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Chapter One

David Dunning pulled on Lightning’s reins to stop the horse beneath a large oak tree. Pushing his Stetson back on his head, he leaned forward and gazed at the acres and acres of land spread before him. A sense of peace flowed through him as he admired the ranch where he’d been raised. He loved the adventure, the excitement, of shooting movies all over the world, but once that movie wrapped, he wanted nothing more than to come home.

He loosened his hold on the reins so Lightning could nibble on the grass beneath the tree. David had been here at Cutler Ranch for a week. He’d spent the first day with his mother, Frances, catching up with her and everything she’d done since his last visit home. The second day, he’d been back on top of a horse and riding with his Uncle Frank, and Frank’s sons, Owen and Hayden. His cousins lived and worked here on the ranch and had no desire to go anywhere else.

One year separated David from Owen, four years from Hayden. They’d grown up more like brothers than cousins. No women—other than Iris, the housekeeper—lived on the ranch until Hayden got married seven years ago to Vernice. Frances adored her brother’s daughter-in-law, not only because of her sweet personality, but because her presence helped balance out all the testosterone in the air.

Vernice and Hayden expected their first child close to Christmas. After Very suffered two miscarriages, this pregnancy had advanced with no complications. Uncle Frank could hardly wait for his first grandchild.

David knew his mother felt the same way. She longed for grandchildren from her only child and hadn’t been shy about telling David that. His short, disastrous marriage to Liz Powers had soured him on trying again, especially with an actress. With his insane schedule, he barely had time to date, much less build a relationship with a woman.

Not that he could take a chance on a relationship anyway. Each time he’d tried since he and Liz divorced had ended in tragedy.

A rider advanced toward him, the horse moving in an easy canter. He smiled when the rider got close enough for David to recognize Steve McPherson. They’d developed an easy friendship over the years, as well as a great working relationship. Steve had directed David’s last three movies. This one would be the first he produced as well as directed. An amazing feat for one man. Luckily, Steve had an incredible staff to help him.

“What the hell are you doing on a horse?” David asked when Steve got close enough to hear him.

“Trying not to fall off.”

Steve tugged on Stormy’s reins to bring the big, black horse to a stop, facing David. Despite Steve mentioning falling off, he obviously knew how to ride a horse. “I didn’t know you rode, Steve.”

“I don’t. Well, not very often. But I’ve always enjoyed it.” Smiling, he patted Stormy’s neck. “Owen picked this horse for me. Said he’s pretty gentle, but can run like hell if I decide I want that.”

“Do you?”

“Not yet. A canter is the most I’m willing to try.”

David chuckled. “That’s probably a good idea until you get used to riding again.”

“I’ve been using my Jeep to get around most of the time, but it seems more natural to ride a horse on a cattle ranch.”

“Just don’t overdo it or you’ll be sore as hell tomorrow.”

“I won’t overdo, I promise. This short ride is enough for today.” Steve removed his sunglasses, hung the earpiece over the neck of his T-shirt. “I can’t say I’m a fan of the heat and humidity in Texas, but I can understand why you love this place. It’s beautiful.”

“Yes, it is.” David took a moment to let his gaze sweep the surrounding area again. Oak, ash, and willow trees offered plenty of shade for the cattle and those who wanted to ride horses. He could make out the beginning of the pecan orchard in the distance, where hundreds of pecan trees provided the official nut of Texas to those who loved their sweet flavor. The nuts’ hulls would soon begin to brown and split, allowing the pecans to be harvested. The pecan harvest on the ranch kept everyone almost as busy as branding time.

“I’ve been here two weeks,” Steve said. “Everyone has been helpful and polite and made me and the crew feel very welcome.”

“Mom is happy to have you here. She isn’t one to be at a loss for words, but she was speechless when I told her she and other members of my family will have bit parts in the movie.”

Steve grinned. “I’ll let your mother have a much bigger part if she keeps serving me pecan pie.”

“Careful. Do you know how many calories are in a slice of pecan pie?”

“Nope, and I don’t want to know, so don’t spoil my good mood by telling me.”

Laughing, David gripped the reins and turned Lightning into a slow walk. Steve rode by David’s side, remaining silent for several moments before speaking again.

“Congratulations on being voted People’s Sexiest Man Alive this year.”

David snorted. “Yeah, a lot of good that does me.”

“You still aren’t dating?”

“No.”

“David, that’s crazy. You plan to be alone the rest of your life?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

Steve slipped his sunglasses over his eyes once they left the shady spot. “The police haven’t come up with any leads?”

“No. The bastard is smart and doesn’t leave any evidence behind.”

David didn’t want to talk about the insane man who had killed four women. Since he and Liz divorced, each time he began to get close to a woman, she ended up dead. Mary, Dawn, Tracy, Adrienne...all of them received a slash to their throats so deep, they’d almost lost their heads.

