ready for a ride, girl?”

      Buttercup whinnied and tossed her cream-colored mane in agreement. Her face was so beautiful—she was a palomino, with a white blaze on her forehead. Dark eyes always seemed to hold a glint of mischief and knowledge. Sam unlatched the gate to her stall and led her out to the aisle where she tied her and began to saddle her.

      Her father mimicked her actions with Roman, his huge bay gelding. They worked swiftly and silently to prepare the horses for a ride around the ranch. Her dad would share the news in his own time. After seeing his earlier reaction, she wouldn’t push him.

      “The track or the trails?” One of the things she loved best about Rancho Santa Fe was the network of riding trails running alongside the roads and ranch estates. Her neighbors could be seen most days riding along the lush tree-lined paths. As a teenager arriving in the new community, she’d been thrilled to learn a woman architect named Lillian Rice had designed the Covenant of Rancho Santa Fe back in the 1920s with the horses in mind.

      “Let’s cruise over to the track. Roman needs speed today.”

      “Roman or you, Dad?” She bit her tongue, swallowed down the urge to question him, and mounted her horse.

      “Both. I think you do too, right?” He levered up into the saddle. “Let’s go.”

      “Definitely. This weather is driving me insane and the guy really got under my skin.” Maybe if her only concern was with the joke he’d made in her breeding shed she could forget him, but her gut twisted seeing her father unhappy.

      Her dad and Roman trotted out and she followed him toward the three-quarter-mile racetrack on the opposite side of the property. As usual, the minute she began to ride, her blood pressure settled and all began to feel right with the world. She loosened her hold on the reins and allowed Buttercup to stretch her long, elegant legs. As they cantered along the track, her cheeks cooled and a laugh bubbled in her throat as she matched her father and Roman stride for stride.

      The knots in her belly softened and she allowed the joy of riding to take precedence over the anxiety clouding her mind.

      For now.
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      Sam stuffed an enormous bite of chicken into her mouth and groaned as the delicate flavors exploded on her tongue. She was famished after such a busy, stressful day and the crispy, tender meat served as its own reward. She couldn’t resist sampling the yummy meal right from the serving platter.

      “Sam, take your plate to the table. I know eating is one of your favorite pastimes, but save some for the rest of us.” Dylan nudged her away from the enormous pale granite island toward the giant oak dining table around which all family business was conducted.

      “I don’t know where you put all that food.” Amanda commented as she loaded approximately one-quarter the amount of food onto her own plate. “It’s not fair, you’re half my size and eat twice as much.”

      “Oh please, you’re a twig. You’re just picky.” Her older sister had lucked out with their father’s height and like all of them, had the slender McNeill build.

      “I’m not picky, I just don’t eat like a truck driver, that’s all,” Amanda sniffed as she plucked up a napkin and carried her mostly empty plate over to join her at the table.

      “It’s Angela’s fault––she’s spoiled us with her cooking.” Sam plopped down her admittedly overflowing plate onto the homey red placemat and sank into her upholstered dining chair. Her cheerful sunflower yellow ceramic dish was piled high with two crispy chicken breasts, a mountain of red-skinned mashed potatoes, three tiny brussels sprouts, and a hunk of corn bread roughly the size of her head. Truck driver was right.

      “Girls, girls, no bickering.” Angela laughed, addressing them like the teenagers they’d been when she’d come to manage the McNeill household, before she’d married their dad. Angela was an incredible woman. Although she didn’t replace their mom, they’d all grown to love her as much as their dad did.

      “Did you invite the boys for the meeting or is it just us?” Sam asked between bites. Angela’s three sons had become Amanda, Dylan, and Sam’s stepbrothers.

      “I know Ryan, Grant, and Austin would love to pipe in with their two cents, but because none of them live here currently, it’s just us.” Chris joined them at the table. “We’ll eat first.”

      Sam managed to focus on her food and remain patient until everyone finished eating. Her heart was racing and every muscle in her body was tense. Dylan, in her sweet quiet manner, cleared the dishes before rejoining everyone at the table.

      “We’ve got a scenario. Let me share everything first and then you can ask all the questions you want and I’ll do my best to answer. Deal?” He arched a thick brow at Sam and she nodded. Sam’s overstuffed stomach began to churn. Maybe the last dollop of mashed potatoes hadn’t been her wisest choice.

      “You girls probably don’t remember my old colleague Harry Shaw from L.A. He’s in a bind.” He paused and gazed around the table. “He’s making an Old Hollywood-style Western, and at the last minute he lost the original ranch where he’d planned to film.”

      “But Chris…” Angela trailed off and a frown marred her lovely features. She threaded her hands together and bit her lip.

      Her dad held up a hand. “He wants to film the outdoor scenes here. It wouldn’t be until breeding season is finished, so the ranch will be quiet. They’d only be out on about fifty acres on the far end of the property.”

      “But the horses––” Sam sputtered.

      “Hollywood?” Dylan asked, her chocolate brown eyes wide. “Dad, you swore we’d leave this behind. Why now?”

      Amanda’s usually sparkling green eyes went flat. “It sounds like you’ve already made up your mind. Do we even get a say in this?”

      Sam’s stomach dropped. Amanda was the calm, mature one, but on the rare occasion when she lost her temper, it was a sight to behold. Her dad wasn’t thinking straight. How could he be oblivious to how this could destroy the safe haven they’d created over the last twelve years?

      “Nobody associated with the movie will set foot on our ranch unless they have signed a non-disclosure agreement about the location. No exceptions. Harry will also provide additional security to keep the press away.” He paused and took a sip of his longneck beer.

      “Do you think the confidentiality will really hold up, Chris? Just how large is this production anyway?” Angela always played the peacemaker, but the furrow between her brows belied her calm tone. Sam deduced her father had sprung this on Angela too. None of it made any sense.

      Over Sam’s dead body would they film a movie here. She remained silent, unable to trust herself to enter the discussion. She gripped the wooden edges of her chair, digging her fingers in until her knuckles turned white. She’d known the man would be trouble, but she never could have imagined the Pandora’s box he’d unleash on her family.

      “I know I did and for the last decade, we haven’t had anything to do with L.A. or the industry. It’s not ideal, I know. But, we’ve got the space and it’s helping out an old friend.”

      “But Dad, the mares will be foaling. It’ll be noisy and disruptive. What if some of the animals are harmed?” Sam said. Weren’t the horses as important to him as they were to her?

      He was the one who declared Hollywood the enemy and uprooted the family after everything went down with their mom. Her perfectly ordered world could crumble down if the paparazzi resurrected the past. The mountain of mashed potatoes in her gut churned like an ancient volcano ready to erupt.

      Dylan shoved away from the table and ran out of the room. “I can’t believe you’d do this. I won’t stay here.”

      Amanda caught Sam’s eye across the table. They needed to go after their sister. Sam pushed away from the table, leapt to her feet, unable to contain the energy coursing through her veins a second longer.

      Tears welled in Amanda’s eyes and her voice caught on a sob. “If you don’t care about the animals, what about us, Dad? How can you turn our home, our refuge, into a movie set? I don’t understand.”

      “Of course I care about our horses––” Chris began.

      “No, Dad. You need to find a way to fix this. Help this guy find somewhere else to film. This will tear apart our family. Don’t you remember?” Amanda’s clear, calm delivery emphasized her powerful words. She pivoted and marched out of the room.

      “Of course I remember. I haven’t directed a movie since that day.” Chris sank back in the chair and Angela laid a hand on his forearm in comfort.

      Blinking back tears, Sam stormed out to find her sisters to figure out how to stop this juggernaut from ruining their world.  Adrenaline pumped through her body as she ran on shaky legs to catch up with her sisters.

      Sam found them in the bougainvillea-shrouded patio on the east side of the house, kind of a secret garden. Her twin was curled up on one of the carved wooden benches at the far end, her slender arms wrapped around her legs, and her forehead resting on her knees. Amanda and Sam flanked her.

