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Dedication


For BR, the man with the guns. Thank you. For all of it.






Chapter one
Annie


As the car pulled off the highway and disappeared into the twisting back roads of the Laurentian mountains, I couldn’t resist lowering the window to get a better view. The early-September foliage was spectacular. I’d never been to Canada before. I’d never even been this far north. The changing of the seasons wasn’t something I got to witness in California, and I didn’t want to miss a second of it. The gold, orange, and red leaves were almost surreal.
“You’ll ruin your hair with the wind,” Lisa said.
I glanced over at her and rolled my eyes. “You think I really care?”
Lisa had been my assistant for the past decade. As my acting career transitioned from playing the teenager to playing the love interest, she’d watched me grow from a nineteen-year-old kid into a twenty-nine-year-old woman. I went nowhere without her.
“What will they say at Not Scott Productions when America’s sweetheart walks in for her first meeting with a wild, tangled mane obscuring her face?”
I feigned innocence and shrugged. “That I had a great drive from the airport?”
Lisa let out an exasperated sigh—her favourite kind—and leaned back in her seat, putting her hand over her eyes. “You’d think I’d be used to you by now,” she murmured.
“You love me.”
She lowered her hand, turned to me, and smiled. “I do. You little shit.”
I smiled, triumphant. Lisa was only seven years older than I but, due to circumstances, had taken on a mother-like role. Those little bursts of affection from her meant everything.
I returned my attention to the view out the window. The road was alternately paved and gravel, and our driver continually adjusted his speed. We passed cottages and farms and, at one point, what looked like a large compound.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Summer camp, Ms. Jackson,” the driver replied.
I smiled. I’d never been to summer camp. I’d been working since I was six years old. The idea of going away somewhere to spend two months surrounded by friends was a delicious fantasy. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like. I’d once shot a film where I played a counselor, but I doubted that was the same thing.
Lisa was busy tapping away at her phone. I had no patience for mine. I was much happier gazing out the window, getting lost in the scenery. Everything was so real. There was not a trace of the LA artifice I’d become so accustomed to. I stuck my hand out the window to catch the breeze at the exact moment Lisa looked up from her phone.
“What are you doing?” she asked, a note of impatience in her voice.
“I just wanted to feel the wind, that’s all.” I twisted around in my seat and faced forward. “Better?”
Lisa shook her head sadly then turned back to her phone. I knew she was busy and had a ton of things to take care of, but I couldn’t understand her—or anyone’s—addiction to that little black rectangle. There was so much going on in the world and so much to experience every day. Every second spent staring at that screen was time wasted.
“Where are we staying?” I asked, pulling out the paper copy of my itinerary and scanning it.
“The Elway. It’s the nicest hotel in Mountain Valley. They assured us we’d be very comfortable. If you’re not happy, we’ll have them rent us a house.”
“No, no. I’m sure it’s fine. I love hotels.”
That was a lie, and Lisa knew it. But it was one we both chose to entertain because it made life so much easier. Especially for Lisa. If we rented a house, she would have to supervise staff. If we stayed in a hotel, she could kick back at the end of the workday and order room service, just like I did. I liked it better when Lisa was relaxed, so I put up with the constant hotels.
As we drove, the area became more populated, and I could tell we were nearing our destination. We passed what looked like the world’s tiniest strip mall followed by a few local shops and a restaurant, Cagney’s, that made me turn my head. I made a mental note to ask about it later. And then, suddenly, we were on Main Street. 
I let out a giggle, delighted at the holiday-movie town laid out before me. A city girl all my life, I found small towns utterly charming and couldn’t wait to start exploring. We had a couple of weeks before filming started, and even though I’d have rehearsals and fittings, I knew I’d be able to squeeze in plenty of tourist time.
“Like it?” Lisa asked with a smile on her lips.
“I love it.”
The car pulled up to a smaller-than-average hotel, and the driver cut the engine.
“Good. ’Cause we’re here,” she said.