“Surely you’re safe here, on your family’s ranch.”

“I’m not the one who could be hurt. Any woman I get involved with is murdered.”

“Not here. Between the two of us, we know every member of the cast and crew. Plus, it’s your hometown. It’s a small enough place, you probably know everyone.”

“Most of them, yeah. Belle Haven rarely changes.”

“Maybe you could hook up with your high school sweetheart for a temporary fling.”

“My high school sweetheart is happily married with three kids.”

“Shit,” Steve muttered.

“Yeah, and a few more choice words.” He glanced at Steve and grinned. “At least my hand works.”

Steve laughed. “I know what you mean. These location shoots without my wife can be frustrating.”

David didn’t know any other man—besides his cousins—who would openly discuss masturbation with him. It must be a sign of true friendship.

The ranch house and stables came into view through the trees. Steve’s mention of his mother’s pecan pie had David’s mouth watering for a piece. Working with the horses would help burn off the extra calories. At least, that’s how he justified indulging in the treat. “Race you to the house for some of Mom’s pie.”

Steve grinned. “You’re on.”

David won the race, but not by much. He handed Lightning’s reins to Barry, one of the ranch hands, and waited for Steve to do the same with Stormy’s reins. Although Barry had worked at the ranch for only a year, Uncle Frank had told David the young man worked well with the horses and took good care of them.

It still seemed strange to David not seeing Decker Jones around the ranch. He’d moved to New Jersey eleven months ago to be close to Tessa Sommerfield, a Broadway stage manager he’d met when she’d come to Belle Haven for her best friend’s wedding. They’d fallen in love almost at first sight.

David had hated losing a valuable employee and good friend, but he couldn’t be happier for Tessa and Deck. They’d come back for a visit last Christmas, which he’d missed while on location in Italy. This year, nothing would keep him from being here to see them when they came in December.

David led Steve onto the wide veranda and through the front door. Blessed cool air caressed his face. Even though he’d grown up in the heat and humidity of Calder County, he tried to time his visits during the cooler part of the year. The movie’s timing and plot hadn’t allowed that this time.

He placed his hat on the rack by the front door, and motioned toward an extra peg for Steve to hang his baseball cap. His mother didn’t allow men to wear hats inside her house.

The foyer led straight into the great room, with its high, beamed ceilings. Walking through the great room would lead him to the kitchen, breakfast nook, dining room, and office at the back of the house. His mother occupied the suite to his left, his Uncle Frank the suite to his right. Five bedrooms and a bar/media room filled the second floor. His mother kept his old bedroom ready for him whenever he managed to come home for a visit. He enjoyed the comfort of the ranch house as opposed to staying in a trailer the way he usually did while on location. And while Steve hired great cooks to feed everyone, they couldn’t come close to his mother’s or Iris’ cooking.

Voices guided David toward the kitchen. A feminine laugh froze him in his steps. He didn’t recognize the laugh, yet it flowed over him sweeter than a cool breeze on a hot day.

Curiosity drove him to move forward again. He zeroed in on his mother sitting at the breakfast nook. Kristina Thomas sat across from her.

He loved Kristina’s singing, which had been a huge factor in him deciding to do this movie instead of taking his usual two months off between films. A man couldn’t help but be lulled by the range of her voice, or by the dark-brown hair that fell past her shoulders. But it was her eyes that amazed him. He’d never known anyone who had eyes that deep amethyst color. He imagined many men had been bewitched by them.

Including him.

His mother glanced his way. A smile lit her face. “David, Steve, join us. I’ve been trying to convince Kris to try a piece of my pecan pie.”

“And I’m trying to resist temptation.” Kris stood. “Hi, Steve.”

“Hi, Kris. Glad you made it here safely.”

“I got here about fifteen minutes ago. Mrs. Dunning graciously invited me inside her home for a glass of tea.” Kris’ gaze swung to David. She offered her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, David.”

“For me, too.”

He took her hand, and swore an electric current raced up his arm and through his body to land in his cock. From the light that flared in Kris’ eyes, he assumed she’d felt the same current. She pulled her hand from his and curled it into a fist, as if to hold the feeling a bit longer.

David couldn’t help wondering how strong the electricity would be if they made love.

Whoa. Stop that thought right there. I can’t get involved with Kris. I can’t get involved with any woman. I won’t allow another woman to die because of me.

To lighten the mood, David changed the subject. He looked at his mother. “Kris may be resisting temptation, but Steve and I won’t. We’re ready for pecan pie.”

“Sit down. I’ll get pie for everyone. You, too,” she said to Kris before Kris could object. “I’ll give you a little piece.”

“You aren’t helping, Mrs. Dunning.”

“Please call me Frances.” David’s mother grinned at Kris over her shoulder as she walked toward the kitchen. “When you’re in my house, you eat.”
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