      Thank goodness Amanda was generally even-keeled, often the voice of reason who maintained the balance. Now, however, Amanda’s visible distress stoked Sam’s rage. Her fingers curled into her palms, the sharpness of her short fingernails a welcome relief from the tears threatening to spill.

      Dylan’s palpable sorrow pierced her own heart and battled with the anger housed there. Although they were mirror images on the outside, inside they were polar opposites. Her sensitive twin’s default was melancholy, while her go-to was irritability and fury. Although the trembling in her limbs and ache in her chest didn’t feel like the pure cleansing anger she needed right now. This felt more like fear.

      “How can he do this? What in the hell is going on? He promised us—” Sam’s blood began to simmer all over again.

      “Shh, Sam. You know Dad would never harm us on purpose. There’s got to be more to the story. Let’s talk about this.” Amanda’s practical voice slid into the fragrant evening warmth. At least one McNeill could be cool, calm, and collected regardless of the situation.

      Sam chewed on her bottom lip. A gust of evening breeze cooled her skin, and she closed her eyes for a moment, savoring the relief. She flashed back to that awful afternoon when she’d been on the movie set, doing her dreaded Algebra homework. She’d had on her headphones, listening to Stevie Nicks’ crooning about the edge of seventeen, when her world shattered. A loud crash, piercing screams, and sounds of someone sobbing. Later, she’d realized it had been her weeping because she’d seen her mom tumble from the set and realized she’d never get up again. Her eyes popped open and she swallowed the lump rising in her throat.

      If losing their mom in a freak accident on the set of a movie their dad was directing wasn’t earth-shattering enough, the days and weeks that followed devastated her family. The paparazzi had destroyed any semblance of a normal life they could have hoped to regain.

      “My biggest concern is the paparazzi. If A-list celebrities come here, the media will follow. The obsession with fame has only gotten worse in the last ten years with all the reality TV junk.” Sam despised reality television.

      Amanda nodded at Sam and wrapped her arms around Dylan. “Good point. If we can keep the location a secret, I think it will be okay. A decade ago it was the most dramatic story around, but times have changed and the story probably wouldn’t be interesting these days.”

      “But what if it is? Old scandals come up all the time. It was so ugly. The rumors about Mom having an affair with one of the producers. The insinuations against Dad. Those monsters chased us at school, camped on our lawn, and almost ran us off the road. We were basically prisoners in our house and we can’t go through that again.” Dylan looked up, her brown eyes drenched with tears and her voice wavering.

      Amanda grimaced. “And my boyfriend dumped me because his parents didn’t want him to be involved with our notoriety. That period of time was hell.”

      “We’ve worked too hard to live a normal life. If one grip or gaffer can’t resist extra money to provide a photo op or a story?” Sam shook her head. Not on her watch. “I refuse to allow our lives to be ruined again. We’ve created a perfect refuge from that nightmare. Don’t worry.”

      “What kind of favor could Dad owe Harry? It has to be something big, because I can’t believe he did this lightly,” Amanda asked.

      “Who knows? It has to be personal. Didn’t they work together back in the day?” Sam racked her brain, but she’d purposely relegated her father’s former big shot director career and everyone associated with it to the past.

      “I don’t remember,” Dylan said.

      “Me neither. We’ll ask him in the morning. And Angela will help keep Dad steady, heck, probably help all of us stay steady like she’s done since we were kids.” Amanda reached across and caught Sam’s hand.

      “I hope you’re right. It’s a lot of pressure on her too. She never mentions it, but she’s lived in mom’s shadow, even though she and Dad are totally happy and right for each other.” Sam squeezed Amanda’s hand in return.

      “Well, I’m dead serious. One disruption to our horses or our life and they are out of here. I don’t care what Dad owes this Harry Shaw guy.” Sam jutted her chin and rolled her shoulders back.

      “What about the hot guy?” Dylan gave a watery smile.

      Sam wrinkled her nose. “What about him? If he comes into my barn again, I’ll kick his smart ass all the way back to Hell-A. Hopefully, he’ll perform his little dog and pony show and we won’t see him at all.”

      Mind made up, she nodded her head. Running the breeding operation and the ranch would keep her plenty busy. No need to run into Mr. Too Hot Hollywood and if he had a brain in his muscular body, he wouldn’t disrupt her busy schedule.

      Not that she’d noticed his body or face or hair.

      Not at all.
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      “Seriously? You want me to waste my afternoon giving the guy the full tour of the ranch? Why can’t Dylan do it?” Sam rolled her eyes, but managed not to stamp her foot.

      “Because Dylan is an artist. She doesn’t run the ranch. You do. You know every blade of grass, every animal, every length of fence. Don’t you want to make sure no detail goes unexplained?” Sam’s dad appealed to her from across his massive desk with raised brows and a crooked grin.

      So he was buttering her up so she’d do what he asked, and receiving praise from her father never grew old. But she really didn’t want to waste her afternoon babysitting the man.

      Two could play the flattery game. “I don’t know, maybe you should do it, Dad––you’re the real expert, right?”

      “Nice try, pipsqueak. Look at it this way, if you do it, you’ll have all the control and isn’t that what you want at the end of the day? To make sure everything goes off without a hitch and they get out as soon as possible?” Her dad shrugged.

      “Okay, okay. But I don’t get why it has to be him. He’s just the stupid stuntman, not even an Assistant Director or actor.” And he’s rude and cocky.

      “Look, he knows horses. It’s part of why Harry hired him—besides the fact he’s the best in the business. It makes me feel better to know a true horseman will be on set 24/7.”

      Her dad did make a valid point. “I guess you’re right.” Sam sighed, and then stiffened. “24/7? What do you mean 24/7?”

      Her dad fiddled with some papers on his massive desk. “Oh, didn’t I mention it? Holt will be staying in the first guesthouse since Grant’s traveling. It will be easier for him to be there in case anything happens. Harry insisted upon it.”

      “The guesthouse? For the whole time? Who appointed Harry god? None of this makes any sense, Dad.” She shot to her feet and paced over to the oversized window and stared out at the bright blue cloudless sky. Having the guy on her ranch during shooting was infuriating enough, but living here?

      It was annoying enough to have the filming happen every day and be invaded by strangers for weeks on end. But, to have someone stay in the guesthouse? Him? Mere yards from where she rested her head on her pillow each night? Ridiculous.

      Her dad joined her at the window and laid a large hand on her shoulder. “It’s not such a big deal, Samantha. Remember we’ll be stabling the actors’ horses and it’ll be good for Holt to be close. Your life really won’t be altered too much. Okay?”

      “Don’t push it, Dad. Like you said, I know every inch of this ranch. I’ll know every second they’re here. But fine. So, when do you need me to do this? My schedule’s pretty tight right now with end of the season.” She angled her gaze up at him. Come to think of it, she always had to slant her gaze up, except with her equally vertically challenged twin.

      Her dad’s smile was sheepish. “This afternoon? Around two?”

      She narrowed her eyes and glared at his beloved face for a full thirty seconds. “Fine. I’m not happy about it, but for you, I’ll do it.”

      And when she was finished with Mr. Too Hot Hollywood, he would know who was the boss around here.
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      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll listen to her, although I don’t understand why McNeill can’t show me around.” His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Spoiled little rich girls drove him nuts, just like his ex-girlfriend and every other actress/model in Los Angeles who expected special treatment.

      “She runs the damn ranch, Holt, so you’ll treat her with respect. I’m certain Chris raised his daughters to have the same type of work ethic and attitudes he has.” Harry’s disembodied voice warned from the car’s phone speaker.

      “Sure.” He snorted. “She’s a kid. How much could she know?”

      “You should know better than to make snap judgments on external appearances. She had to grow up fast. From what I understand, she’s one of the top breeding managers in the country and their stallion Hercules is one of the most sought-after studs.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” He’d believe it when he saw it. Daddy’s little girl––playing with ponies. He’d been on the receiving end of one of her temper tantrums, hadn’t he?

      “Be professional. I’d hate to take you off the movie. I won’t have Chris upset, especially by offending his family. We’re straddling a precarious line and I won’t lose this location and you can’t afford to either. Use a little of your pretty boy charisma. Got it?”