[image: image-placeholder]A hush fell over the production office as we walked through on our way to Mason Scott’s office. Mason, a semi local, was producing the film, my first western. We’d worked together a few times over the years—he was also a Hollywood brat—and I was looking forward to seeing him again.
The studio was a renovated warehouse, but even though it had retained its large open spaces, concrete floors, and sprawling assortment of outbuildings, it boasted all the features of a modern studio—sound stages, state-of-the-art equipment, and a growing number of resident industry professionals. I was impressed with what he’d built. 
The hushed silence when I entered the building didn’t faze me. I was used to it. I looked around at the crew and smiled, stopping to introduce myself and trying to gather as many names as I could. I was pretty shitty with names, which was a liability in the industry, so I made it my business to get to know everyone from day one. I used mnemonic devices whenever possible.
Lisa stuck close behind me and put a subtle hand on the small of my back, reminding me we were on the verge of being late for our meeting. I hated being late.
I turned to the crew. “It’s so great to meet you all, and it’s going to be so much fun working together. But I’ve got to get to Mason before he kicks my butt. I’ll see you later, okay?”
I was rewarded with a roomful of smiles and nods. Content, I let the production assistant lead me the rest of the way to Mason. We stood at the door.
“You ready?” Lisa asked.
“Absolutely. Let’s do this.”
Lisa knocked and, after Mason called for us to come in, opened the door to reveal a very understated office. So typically Mason. His face split into a huge grin, and he got up from behind his desk and crossed the room in a few long strides to sweep me up into a hug.
“Annie, I am so happy to see you here,” he said into my ear.
I gave him an extra squeeze before letting go. “The feeling is mutual, Mason. I’m just sorry you’re not my co-star.” I pouted.
He shrugged and held up his hands in feigned innocence. “Gotta live by my promise. I won’t star in any movie I produce. But don’t worry. I think you and Jason are going to have fun with this one.”
Jason Watts was an incredible actor who was into serious fare, so we rarely worked together. This western was a different direction for both of us. We’d done a handful of films together, often not shooting on the same days, but I’d always enjoyed his company. His starring in the film was one of the reasons I’d agreed to do it.
“When does he arrive?” I asked.
“Next week. We brought you in early because you need a little more—”
“Training?” I laughed.
“Something like that,” he said, leading me over to the couch.
We sat down, and I turned to Lisa. “It’s okay, Lisa. You can go. Mason and I are just going to go over a few things. I’ll meet you out front in about half an hour?”
Lisa nodded and slipped out the door, undoubtedly to go introduce herself to the crew and figure out how things were done in Mountain Valley. That was her specialty—making things smooth. Easy.
“So? When does Will arrive?” I asked, turning my attention back to Mason.
He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So, here’s the thing. Will passed on the project.”
I looked at him, blinking. Will Beaton was the best gun handler in the business. I had never handled a gun. He was the second reason I’d agreed to do the film. I’d been terrified that this role would tank my career and that I’d never pull off a western, but both my agent and my manager had convinced me that Will was the best and would make me look great. 
“Um, that’s not good, Mason.”
“I realize that, but hear me out. I found someone else. He’s not from California. He’s local. And he’s not a props guy. He actually handles guns. He’s a prize shooter. He’s qualified, certified, insurance loves him, and he’s a really, really nice guy. I know how you feel about surrounding yourself with people you can trust—”
“I got it, Mason. Okay. Shoot. This was not how I pictured this going.” I paused, considering. “You really trust this guy?”
“I do. He came referred by a friend, Nick, who’s the props assistant on the show. I’ve spent quite a bit of time with this local guy over the last week, both here and at his stables. He’s down to earth and practical, and he has the patience of a saint. I want you in the best hands, and I think you’ll be a perfect match.”
“All right,” I said. “Let’s meet him.”




