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Chapter One

DAKOTA RAIN TOOK a good hard look in the bathroom mirror and inventoried the assets.

Piercing blue eyes? Check.

Sexy stubble? Check.

Sun-­streaked blond hair? Check.

Movie-­star smile?

Uh-­oh.

In the doorway, his assistant rolled her eyes and hit speed dial. “Emily Fazzone here,” she said. “Mr. Rain needs to see Dr. Spade this morning. Another cap.” She listened a moment, then snorted a laugh. “You’re telling me. Might as well cap them all and be done with it.”

In the mirror Dakota gave her his hit man squint. “No extra caps.”

“Weenie,” she said, pocketing her phone. “You don’t have time today, anyway. Spade’s squeezing you in, as usual. Then you’re due at the studio at eleven for the voice-­over. It’ll be tight, so step on it.”

Deliberately, Dakota turned to his reflection again. Tilted his head. Pulled at his cheeks like he was contemplating a shave.

Emily did another eye roll. Muttering something that might have been either “Get to work” or “What a jerk,” she disappeared into his closet, emerging a minute later with jeans, T-­shirt, and boxer briefs. She stacked them on the granite vanity, then pulled out her phone again and scrolled through the calendar.

“You’ve got a twelve o’clock with Peter at his office about the Levi’s endorsement, then a one-­thirty fitting for your tux. Mercer’s coming here at two-­thirty to talk about security for the wedding . . .”

Dakota tuned her out. His schedule didn’t worry him. Emily would get him where he needed to be. If he ran a little late and a few ­people had to cool their heels, well, they were used to dealing with movie stars. Hell, they’d be disappointed if he behaved like regular folk.

Taking his sweet time, he shucked yesterday’s briefs and meandered naked to the shower without thinking twice. He knew Emily wouldn’t bat an eye. After ten years nursing him through injuries and illness, puking and pain, she’d seen all there was to see. Broad shoulders? Tight buns? She was immune.

And besides, she was gay.

Jacking the water temp to scalding, he stuck his head under the spray, wincing when it found the goose egg on the back of his skull. He measured it with his fingers, two inches around.

The same right hook that chipped his tooth had bounced his head off a concrete wall.

Emily rapped on the glass. He rubbed a clear spot in the steam and gave her the hard eye for pestering him in the shower.

She was immune to that too. “I asked you if we’re looking at a lawsuit.”

“Damn straight.” He was all indignation. “We’re suing The Combat Zone. Tubby busted my tooth and gave me a concussion to boot.”

She sighed. “I meant, are we getting sued? Tubby’s a good bouncer. If he popped you, you gave him a reason.”

Dakota put a world of aggrievement into his Western drawl. “Why do you always take everybody else’s side? You weren’t there. You don’t know what happened.”

“Sure I do. It’s October, isn’t it? The month you start howling at the moon and throwing punches at bystanders. It’s an annual event. The lawyers are on standby. I just want to know if I should call them.”

He did the snarl that sent villains and virgins running for their mamas. Emily folded her arms.

He stuck his head out the door. “Feel that.” He pointed at the lump.

She jabbed it.

“Ow! Damn it, Em, you’re mean as a snake.” He shut off the water, dripped his way across the bathroom, and twisted around in front of the mirror, trying to see the back of his head.

“Was Montana with you?”

“No.” Little brother’s clubbing days were over. Montana spent his evenings with his fiancée now.

“Witnesses?”

“Plenty.”

“Paparazzi?”

“Are you kidding?” He was always tripping over those leeches. October usually ended with one of them on the ground, Dakota punching the snot out of him while the rest of the bloodsuckers streamed it live.

Em dragged her phone out again. “Hi, Peter. Yeah, Dakota got into it with Tubby last night. Just a broken tooth and a knot on his thick skull. But the press was there, so expect pictures. Okay, later.”

Dakota gave up on the lump. His hair was too thick.

And too damn long, an inch past his chin for the Western he’d start filming next month. Seemed like a lot of trouble for what amounted to another shoot-­’em-­up just like the last one, and the one before that. This time there’d be horses instead of hot rods, and six-­guns instead of Uzis. But no real surprises, just lots of dead bodies.

Em handed him a towel. “Car?”

He glanced out the window. No surprises there either. Another sunny day in L.A. “Porsche. The black one.”

She walked out of the bathroom, tapping her phone. “Tony, bring the black Porsche around, will you? And drop the top.”

GOOSING THE GAS, Dakota squirted between a glossy Lexus and a pimped-­out Civic, then shot through a yellow light and squealed a hard right into the In-­N-­Out Burger, braking at the drive-­thru.

“Gimme a three-­by-­three, fries, and a chocolate shake, will ya, darlin’?” He glanced at Em. “The usual?”

She nodded, phone to her ear.

“Throw in a grilled cheese for the meat-­hater. And an extra straw.” He pulled forward behind a yellow Hummer.

Still talking, Em opened her iPad, fiddled around, then held it up for him to see. Pictures of his go-­round with Tubby.

He shrugged like it didn’t bother him, but it did. Oh, he didn’t care if ­people knew he’d had his ass handed to him. That was inevitable; nobody beat Tubby.

What pissed him off were the damn paparazzi.

Everyone—­Peter, Em, even Montana—­told him the media was a fact of celebrity life. A necessary evil. And maybe that was true.

But he’d never forgive them for Charlie. For driving a good man to suicide, then tearing at his remains like the flesh-­eating vultures they were.

And it wasn’t only the paparazzi who’d made money and careers off Charlie’s life and death. “Legitimate” journalists waded in too, exploiting his best friend’s disintegration, never letting humanity get in the way of a good story.