      He snorted and forced his hands to soften the death grip on his steering wheel before he crushed it. Not only did this movie need to be his last stuntman gig, it had to have a huge payout. He couldn’t afford to allow one annoying person to jeopardize his future. “Pretty boy charisma, right. Don’t worry. I’ll be professional.”

      He would be mature, but it didn’t mean he had to be friendly or charming.

      He’d ride the ranch with her and focus on the logistics.

      After today, he’d simply avoid her.

      How tough could it be?

      From her hostile attitude, he doubted she’d hang out nearby. The ranch was over two hundred acres and the movie would only be filmed on less than a quarter of it.

      “Call me on your way back. I want to hear how it goes. Be nice.”

      “Sure. Talk to you later.” Holt forced his shoulders to relax.

      He flashed his ID for the guard at one of Pacific Vista Ranch’s four guarded gates and drove up to the main house. Hell, the place was already fortified like a medieval castle; all they needed was a moat and drawbridge. Extra security seemed like overkill, but Harry was paying the bills, not him.

      He gave a low whistle as he cruised along the curving road and admired the rolling hills and dappled sunlight reflecting off the clusters of trees. In the distance, chestnut mares grazed in the sprawling pastures and not a single cloud marred the brilliant blue San Diego sky. The mountains of Colorado would always be home for him despite leaving years ago, but these green hills and lush foliage appealed almost as much.

      Did the McNeills appreciate how lucky they were to call this place home? It sure beat the tiny studio where he crashed in the Los Feliz neighborhood of Los Angeles. Los Feliz was cool, but he was rarely home, so it was more of a place to stow his suitcase and guitar between jobs.

      When he pulled into a parking spot in front of the courtyard entrance, his tour guide for the afternoon sauntered toward him wearing faded jeans, an equally faded t-shirt, and a cowboy hat.

      “Are you ready to see the ranch?” Her voice was clipped.

      “That’s why I’m here.” He gritted his teeth. Damn it, he’d try to be polite. No need to start out this visit at odds with her. “Lead the way.”

      “Let’s head over to the stables, it’s best to see it on horseback. My dad said you were an experienced rider?” She asked as she strode past him.

      His step hitched when he glanced down and saw how her jeans highlighted her perfect heart-shaped ass. Whoa. He shook his head and hurried to fall into step alongside her, careful to keep his gaze on the path. “Grew up riding horses outside of Denver.”

      “You had horses? On a ranch, or…?” She looked up at him from underneath the brim of her tan hat. He caught a glimpse of smooth creamy skin and unpainted naturally rosy lips. Her eyes were hidden behind mirrored aviators. She smelled like sunshine and the outdoors. His gut tightened.

      “Not exactly. I grew up next to a ranch and helped out in the stables. Everything from mucking out stalls, to grooming and exercising the horses. I ride every chance I can since then.” His neighbor’s horses had been one of his primary joys and reasons to smile growing up.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t imagine life without my horses and riding every day.” She smiled, revealing straight white teeth.

      Stop noticing her perfect ass and her equally perfect smile, damn it. “How many horses do you have here? I saw five barns?”

      “Yes, five barns and close to one hundred horses between Hercules, the mares, foals, and yearlings. We’ve got one barn for the family’s horses and that’s where we’re headed now. Are you up for a challenging mount or an easy ride?” One dark brow lifted.

      “I’m always up for a challenge.” No way would he get stuck on a slow horse. “So, the other barns are all your breeding mares?”

      “Exactly. We also house Hercules, our stallion, at the far end of our personal stable.”

      “Makes sense.” His shoulders relaxed. What do you know? When she wasn’t sneering or snarling at him, they were actually carrying on a civil conversation.

      They reached the modern, meticulously maintained building with stalls running along the full length and stopped inside the open doorway. Sam waved to one of the grooms who was cleaning some tack, “John, can you please saddle up Rocco for him?”

      Holt frowned. “I can saddle the horse.” Did she think he was incompetent?

      “Don’t worry about it. John knows where Rocco is and it’ll be faster. Come with me while I saddle my horse.”

      He kept his gaze honed on the stables, resisting the urge to look at her. They stopped in front of one of the stalls on the right side and a gorgeous palomino poked her head out and whinnied.

      “Hi sweet Princess. Ready to go out?” She crooned and leaned in to stroke the horse’s face.

      “Princess?” His first instinct was right––spoiled little girls and their ponies.

      “Her full name is Princess Buttercup. Didn’t you see The Princess Bride? She’s the ultimate heroine.” She whipped off her sunglasses and her enormous chocolate brown eyes widened.

      He chuckled, his jaw softening. “Best movie ever and you’re right, Princess Buttercup stole the show.” Robin Wright was still one of the most powerful, beautiful actresses in the business.

      He couldn’t fault the way Sam expertly saddled her horse before the groom approached with Rocco, a grey gelding. Together, they led the horses out into the sunshine and mounted. She practically leapt onto her horse, as agile and graceful as a jockey.

      “We’ll cover the whole ranch and finish over where we have sectioned off for the movie set.” She turned her horse and trotted off, obviously used to people obeying her commands.

      He followed her lead and admired her obvious athletic prowess. Suck it up, Ericsson.

      Rocco proved to be the perfect mount, full of energy and spirit. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d ridden simply for pleasure and not just as part of a scene in a movie. Stables weren’t exactly abundant in his neighborhood and it wasn’t like he had much free time.

      Sam loosened the reins and cantered toward the gate where he’d entered. Damn, she looked like some kind of goddess. He loved speed, so he followed suit. The wind cooled his cheeks and the knots around the base of his neck dissipated with the fresh summer air and the freedom of flying unencumbered on the back of the powerful animal.

      Watching her ride wasn’t too tough of an ordeal either.
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      So he could ride.

      So he was an absolute natural on Rocco.

      So he was definitely a genuine horse lover. She would know.

      The tight ball of tension in her belly uncoiled. The positive quality could help balance out his personality, because the arrogance set her teeth on edge.

      Although he didn’t seem too annoying today. More like mildly bothersome. She could at least try to be civil while she showed him around.

      Her shoulders softened, and she reined in by the enormous mahogany wood and wrought iron gate and paused while Holt joined her.

      “This is where you came in. This entrance is primarily for the family and for those working with us on the breeding operations. Since you’ll be staying here, you can use it.” She gestured to the large wooden door set into the twelve-foot-high stone gate. “You shouldn’t need to walk through, but I can give you the security code later in case Edgar or another guard isn’t on duty. Okay?”

      When he nodded his tawny head, she ticked off the points with her fingers.  “Anybody affiliated with the movie besides you or Harry must use the south gate. Each person will be screened by security every time they arrive. If they fail to show proper identification or aren’t on the list, they will not be allowed in. No exceptions. Got it?”

      He nodded again. His large bronzed hands, crisscrossed with faded scars, were loose on the reins. “Sure. They’re used to it. Every movie set has varying degrees of privacy and they’ll know this one is tight.”

      “We’ll ride along the perimeter so I can show you where the trails are and how the ranch is set up.” Stop focusing on those rugged hands. She trotted along the protective fence covered with green winding vegetation and riotous fuchsia bougainvillea. Fragrance from expansive beds of scarlet and pure white roses floated around them.

      They rode along in comfortable silence for a few more minutes and she assumed he was surveying the beauty of the property, just as she was. The pure splendor of the emerald hills and lush foliage had captured her soul when she’d first seen it as a heartbroken fifteen-year-old girl. More than a decade later, she never took it for granted.

      They crested a large hill and she stopped and pointed down to the now-empty racetrack. He reined in next to her, his strong denim-clad leg mere inches from her own. The heat from his body caused the fine hairs on the back of her neck to prickle again.

      Her tummy didn’t flip flop. Definitely didn’t tingle either. Yeah, right.

      “Wow, a racetrack? I thought you just ran a breeding operation? Do you train the yearlings too?” His sculpted lips parted and damn, was that a slight dimple in his square chin? The tingling on the back of her neck traveled south.