Chapter two
Drew


As I pulled into the studio parking lot, I asked myself once again how I’d let Nick talk me into this. I had chosen a life of horses, not people, yet there I was, willingly walking into a studio filled with humans. 
I’d committed myself to teaching America’s sweetheart how to handle a gun so she wouldn’t look like an idiot on screen. I’d been reluctant at first and had almost said no. Then Nick introduced me to Mason, and everything had changed. I felt like I’d be an idiot to turn down the opportunity to work with him on this. He had a film studio. I had horses. There was potential for a future there.
I went inside and found my own way to Mason’s office. After only a few visits the previous week, I was already well familiar with the layout. I passed Nick on the way, and he fell into step beside me.
“First day?” he asked. 
Nick Felton was my oldest friend and had been the one to first approach me about the job. He’d been going after the props-assistant position and had heard the production had lost its gun handler. He’d immediately suggested me. Coming through for Mason had been one of the things that secured the position for him.
“Potentially,” I said. “Still haven’t met the lady of the hour. She’s got veto rights, from what I understand.”
Nick waved me off. “A bunch of people have already met her and say she’s a sweetheart. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Knock ’em dead.”
He clapped me on the back, and I turned the corner towards Mason’s office. I gave a quick knock on the door then cracked it open. 
“Come in, come in,” Mason said from behind his desk. 
He stood as I entered and rapidly approached me to shake hands. Behind him, a woman slowly rose out of her chair, with an impossible smile on her face. She was a few inches over five feet, with long, straight black hair and almond-shaped eyes. She had a spray of freckles across her nose. I’d have recognized her in a heartbeat.
“Drew, this is Annabelle Jackson. Annabelle, this is Drew Randall.”
Annabelle offered me her hand, which I took. I gave her a firm shake. Her grip was almost as good as mine, and her skin was softer than anything I’d ever felt. I suppressed a smile.
“Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Jackson. I understand we might be working together.”
“It’s a distinct possibility,” she said, flashing me that famous smile again. It was one thing to see it on screen or in photographs, but up close, I felt like I needed sunglasses.
“Let’s take a little walk,” Mason suggested then turned to Annabelle. “I wanted you to see the saloon set. I think you’re going to love it.” 
The three of us made our way out of the main offices towards the sound stages. I kept sneaking glances at Annabelle. She was breathtakingly beautiful and carried herself with ease and confidence. I didn’t think I was the type to be starstruck, but I’d never met an actor before meeting Mason, so what did I really know? 
“So, Mason tells me you raise horses,” she said, opening a path of conversation.
Relieved, I smiled at her. “That’s right. All my life. The stables belonged to my father before me. It’s pretty much all I know. Well, that and guns,” I added, smiling sheepishly.
“I hear you’re quite the sharpshooter.”
“I’ve won a few competitions, yes. And I know my guns. It would be my honour to guide you on this film.”
I had no idea what made me say that. Hanging out with some spoiled Hollywood actress wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time. Sure, I could use the gig, but I hadn’t been enthusiastic about it. But something about her made me want to do it and to see her succeed. 
Mason took us on a tour of the set, which consisted of the bar downstairs and a false staircase leading up to the brothel that Annabelle’s character was running in the film. He then led us through the art department, where she could see the rest of the work being done.
The meet and greet took about an hour, and the two of us made easy conversation throughout. She showed an interest in the horses, so I told her about the new foal that had been born a couple of weeks earlier. That smile lit up her face again, and before I knew it, I was inviting Annabelle to the stables to see her. 
Just then, another woman came up behind Annie and tapped her on the shoulder. “We gotta get moving.”
Annabelle turned around and smiled at the woman, who looked to be about ten years her senior. She had light-brown hair cut just above her shoulders and a no-nonsense expression on her face.
“Lisa, this is Drew. Drew, Lisa. Lisa does everything for me. I couldn’t live without her. Drew is a gun handler. Kind of.”
Lisa and I shook hands, and I could feel her eyes evaluating me. Lisa and Annabelle exchanged a look, and I could tell they’d been working together long enough to have developed a secret language. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Drew. Sorry, Mason. I’ve got to take her now. We’ve got meetings.”
Lisa gently took Annabelle’s hand and led her away. Annabelle just shrugged and waved. “Thanks so much for coming to meet me. We’ll talk soon.”
Mason and I stood there, watching them walk towards the exit.
I turned to him. “So? How do you think that went?”

