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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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