      Don’t stare at his perfect chiseled, devastatingly handsome face. “The track was already here when my dad bought the ranch, so it made sense to keep it. We’ll use it when the horses feel like flying and we’ve been playing with the idea of starting to train some of the foals born here. Pretty cool, right?”

      “It’s awesome.” He grinned and another dimple winked in his lean cheek. “Does Rocco like it?” He shifted his gaze toward her, his expression lit up like someone who’d just received free front row seats to the Super Bowl.

      Her pulse accelerated and her nipples hardened. “Yes Rocco likes it and no, we aren’t racing on the track today. This is business, remember?” Her body apparently forgot that important tidbit. Please don’t let him notice.

      “Okay, boss, whatever you say.” The grin remained on his face. Maybe he wasn’t such a jerk after all.

      She laughed. “That’s more like it.”

      “So, once we reach the other side of the track, we’ll approach where you guys will be set up. There’s room for some trailers and equipment. No night filming, no bright lights late because it will disturb the mares’ circadian rhythms and it can mess with their fertility.”

      Business, this was all about business. Being civil was one thing, but skirting the edge of flirtation was unacceptable. She gripped the reins, seeking her composure. Focus on the ranch.

      “Don’t worry, no night scenes planned. They’ll build a few structures for the outdoor set, which they can break down when those are done. And, the background shots of your horses can be filmed with a skeleton team. Harry said he’d make sure to only have the necessary actors and crew for each scene so it shouldn’t ever get too crowded.” His husky voice assured her as he easily matched her pace.

      “I’m so glad you understand. You’re making me feel better about all of this.” She nudged Buttercup forward, determined to re-establish some distance between them. A red-tailed hawk soared overhead, iridescent turquoise dragonflies flitted about, and the quiet scene warmed her as it always did. To the west, pastures rolled out as far as the eyes could see, with mares peacefully grazing on the verdant lawns. When they reached one of the lines of split rail fences, her heart warmed.

      “I’m looking forward to filming this movie here. It will be great. This place is just incredible. Can you show me the rest of the property?” He smiled, relaxed in the saddle.

      “Sure. You’ve already seen the breeding shed, I’ll show you the other stables, the rehabilitation facility, the foaling sheds, and where Amanda’s vet practice is housed.” Pride surged in her chest; Pacific Vista Ranch was the best in the country.

      “Must be nice to keep it in the family.”

      Her spine went rigid. Surely she had misunderstood his overly bland tone. “Excuse me?”

      “I said it must be nice to keep it in the family.” His gaze was scanning the horizon, not even paying attention to her.

      Heat suffused her cheeks and she whipped her head to glare at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well, you run the breeding operation and your sister is the equine vet, right?”  He shrugged. “Not everybody is so lucky to have a dad who owns a ranch like this. No offense, but some people actually have to apply for jobs.”

      “There’s no luck involved. My sister is a frickin’ genius and graduated top of her class from Virginia Tech Veterinary School. And, I’m one of the best breeding managers in the country because I work my ass off.” She wheeled Buttercup around. Total asshat. “Some of us have real jobs and don’t just play make-believe all day.” She snapped over her shoulder and let Buttercup fly.

      Arrogant baboon. The breeze helped cool her cheeks, but the anger bubbled up into her throat. He wasn’t the first man to assume she was in her role because her dad handed it to her on a platter. How dare he question Amanda though? Nobody insulted her family. This is what she got for ignoring her initial gut instinct. And she’d actually just been flirting with him? Rude, Hollywood jerk.

      She’d done her duty and shown him where the movie would be filmed. Someone else could show him the rest of it. Or he could scurry back to L.A.

      “Wait up.” Rocco’s pounding hooves were closing the distance between them. No way in hell would she finish the tour––she’d fulfilled her duty by showing him the gates and movie location. She clucked at Princess Buttercup to speed up.

      She reached the stable first and leapt to the ground, her jaw set, and steam puffing out of her ears. Dylan was walking up the hill toward her, looking cool and lovely in one of flowered sundresses. Not even her sweet twin could soothe her fiery temper right now.

      “Sam, oh, and hello, Mr. Ericsson.” Dylan smiled up at the idiot.

      “Call me Holt, please.” The rude baboon jumped off Rocco and flashed his pearly whites at her sister. Probably veneers. Come to think of it, his messy blond hair was probably highlighted.

      “Holt.” Dylan’s smile remained in place. “Did Sam show you everything you needed to see?”

      “Well, she was going to show me the other stables and the rehab and vet building, but if you’re available maybe you can show me?” Holt’s tone was honey sweet, completely opposite of his sharp comments a few moments ago. Why was he standing so close to her sister?

      “You’ve seen what you need to see. Just go back to La-La Land, where you belong.” She ignored Dylan’s gasp and wide eyes.

      He addressed Dylan, all innocent charm. “I drove down to see everything today before we arrive for filming. I’d hate to go back to L.A. and not be able to tell Harry I’d seen the entire ranch.”

      “I can do it. I’ve finished work for the day. We can just walk over from here if that’s okay?” Dylan had always been the polite one.

      He smiled and took a step closer to her twin. “If you’re sure it isn’t too much trouble?”

      “No trouble at all. See you at dinner, Sam.” Dylan’s brow creased momentarily, sensing the tension. They strolled off toward the other barns, like they didn’t have a care in the world.

      Why was her sister being so friendly toward Mr. Hollywood? Wasn’t he the enemy?

      “Perfect. You two go. I’ll take care of the horses.” She muttered to Buttercup and Rocco.

      Because that’s what privileged little rich girls do.
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      “The ranch is amazing. You’re lucky to live here.” Holt smiled, the knots of tension gripping the back of his skull relaxing in Dylan’s agreeable company.

      Why was Sam so damn sensitive about him simply stating the truth about working for her father? It was a fact, right? Even though she’d been handed her job, she was smart, passionate, and an expert on horses and her ranch. His respect for her had grown throughout the ride. For a while there, he’d actually enjoyed her company. Sure, he’d been blunt, but shouldn’t she be able to handle it?

      “We are. It’s truly been our safe haven since we moved here after—” She hesitated, but continued quickly, “After we moved from Los Angeles.”

      “Look, Harry will bend over backwards to make sure you won’t even notice we’re here. Only necessary crew will be here when we film.” He softened his tone. Why couldn’t Sam be more like her sister? Even-tempered and polite?

      “You’re nice to say so. I hope that’s the case. Anyway, here is the first stable and the other three are basically identical, with thirty stalls each. I believe my dad’s cleared out some stalls for the movie star horses you’re bringing.”

      They stepped into the entrance of the enormous terracotta-roofed structure. High wood-beamed ceilings, huge stalls running along each side, and a well-groomed dirt floor appeared to be impeccably maintained. Soft whinnies and snorts punctuated the mild summer breeze and the familiar scent of fresh cut hay reached his nostrils.

      “Wow. These horses have it made and the Hollywood ones will be spoiled.” Everything here was top-of-the-line and expensive. The smells might be the same, but nothing else here remotely resembled his neighbor’s ancient wood barns he’d grown up close to in Colorado.

      Through the open entrance on the far end, he spotted a few single-level structures, which weren’t as massive as the stables. “What are those buildings to the west?”

      “Come on, I’ll show you. Amanda might be around too and we can say hello.” She seemed to float over the ground, unlike her twin who stomped like an angry toddler. Damn it all to hell, stop comparing them.

      “So, those are the vet buildings?”

      “Exactly. The clinic, offices, and the rehabilitation facility. It’s state of the art.”

      “Of course it is.” Damn, he needed to watch the sarcasm around Dylan. She didn’t deserve his snark. “I mean everything looks like it’s the best.”

      Her brows drew together, but either she was too well mannered to acknowledge his rudeness or chose to ignore it.  “Why wouldn’t we have the best for our horses? Come on in.” She pulled open a glass-paned door leading into a single-story cream stucco building.

      An empty pale green waiting room with a long reception desk and plenty of natural light greeted them. “Amanda, are you in here?” She smiled at him. “We’re really formal around here.”