[image: image-placeholder]A few mornings later, I was out in the stables, feeding the horses, when I heard a car pull up. Startled, I made my way to the clipboard hanging on the wall by the door to see if I had any tours or lessons planned for that morning, but the schedule was clear. Curious, I tugged off my work gloves and walked to the driveway, where the driver had just killed the engine. 
The passenger-side door opened, and a woman stepped out. She looked vaguely familiar, dressed in a pair of jeans and an oversized T-shirt, with a mass of curly hair piled on top of her head. She wore no make-up, but when she smiled, I realized who was standing in front of me.
“Annabelle?” I asked, amazed.
“Call me Annie,” she said, turning the smile down a few thousand watts.
“Annie?” I asked, confused.
“Annabelle is my stage name. My friends call me Annie.” She shrugged. “It’s an easy way to create boundaries, I guess.”
I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She appeared completely different. Equally beautiful, but instead of coiffed and perfect, she looked positively wild. Like a breath of fresh air.
“You’re surprised to see me,” she said.
“A little,” I admitted.
“Well, you said I could come see the foal—”
“Of course. Yes. Absolutely.”
I shook myself out of my stupor and headed back towards the stable. Then I stopped and motioned to the car. “Should we invite—”
She smiled and waved the car off. “That’s just Leo, my production driver. I told him to wait until I gave him the sign. You know, just in case you kicked me out for trespassing.”
I let out a little laugh then cleared my throat. I hadn’t expected her to be self-deprecating. She was full of surprises.
We walked into the stable, and Annie’s eyes lit up. She walked right over to the first stall, where Captain stood, tall and proud. She reached out gently and stroked his nose then laughed with delight as he snorted out some air. 
“There are apples in that basket,” I said, pointing to her left. “If you give him one, you’ll have a friend for life.”
She reached over, grabbed an apple, and offered it to the big horse. He took it from her, and she laughed again, clapping her hands. She moved over to the next stall and then the next, greeting each horse in turn as I introduced them. When she reached the last stall and saw the foal, she let out a little squeal that made me smile. 
She turned to me. “Can I touch her?”
“Of course. She loves being brushed.”
Annie let herself into the stall and took the brush hanging from the wall. She walked over and started brushing the young horse, speaking to her in a low voice while she worked.
I leaned up against the nearest wall and crossed my arms, watching her. The corners of my lips threatened to curl up. “You’ve taken care of horses before?” 
She shook her head. “Never. I’ve never had any pets. I always wanted some, but I was working too much, and it wouldn’t be fair. At least, that’s what my parents told me.”
“Shame. You’re a natural.”
She exited the stall and locked it behind her. “Can I tell you a secret?”
“Sure.”
“I’m terrified to ride the horse in the movie.” She crinkled up her nose and made a face, like she knew she was being ridiculous but couldn’t help it.
“You’ve never ridden?”
“Never ridden, never handled a gun.”
I studied her for a minute. “Yet you agreed to do a western.”
“It’s called acting, isn’t it? Besides, I felt it was time to stretch my wings a little. I’m not going to be able to do romcoms forever, you know.”
The woman was fascinating. When I accepted the job, I’d geared myself up to work with a spoiled brat who’d grown up having everything handed to her. Upon first meeting her, I suspected I’d been wrong about that. Now I knew it.