      “Dylan, is that you?” Dr. McNeill hurried in from a room on the far end of the sunny space. She jolted and halted mid-stride when she saw him.

      Her smooth golden brow creased. “Oh, hi Holt. I thought you were touring the ranch with Sam?”

      “Yeah, we were, but she had to finish something up, so Dylan offered to show me the rest.” No need for the two nice McNeill sisters to hear about his scene with Sam.

      “What did you think? Maybe it isn’t right for the film after all?” A hopeful note lifted the vet’s voice.

      “Actually, it’s absolutely perfect.”

      “Good to know. It’s just tough. I hope you can understand. We’d really prefer anything to do with Hollywood and the movie industry stay in the past. It brings up a lot of negative memories.” The eldest McNeill sister wound her long slender fingers together.

      His jaw tightened. Damn it, their past wasn’t his fault and he needed this movie to be a blockbuster hit to protect his investment and set up his future. But, his conscience prickled.  “I’m sorry.”

      Dylan moved to her side and slid a slender arm around her older sister. A united front. “We know it isn’t your fault. If the press gets wind of a movie being filmed here, it could get really ugly,” Amanda said.

      “Look, I know Harry will make it work and I’m sure your dad will kick his ass if he doesn’t.” Sweat popped up on the back of his neck. Harry damn well better have it under control.

      Desperate to change the subject, Holt swung his gaze around the room. “So, where’s the rehab facility?”

      Amanda nodded. “Let me show you. We can cut through the back way because a lot of it is attached.”

      He exhaled and followed them into a long hallway, which opened into a huge space with various stalls. Just like the clinic, the vast area was bathed in plenty of natural light. Assorted contraptions lined the walls, some recognizable and others looking like something from a Star Trek convention.

      “So, this is the primary rehab facility where we treat injured or sick horses. Off-season and sometimes even during the season, I also work with other local animals. We’ve helped many of them get new jobs as dressage or jumpers or pasture horses.”

      “That’s great you work with all kinds of horses. And I’m assuming you’re referring to ones that can no longer race?” He knew the McNeill ranch specialized in quarter horses specifically for racing.

      Amanda nodded. “Exactly. Many of the horses you see in our pastures never raced for a variety of reasons, but they have great bloodlines and are excellent for breeding. They also can work as nannies for the foals.”

      Holt cautiously approached a huge, bizarre-looking device. “Is this one of those horse treadmills?”

      Amanda laughed. “It’s called the Equisizer and yes, it helps the horses walk to get exercise and build strength so they can hopefully return to normal.”

      “Okay, this is pretty amazing. How big of a horse can it hold?” It looked big enough for an elephant to stroll along on its wide track.

      “Well, we’ve gotten Hercules on there before and he weighs twelve hundred pounds.” Dylan piped in as she moved to the next giant piece of equipment. “This is my favorite: the theraplate. The horse just stands on it and it vibrates. It helps just about everything from increasing circulation to curing tummy aches.”

      “You know horses can’t vomit, right, Holt?” Amanda asked.

      “Right and they also never stop eating. The plate helps?” The old school ranch where he’d helped out certainly didn’t have one of those. In fact, it didn’t have any kind of rehab equipment at all. Another difference between the wealthy and the rest of the world.

      “It can help prevent colic—pretty incredible. And my favorite is the saltwater bath on the other side. Thirty-five-degree water helps soothe and encourage the healing process.”

      “All of this is incredible.” Everything in the facility was shiny, clean, and looked brand new.

      “We’re really proud of it. We’ve also got the Pegasus laser, it’s infrared and can heal wounds faster.” Amanda smiled. “We love the horses and we make sure they get the best of everything.”

      “Wow, you’ve got quite the operation here.” They were using their money for admirable purposes. As an animal lover, he approved.

      “Do you work with the horses too, Dylan?” She always seemed to wear dresses, so it seemed unlikely.

      She shook her head. “Only if I’m sketching them. I love horses and I ride, but I don’t work for the ranch. I’m an artist.”

      “That fits. What type?”

      “I’m a painter, but I love to work with charcoal too. Landscapes, portraits, a little abstract, a little old school impressionism. It all depends.” She waved a slender arm.

      “She also writes poetry and plays the piano. We joke she got all the ladylike talent and Sam and I are the dudes.” Amanda laughed.

      “Strong women don’t have to be dudes. My mom is the most incredible woman on earth and she doesn’t have to act like a guy to do it.” Maybe someone could alert Sam to be more like her sisters. Damn it, why did she keep popping up in his brain?

      “Oh, that’s so sweet. Are you close to her?” Dylan asked, her tip-tilted chocolate eyes wide.

      “I am. And to my little sister. They mean the world to me.” His chest tightened. He would move heaven and earth for them.

      “Are they up in Los Angeles too?” Amanda asked.

      He shook his head. “No. They still live in Littleton, just outside of Denver.”

      “That’s so far away. Do you see them often?” Dylan’s dark brows drew together.

      “I travel so much, I don’t see anyone often. I visit when I can.” He ignored the hollowness under his breastbone. Once he received the payout for this movie, he hoped to convince his mom and sister to relocate to California.

      “Aren’t most of the movies shot in LA anymore?” Amanda said.

      He shook his head. “These days a lot of movies and TV shows are filmed in Atlanta, Vancouver, North Carolina, and all over the world because Southern California is so expensive. I go where the work takes me.”

      “That sounds like a tough life.” Dylan frowned.

      “I make great money, there’s always something new happening, and I get to see the world on someone else’s dime. What’s tough about that?” He injected enthusiasm into his voice.

      Lately, the shine had worn off the planes, trains, and automobiles. Playing the guitar or reading books in interchangeable, generic hotel rooms or grabbing drinks with the crew in another dive bar no longer appealed.

      Amanda tilted her head. “Are you trying to convince us or yourself?”

      He forced a laugh, but her question struck a nerve. “Not trying to convince anyone of anything.” He’d worked his tail off for the last twelve years to become the top stuntman and the money he’d amassed would set up his new future. Nothing else mattered.

      “Of course, I didn’t mean to give you a hard time.”

      “No worries. I need to head back to L.A.” He couldn’t call it home, especially after seeing how the McNeills lived. “Thanks again for the tour, I appreciate it. Good day, ladies.” He lifted his hand in a half-wave.

      He strolled back to his truck, and hopped in. Flicking on the ignition, he scratched the day-old scruff on his chin. This movie symbolized the turning point for his adult life. As long as Harry ensured everything ran smoothly, he’d play a challenging role in an intriguing movie, benefit from a little peace and quiet on a dream ranch, and achieve freedom once his highest paycheck to date hit his bank.

      How hard could it be to avoid one bad-tempered little redhead?
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      Sam stretched up on her tiptoes and pecked Angela’s cheek, then grabbed a shiny green apple from the cheerful striped bowl on the kitchen counter. “I won’t make it home for dinner tonight, because I’m going to try to make ballet after I knock out a few errands.”

      “Oh, good, I love to see you dancing again. You’re a vision on toe shoes. I’ll save you a plate, sweet girl—I’m making tamales and I know how much you love them.”

      Sam snorted. “Not so sure I’m a vision, but I do love going back. And yes––a heaping plate. You make the best tamales in the world.” Sam grinned in anticipation of stuffing her face after ballet. Not that she was eating her feelings about the movie shoot starting tomorrow—no, of course not—she just had a healthy appetite, that’s all.

      Angela’s dark eyes twinkled and the dimple in her full cheek appeared as she smiled indulgently at her. “I know how you can eat more than your dad, don’t worry, I’ll load it up for you.”

      “You’re the best. See you tonight.” She twirled out of the kitchen and started down the wide, biscuit-colored hallway.

      Sam adored Angela and couldn’t imagine any of their lives without her peaceful strength. Back when they’d first fled Hollywood and moved to Pacific Vista Ranch, they quickly realized they were in over their heads. Her dad hired Angela to manage the household and ranch. Her police officer husband had been killed the year before, in the line of duty. She’d moved into one of the guesthouses with her sons and assimilated into the McNeill’s lives.

      After the first year, the business relationship turned romantic between her dad and Angela. By that time, it had been two years and the initial grief of losing their mom had dissipated, but their scars ran deep. Having a caring, warm, strong woman as a role model helped immensely. Angela was the opposite of their fragile, artistic mother—practical, no-nonsense, yet warm and caring too. By the time Angela and Chris fell in love, the girls were comfortable with it and happy to see their dad feeling loved and supported by such a great lady.

      “Samantha.” Dylan’s voice was practically a whisper, yet it stopped her in her tracks, two steps out of the kitchen.

      “What’s going on? Why do you have a suitcase?” Her breath caught in her throat and dread filled her when she raked her gaze over her usually ethereal sister.

      Instead of one of her floaty ensembles, Dylan was dressed in slim black pants, a black t-shirt, and Converse tennis shoes. She had a roller-bag with her artist supply case propped on top of it. Her hair was slicked back from her pale, makeup-free face.

      “I can’t stay here while they film. It’s stirring up too many memories. I’m afraid to go to sleep.” Her usually glowing complexion looked dull, and bluish circles marred the underneath of her sister’s brown eyes. For years, Dylan had been haunted by nightmares, particularly from one incident when Sam had been late to meet her to leave school and one aggressive reporter had chased Dylan down the sidewalk, causing her to trip and slam into the pavement. Sam still felt guilty for not protecting her sibling.

      Sam’s stomach clenched into knots. What would she do without her twin’s calming influence to soothe her own jangled nerves? “You seemed fine. I need you here. We need you here.”

      Angela glided into the hallway, wrapped a strong arm around her sister’s narrow shoulders, and led her back into the sunny kitchen. “Dylan, sweetheart, are you sure? Where are you planning on going?”

      “I’ll be fine. It just hit me yesterday and I know we’ll all be better off if I’m not here. Sam––I think you’ll be able to focus better without having to cheer me up.” Dylan’s eyes pleaded with her.

      “But where are you going? For the whole shoot? That’s a month or more.” Panic began to bubble in her throat. How could she deal with damn Holt Ericsson without the buffer of her sister?

      “One of my girlfriends from art school lives in Paris now. It’s right in the middle of the art scene and will be an incredible opportunity for me to paint, to be away, to immerse myself. It’s an opportunity I can’t pass up.”

      “Paris? What’s this about France?” Their dad stepped into the kitchen.

      “I need to focus on my work. It’s impossible with a movie crew on our property. You chose to allow the movie to be filmed here despite none of us wanting it. I thought I would be okay, but I’m not. It resurrects too much about mom’s death. So, I’m going.” Dylan’s cherry red lips flattened into a mutinous line. Uh-oh. Sam recognized the look. Dylan didn’t share her short fuse, but when she dug her heels in, she was as stubborn as a donkey and nobody could change her mind.

      Sam silently applauded her sister’s brave speech.  She rushed forward and enveloped her sister in a bear hug. They’d been apart for longer periods of time back when Dylan had gone to art school and Sam remained behind and studied biology at San Diego State University, but this was different. Her twin was leaving without giving Sam a choice but to stay. Then again, she hadn’t lived anywhere else––the ranch was her refuge. Or, had been before this movie debacle.

      “Are you sure? Do you have enough money? What arrondissement are you staying in? Is it safe?” Her dad peppered her sister with the questions at a gunfire pace.

      “Of course, Dad. You know Lily’s family has owned a place in Paris for years. It’s in the Marais and it’s lovely. Sam, you should come join me for a few weeks. She needs a vacation and the stuntman guy really rubs her the wrong way.” Dylan smiled for the first time since she’d entered the room.

      “What? Ericsson? Did he do something? I’ll have him kicked off the film, Harry be damned.” Her dad pierced her with his hazel eyes, his cheeks flushing in what she recognized as the beginning of the famous McNeill temper about to ignite. She should know–– she’d inherited it from him lock, stock, and barrel.

      “No, Dad, he didn’t do anything. I just think he’s an arrogant Hollywood blowhard.” Sam scowled. “I need to stay here and make sure everything stays safe.” Please, like she could leave the ranch while it was under siege by a movie crew?

      “I’ve actually got an Uber coming for me now. My flight is later today and I want to get to the airport early.” She smoothed one hand back over her topknot.

      “Okay, okay. Now, have you written down the address and Lily’s phone number and her parents’ number and––” Their dad frowned.

      “Dad, I’m going to Paris, not the high school prom. Please.” Dylan laughed. “I’ve written it all down and my cell will work there. It will be fine.”

      “We’ll all walk you out. Did you say goodbye to Amanda?” Chris and Angela flanked Dylan as they exited the kitchen and headed to the front door.

      “I already did. She’s the easy one to tell—not the emotional ones like you guys.” Dylan smiled to soften her words.

      They accompanied Dylan to the circular driveway and helped load her belongings into the driver’s silver compact car.

      “Promise me you’ll come visit,” Dylan whispered in her ear.

      “We’ll see. Please take care of yourself.” Sam squeezed her one more time.

      “Okay, I’m out of here. I hope there are no more surprises today. I don’t know if I can deal with it.” Sam waved at her dad and Angela and headed to her white Land Rover.

      Damn it, this movie filming on the ranch was causing ripples from the past to morph into pounding waves. She would not relive everything with her mom right now. Or ever again. Once was enough. Thank goodness she was heading to ballet later. She’d hopefully be able to work out the lump in her throat and the prickling behind her eyes.
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      Holt returned Pete’s wave as he drove through the South gate entrance onto the McNeill’s ranch. The security guard had recognized his truck immediately, so he got express entrance now. That had to be good, right?

      He whistled as he pulled up to the main house to meet Angela and get the keys to the guesthouse where he’d be staying for the next several weeks. After being on the road for more than a decade, packing was a cinch, at least when he wasn’t somewhere like the hills of Hungary in January or the swamps of Louisiana in August. A couple duffel bags and his guitar and he was good to go. His shoulders relaxed when he didn’t see the white Land Rover he’d learned was Sam’s. He was in too good of a mood today to wrangle with her.

      Everything was falling into place for his secret plans for the future. Not that he was keeping it a secret on purpose. He’d just hung up with his accountant and she’d confirmed he was on track. His mom and sister heartily approved. This film would be the last one and it needed to go off without a hitch.

      He hummed as he sauntered up to the house. Maybe Dylan would answer the door again. Although he’d realized the other afternoon, despite her sweetness and loveliness, he didn’t feel any spark of attraction to her. It made no sense. No, when he was on McNeill property, the primary sensation evoked was anger, annoyance, or impatience, all at the hands of one Ms. Samantha McNeill. Not today, though, nothing could bother him.

      The door swung open before he could ring the bell and Mrs. Angela McNeill smiled warmly at him. She was an attractive brunette in her fifties, tall, with an athletic build. Thus far, she’d been nothing but welcoming to him.

      “Hi, Holt. I’m glad you made it. I’ve got the keys, so why don’t we walk over to your new home away from home?”

      “Great. Should I move my truck or leave it parked there?”

      “Let’s walk over and then you can come get the truck. The guesthouse isn’t far and it has its own parking. But, this way you can see the path so when you come up for dinner and such, you’ll know the shortcut.” She stepped out of the doorway and pulled the enormous wooden door closed behind her.

      “Dinner?” He fell into step with her long strides.

      “Of course, we’d love to have you over for Sunday dinners—you’re our guest.” She smiled at him, as if this were the most normal scenario in the world.

      His eyes widened. Family dinners? Guest? “It’s really kind of you, but I wouldn’t want to get in the way. The hours are crazy…”

      Her easy smile remained in place. “You come when you feel like it. 7 p.m. It’s an open invitation.”

      He shrugged and followed her through the sun-drenched courtyard framed with giant palm trees, birds of paradise, and lush clusters of fuchsia and violet bougainvillea. The Santa Ana winds had finally dissipated and a cool Southern California breeze ruffled his hair as they strolled along the gray-stone paved path.