Chapter three
Annie


I’d taken a risk going out to Drew’s place. Lisa had tried to talk me out of it, but I’d been firm. It was one thing for her to tell me what to do when I was younger, but at twenty-nine, I’d earned the right to make at least a few of my own decisions. I called her my assistant, but sometimes it felt like she was my boss. 
I’d been nervous when Mason told me Will was out of the picture, but meeting Drew had set my mind at ease. He was exactly the calm, quiet, strong presence I needed on a project like this. And he didn’t come with all the Hollywood baggage that Will would have brought along. In the end, things had worked out for the best.
After meeting him, I approached Lisa with my plan, and she thought I was crazy. I’d known that would be her reaction, so I’d taken the time to make a list of all the reasons my idea would work. I walked her through them one by one until, finally, she started to see the light. She had wanted to be the one to approach Drew, but I’d put the kibosh on that right away.
“But I’ve always handled this for you in the past,” she insisted.
“We’re not in LA, Lisa. It’s different. He’s different.”
“That’s what worries me. Every other one was a known entity. We know nothing about him. How do you know this would be… risk free?”
“Trust me, Lisa. I know what I’m doing.”
I knew she wanted to fight me, but she kept her mouth shut. And that was how I found myself standing in Drew Randall’s kitchen after our tour of his stables. He stood at the counter, pouring two glasses of iced tea, while I lingered by the window, pretending to look out at his property but really sneaking glances in his direction. 
He was cute. Tall too—at least six foot two. He had this great mouth and grey smoky eyes. His hair was almost as dark as mine but cropped short. Everything about him was neat, even the five-o’clock shadow that seemed to permanently occupy his jawline. 
He walked over and handed me a glass, which I accepted with a smile. 
“Listen,” I said. “I’m glad we’re going to be working together, and I’m sure Mason has already negotiated your contract, but the reason I came here today was to offer you another little contract.”
Drew nodded knowingly. “If it’s about the horseback riding, Mason and I already discussed it. It’s taken care of,” he assured me.
I took a sip of my drink and eyed him carefully. “That’s not quite it.”
He looked at me, questioning.
“The thing is, while I’m in town, I’m going to need something like an escort. You know, someone to take me to parties and dinner and just someone for the press to see me with.”
Drew’s eyes widened, and he backed away slowly. “Listen, I don’t know how things are done in Hollywood, but this is Mountain Valley. I know I raise horses, but I’m not exactly a stud myself.”
I burst out laughing. “No, no. Please. I’m sorry. Shit, that’s funny. No. There’s nothing sexual about this. To be blunt, I’m looking for a fake boyfriend while I’m on location.”
His mouth dropped open. “What? Why?”
“Several reasons. None of which is really your concern, but the bottom line is this: I don’t like the press. I don’t like them snooping around in my life. My background.”
“But you’re America’s sweetheart. What could they possibly dig up about you?”
I gave him a sad smile. “The thing is, I don’t date. And in my world, that’s considered weird enough that people would start to ask questions. I don’t like questions.”
“What do you mean, you ‘don’t date’? I’ve seen you linked to men in the papers, on TV…”
“Those weren’t dates. Those were also… arrangements.” I could tell he was shocked. “You okay?”
“Just give me a minute. I’m trying to process all of this.” He paced a few circles around the room and then came to a stop in front of me. “So, you’re saying that you don’t date, and because of that, you’re worried the press would start asking too many questions and find something in your past that you don’t want them to find. So instead, you have these fake relationships to keep them off your back?”
It was my turn to be stunned. “Well, you actually gleaned a lot more from our conversation than I’d hoped you would, but yes, that’s essentially the case.”
“I don’t know about this.”
“If you’re worried about the money, you haven’t even heard my offer yet.”
“It’s not the money,” he said, his indignation loud and clear.
“Well, if you’re worried about your reputation, I can guarantee you that dating me will be a huge boon to your business. People will flock to be taught how to ride horses by the man who dated Annabelle Jackson.”
He stopped and squinted at me. “You talk about yourself like you’re another person.”
“Annabelle is another person. Let’s be clear about that. And you’d be dating her. Fake dating her. Not me.”
“Is that healthy—to have two separate personalities like that?”
“It’s the only way I’ve managed to stay sane in this business.”
He considered that while he took another sip of his drink. He took off his cowboy hat and laid it down on the counter then ran his hand through his hair. It stood on end, damp from sweat, and the sight made me smile. Fake dating him wouldn’t be so bad.
“Why me?”
I shrugged. “It’s easy. It’s obvious. We’ll be spending a lot of time together. It makes sense we’d be attracted to each other. And now that I’ve met you and see that you’re a stand-up guy, I know you won’t try to take advantage of me.”
All of that was true, but the main reason was that I knew there was no chance I’d fall for him. I wasn’t immune to falling in love—I just worked hard to avoid it. Whenever I entered one of these arrangements, I was careful to pick someone who was so completely opposite to me that nothing could ever come of it. That, combined with a predetermined end date, ensured that everything stayed at a professional level. Drew lived in Mountain Valley, Quebec, and raised horses. I made movies in Hollywood. This deal was as safe as houses.
“Are you gay?” he asked suddenly.
“No.” I laughed. “That would be easy.”
His eyes clouded over, and I could tell he was wondering what I could possibly be hiding. But that was something he’d never have to find out. 
“What would this involve?” he asked.
He was hooked.
“Honestly? Not that much. You take me out to dinner—maybe we go dancing. You escort me to any work functions and press events. Maybe we let the press come and do some filming
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