      Had he stepped into a Disney movie? Shimmering hummingbirds flitted over tidy rows of fragrant pink and white rose bushes planted along the cream-colored stucco walls. Water gurgled from the spouts of a pair of dolphins gracing an azure-tiled fountain.

      After they turned the corner, the open space widened dramatically and an Olympic-sized swimming pool sparkled in the sunshine and a white-canopied cabana beckoned. An enormous built-in barbeque, bar area, and outdoor dining set signaled this was party central at the McNeill mansion. Because he’d seen tons of estates in Bel Air and the Hollywood Hills, he managed not to gawk. The way he’d gaped when he’d arrived in L.A., back when he was a relatively innocent eighteen-year-old.

      But damn, nothing like luxury mansions to remind him he’d grown up one step away from the neighboring trailer park. And no matter how hard he worked, he’d never live like this.

      When they crested another sloping green hill, he caught the panoramic view of the ranch and in the distance, a peek of the Pacific Ocean. He paused. “Whoa.”

      “Pretty spectacular, isn’t it?” Angela patted his shoulder. “The first time I saw this view, my mouth dropped open. I couldn’t believe a refuge like this existed so close to San Diego proper.”

      “It’s as beautiful as any view I’ve seen in all my travels. You McNeills are lucky.” He shook his head. What would it be like to see this view every day and know it was yours? He’d lived like a nomad for so long, he’d adjusted to not caring where he laid his head at night. He snorted. As if he could afford anything like this, even with his future plans.

      “I’ve been here more than a decade and I’ll tell you, it never gets old. Okay, we’ll take the left fork in the path here. Almost there.”

      “What is on the right?” Good thing he had a decent sense of direction.

      “The stables. I’m sure you’ll be there a fair amount.”

      “Thanks. I will. It’s nice to know the shortcut.” Was Sam down there now? Damn. Where had that come from?

      Angela paused in front of a single-story house bigger than Holt’s childhood home. Hell, it was bigger than the new house he’d purchased for his mom and sister five years ago. “Okay, here we are.”

      “Wow, can my whole family move in?” he half-joked.

      “You have a family?” Angela turned her head toward him as she twisted the large pewter doorknob.

      “My mom and my younger sister, Jenny. I guess when you said guesthouse I figured it’d be a cottage.” Idiot.

      “Well, the house definitely holds a family of eight comfortably.” Angela laughed and entered the house. “My son Grant preferred living here to being with us in the main house. He stays here when he’s in town.”

      “Wow.” He halted and looked around. Pretty sweet digs.

      He followed her along the wide marble-tiled hallway which opened into an enormous great room, with soaring wood-beamed ceilings, a kitchen fit for a chef on the right side of the room, and a pale grey granite island surrounded by several navy upholstered bar stools.

      To the left, a fireplace tall enough for the McNeill’s prized stallion to stand in occupied the wall. Two large L-shaped charcoal gray couches, a couple over-sized black leather chairs, a dark coffee table, and a widescreen television made up the perfect man cave.

      “Right? I love this place.” Angela grinned. “Let me show you the bedrooms and then I’ll take you to the back patio so you can see the Jacuzzi and the fire pit.”

      He was definitely moving up in the world.

      “This is the master bedroom. This room should work for you, right?”

      “Uh, yeah. This will work.” This place rivaled some of the nicest hotels he’d stayed anywhere in the world.

      Was this for real? The bedroom was enormous, with the same wood-beamed ceilings and pale gray oak floors as the great room. A huge king-size bed dominated one wall and a nook with a large desk and chair served as a mini-den or workspace. The far wall was a set of French doors opening to the back patio.

      “Great. There are three more bedrooms on the other side of the house, but you can explore those on your own. The fridge is stocked and you can call up to the main house if you need anything at all.”

      “You’re being more than generous. I am truly grateful, Mrs. McNeill.” He followed her back into the kitchen.

      “Call me Angela. So, you’re from Colorado? Are your mom and sister still there or did they come to California with you?” She bustled around the kitchen, adjusting a dishtowel, peeking in the fridge, and generally making him miss his mom.

      “Yes, we grew up right outside of Denver, a little suburb; well, not so little anymore, called Littleton. They’re both still there.”

      “Your mother must be proud of your success. Chris mentioned you were the top stuntman in Hollywood?” Angela leaned against the counter.

      “I’ve been successful and sure, my mom is proud of me.”

      “Well, I hope everything goes smoothly with this film. It’s tough on the family and I hope you can understand and not take it personally if anyone seems to take it out on you.” A slight frown marred her friendly face.

      “I was the messenger, but at the end of the day, I’m just the stuntman for the lead actor. No, I don’t take things personally, but Sam sure seems prickly.” Usually he could smooth things over with anyone. Apparently not her.

      “Oh good. I know Samantha can be…” She paused and glanced skyward before looking directly at him. “Over-protective, but she has a warm heart. So, anything else I can answer for you before I let you settle in?”

      “Well, actually yes. This might sound kind of—” He ran his tongue around his teeth. “Funny. Is there a local ballet studio around here?” The words tumbled out of his mouth. Damn it. Guys did ballet all the time. Hell, NFL players did ballet. He wasn’t apologizing for his training regime.

      “Ballet studio?” Angela’s dark brows soared up to her hairline. “You study ballet?”

      He cringed. “I wouldn’t call it study. Look, I’ve got to stay in peak shape. Brazilian jujitsu, running, weights, but ballet helps me with agility like nothing else can. When I’m doing some of the hairier stunts, it’s probably saved my life.” He wasn’t defensive, not at all. Right. His baby sister teased him mercilessly about it and had even sent him some pink tights last Christmas.

      “No need to explain. It makes perfect sense to me. I’m just surprised, that’s all.” She raised her hands off to stop his excuses and grinned. “You don’t usually see the guys wearing cowboy boots at the barre. Ballet has several different purposes besides performing The Nutcracker. As a matter of fact, there’s a studio tucked into Rancho Santa Fe.”

      “Yeah, I don’t exactly advertise this part of my training plan. So I can drop in?” Perfect. He could be discreet and nobody would be the wiser, unlike L.A., where he could run into someone in the industry at any given time. Never fun.

      “Absolutely. We know the owner, since the girls…”

      “The girls?” Shit.

      “It’s just a local studio and the girls danced when they were younger.” Her eyes twinkled and her smile broadened. “It’s called The Dance Studio and I happen to know there is a 5:30 class today. Just tell Cecile that Angela sent you over.” Angela waved and left.
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      Sam parked her car in the hidden spot around the back of The Dance Studio and shut off the engine. She’d run on autopilot all afternoon, but she’d finished her errands. Anytime thoughts of Dylan running away to Paris surfaced, she ruthlessly squashed them down. Of course it would be fine. She would be fine. She was always fine.

      But damn––the yin to her yang would be gone and she had a feeling Dylan’s soothing influence would be missed over the next month. Not like her sister lacked inner fire, but her twin had received the lion’s share of softness. So, she’d just have to ride Buttercup more, dance more frequently, and heck, maybe even work to step up her practically non-existent dating life.

      Not that she was against having a boyfriend, or even a casual friends-with-benefits situation, but who had the time? Maybe a fling with a surfer boy could be a distraction. Heck, she could call up a few of her SDSU girlfriends and even drag Amanda out for a girls’ night. She hadn’t seen her old friends recently, but everyone knew she went underground during breeding season.

      “Enough” she muttered to herself. No need to ruminate. When she danced, all of her emotions lifted up and out of her tissues and the sensations were the language of her body.

      Grabbing her bag containing her leotard, tights and shoes, she headed into the back entrance of the studio. She’d known Cecile since they’d moved to Rancho Santa Fe and was able to come and go as she pleased. Time to sweat everything to do with the movies away.

      Samantha stuck the final pin into her sleek bun and smoothed down her plain black leotard. Her pale pink tights and ballet slippers always transported her back to her childhood, when dancing was her whole world. She loved this studio with its no nonsense layout and no frills approach. For the next hour, she prayed she’d find some solace.

      She slammed the black metal locker door shut, spun the combination lock, and hurried out into the large square room. Sunlight filtered in from enormous rectangular windows on the west wall, reflecting off ruthlessly polished light oak floors. Usually she arrived early and staked out her favorite spot away from the gleaming mirrors, but tonight, only a few spaces remained along one of the three wooden ballet barres. Oh well, she wasn’t so rigid she couldn’t dance in a different area of the studio. She was flexible. Flexible, ballet—ha ha. She snickered to herself as she extended one leg up onto the barre and folded forward, stretching her hamstrings.

      Her eyelids closed and she focused on her breath. Time to channel quiet, calm, and grace. Nothing more. The crisp scent of ivory soap alerted her another student filled the empty spot beside her, but she filtered out the pleasant smell and kept her nose pressed into her shin. When she danced, everything except the music and the ballet faded away.

      The instructor, Cecile, clapped her hands. “Ladies and gentlemen, first position, left hand on the barre.”

      Sam’s eyes popped open. Gentlemen? There was a guy in class? Curious, she swept her leg down and glanced around. Her mouth dropped open.

      Him? Too Hot Hollywood in her ballet studio? Her fingers curled into fists and heat rose into her cheeks. “You. Did you follow me here?”

      “Huh?” He gaped at her.

      “Samantha. Silence. First position.” Cecile snapped with a frown.

      She swallowed a scream of frustration and whirled back to face the mirrors and there he was, lurking directly behind her. Six feet of ripped bronze shoulders and sinewy biceps were highlighted in all black exercise pants and a tank. Damn it, she didn’t want to be impressed. Or affected. Or have her safe haven intruded upon. Again.

      She gripped the barre with her left hand and squeezed. Good thing it was sturdy or she might just crush the wood to dust. She’d pretend it was his smirking face. He’d chased off her sister with his news. Well, it wasn’t his movie and he’d just delivered the message, but the proverb about shooting the messenger didn’t exist for nothing.

      How was she going to immerse herself in the music and the movement with him breathing down her neck? Was this man going to single-handedly ruin her life?

      Her body automatically obeyed the teacher’s commands, plié, tendu, degage. The fine hairs on the back of her neck stood at high alert, and her eyes kept darting to the powerful limbs moving in perfect synchronization behind her. Instead of measuring her own alignment in the mirror, her gaze was drawn to the perfect shadow behind her, every sweep of his arm performed with flawless precision. She shook her head to stop her surreptitious or not so surreptitious staring.

      He represented everything she hated about people from Hollywood. Cocky, too good-looking—well, she wasn’t blind, was she? Damn Holt Ericsson. Focus on the ron de jambe, girl.

      She angled her body and Holt intruded into her peripheral vision. As if she’d been able to ignore him from her current spot. Inhale and exhale. She absolutely was not distracted by his cat-like grace.

      Much too close to her.

      She peeked from under her lashes. Surprise registered when his leg sweep extended almost as far as hers. Impressive flexibility. Most men couldn’t come close to that level of suppleness, especially the athletic muscular ones. His golden head was turned away from her, so she gave him the side eye for another millisecond. His long, sleekly muscled arm stretched overhead and a light film of perspiration gleamed on his skin. Okay, he might be an arrogant L.A. boy, but he was flawless.

      A pity he would most likely open his mouth again.

      Abruptly, he turned his head and snared her gaze. Busted. When his sculpted lips quirked into a knowing smile, she cursed his ego. With a huff, she whipped her head to face the mirror.
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        * * *

      

      Holt struggled to maintain steady breathing, but his usual self-control was failing him. Had Angela sent him to this ballet studio on purpose? What was she trying to pull?

      The last seven minutes and sixteen seconds had been exquisite torture, standing directly behind Sam. In a modest black leotard, pink tights, and innocent pink ballet slippers, she no longer resembled the bony, persnickety hooligan from the ranch.

      No, now she looked elegant.

      Graceful.

      Powerful.

      In the bright lights of the studio, her abundant auburn hair shimmered like polished bronze. Her traditional dancer’s bun revealed the milky pale skin at the nape of her neck, usually obscured by her hat or heavy braid. He caught himself before he leaned forward and kissed it.

      When she’d turned to the side, her profile transformed into one of the old-fashioned cameos his mother collected. A blue vein ran from her smooth forehead to the top of her high cheekbone, revealing a hint of vulnerability in what he’d believed was an impenetrable fortress.

      He’d been wrong.

      She was just as beautiful as her twin sister.

      He glimpsed the calluses on one small palm, evidence of the work she performed each day. Not the manicured hands of a spoiled girl, but a serious woman. His entire body stiffened when he contemplated those palms sliding over his skin.

      How long was this class again? He’d never survive.

      Her sinuous, mesmerizing dancing revealed another layer to Ms. Samantha McNeill. Underneath the tough shell lived an artist, a true ballerina. He came to ballet to work on agility and control, but she became one with the music, like he did when he played his guitar. Accustomed to working with and observing performers, he recognized her connection to the dance, even from the warm-up exercises. Sam wasn’t just a horsewoman; she channeled the emotion of the dance from inside out.

      Un-frickin’ believable.

      She smelled like heaven and the beads of perspiration along her upper shoulders beckoned. How would she taste? Sweet, like she looked now or tart, how she acted the remaining ninety-nine percent of the time? The yearning to stroke her rosy porcelain skin surged through him––would the flush spread to the rest of her skin when she was aroused?

      “Mr. Ericsson. Attention.” Cecile snapped.

      He jolted. Busted. He glanced around to see what the rest of the class was doing and caught Sam’s smirk. Now that expression he recognized. Somehow her attitude now seemed endearing instead of annoying. Yes, he’d been too quick to judge her. He would apologize.

      When class ended, Holt wiped the sweat from his forehead and the back of his neck. The punishing pace suited him and he understood why Sam came to this studio. He’d have to return while he was in town.

      “So, if someone had told me a guy like you would go to ballet, well, I would have laughed. You’re full of surprises.” Sam angled her head toward him as she slung her damp towel over her gorgeous shoulders.

      He didn’t detect a note of sarcasm from her, simply curiosity. “So you’ve got me figured out? Yeah, yeah, I know it might seem unexpected, but my ego can handle the jokes. I found it a few years back to help with the agility and control I need for certain types of stunts.”

      “Makes sense. You don’t usually see the big macho guys in ballet.” A hint of humor threaded her tone. They walked together toward the small entryway of the studio where the locker rooms were located.

      “Big and macho? I’ll have you know almost half of the NFL teams send their guys to ballet.” Why didn’t everyone know this?

      “Defensive much? I’ve never seen one here, but you did okay. For a guy.” Her rosy lips curved up.

      “Wow, a compliment?” He pressed one hand over his chest. “I’m flattered.”

      “Seriously. You were legit. I’ve got to respect that. Do all stuntmen do ballet?” Her cheeks were as pink as her lips and with the soft smile on her face; he couldn’t fathom how he’d ever missed how sexy she was.

      “No idea. Some, I guess.” He shrugged. “We aren’t exactly a fraternity. But you’re a ballerina. Do you perform?”

      Her smile evaporated and she froze. “I’m not a ballerina.”

      “Of course you are. I know a performer when I see one.” Huh. Interesting reaction.

      She bit her plump lower lip and shook her head. “Well, I used to dance when I was a kid. Now I just come to stay flexible. It helps me with the horses.”

      They stopped in front of the locker rooms.

      “Why’d you stop?” What wasn’t she saying? Emotion simmered beneath the surface. An urgent need to know gripped him.

      She froze again. Abruptly pivoted and ignored the question. “I need to grab my stuff. Are you headed back to the ranch?”

      “Yeah.” He exhaled.

      “I’ll show you a shortcut. Locals only. I’m in the back parking spot, so give me a second and when you see my car pull up, follow me.” She turned and strode away.

      No longer the ballerina, she’d morphed back to the bossy tomboy. How many layers were there? The ranch it was. Curiosity piqued, he climbed into his truck and turned the key. Samantha was out of her mind if she believed this was the end of the discussion.

      He hit the accelerator and caught up to her.
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