The day they spread Charlie’s corpse across the front page, Dakota swore off “news” forever. No papers, no magazines, no CNN. Never again in this life.

Pulling up to the window, he set aside his resentment and laid a practiced smile on the redhead inside. “Hey, Sandy-­girl. What’s shakin’?”

“Hey, Kota.” Her Jersey accent spread his nickname like butter. “I like the hair.”

“You can have it when I cut it off.” He tipped her fifty bucks and she blew him a kiss.

Peeling out of the lot, he handed off the bag to Em. She was still uh-­huhing into her phone, so he plucked it from her hand.

“Hey! That was Peter.”

“We just saw him twenty minutes ago.” He rattled the bag.

“Honest to God.” She unwrapped his burger and spread a napkin on his lap. Then she stuck both straws in the shake, took a long pull, and passed it over, half turning in her seat to eyeball him. “So what happened last night?”

He sucked down two inches of shake, then tucked it between his thighs. “Some asshole was hassling this girl. Feeling her up.” Manhandling the poor kid. Pinning her to the wall and rubbing all over her.

“Tell me you didn’t hit him.”

“I was about to.” And wouldn’t it have felt great to lay that pretty boy out? “I pulled him off her. Then Tubby waded in and spoiled my fun.”

“And the October madness begins.” Em tipped back her head and stared up at blue sky. “Why, oh why, couldn’t Montana get married in September? Or November?”

“Why does he have to get married at all?” It made no sense. Montana—­or Tana, as he was known to family, friends, and his legions of Twitter followers—­had the world by the balls. Women loved him. Hollywood loved him. The critics loved him. He was the indie darling, offered one challenging, nuanced role after another, while Kota got stuck blowing up cities and machine-­gunning armies single-­handedly.

Sure, Kota made bigger box office. But Tana had the talent in the family.

“Sasha’s a great girl,” Em pointed out.

“Yeah, she’s a peach. But peaches grow on trees in California. Why settle for one when you can have the orchard?”

Em punched his shoulder. “That’s for peaches everywhere, especially California.”

Kota grinned and passed her the shake. “Call Mercer, will you, and tell him we’re running behind. I don’t want him getting pissed at us.”

“Pfft. You never worry about anybody else’s feelings.”

“Because they can’t kill us just by looking at us.”

“See? You’re scared of him too.” She crossed her arms. “I wish you hadn’t hired him.”

“So you’ve said about a million times. But Tana put me in charge of security, and Mercer’s the best.” His guys were ex-­Rangers and Navy SEALs. “He says he’ll keep the press out, and I believe him.”

“Well good luck with that. They always manage to sneak somebody inside.”

“Not this time,” Kota vowed. A beach wedding might be a security nightmare—­not to mention just plain pointless, since everyone was zipped into tents and couldn’t see the water anyway—­but Mercer had it covered. Airtight perimeter, no-­fly zone. Saturday’s guests and employees would be bussed in from a remote parking lot and wanded before admittance. Anyone caught with a recording device would be summarily executed—­er, ejected.

Kota gave a grim smile. “Believe me, Em, Mercer’s got it locked down. Not a single, slimy, sleazy reporter is getting into that wedding.”

“YOU’RE GETTING INTO that wedding.” Reed aimed a finger at Chris. “Don’t bother arguing. It’s that, or clean out your desk.”

“This is bullshit, Reed! Archie admitted it was his screwup.”

“And his desk is already empty. But your ass is still in a sling, Christine. Your name was on that story.”

“I told him not to go to print until I verified it! If he’d waited till I gave him the go-­ahead—­”

“You’re missing the point. Senator Buckley saw your name—­Christine Case—­on the front page. You accused her of mishandling campaign contributions. It’s your blood she wants.” Reed’s chair scraped back. “You wanted to do hard news, now you’ve got to take the heat.”

Chris rubbed her temple. “I earned my byline, Reed.” With two years of writing fluff for the Living section. It finally seemed to pay off when one of Buckley’s PR flacks—­a guy Chris knew from covering the senator’s thousand-­dollar-­a-­plate fund-­raisers—­handed her the story of a lifetime. Her big break. Guaranteed to run front page above the fold.

Reed had no sympathy. “You should’ve held onto the story until you locked it up. You handed Archie a stick of dynamite.”

Oh yes she had. And it blew up in her face.

Reed was right. She bore a big chunk of the blame. She was lucky he hadn’t fired her outright.

“Listen, Chris.” Reed came around the desk, propped himself on the edge. “Your mother’s a hero to a whole generation of reporters. Emma Case’s coverage of Vietnam changed history. That’s why you’re still sitting here, getting another chance. That, and the fact that your father’s the entertainment at Montana Rain’s wedding.”

“So now we’re competing with the Enquirer? Sneaking into celebrity weddings? For God’s sake, we’re the Los Angeles Sentinel. Is this what journalism has come to?”

Wrong question. Reed stiffened. “Don’t preach to me, young lady. I grew up in this business, and I can tell you the world’s changed. Newspapers all over the country are hanging by a thread.”

“The scoop on this wedding won’t make or break the Sentinel.”

“Maybe not. But it’ll make or break your future here. I went to the mat for you, and now you’ll return the favor. I promised Owen an exclusive. Where the Stars Are rolls out in two weeks, and Montana Rain’s wedding will be the centerfold spread.”

“Come on, Reed. It’s no better than a tabloid—­”

He cut her off ruthlessly. “Your opinion’s irrelevant. Owen’s the publisher, and it’s his baby. He’s expecting it to boost Sunday circulation, and if it goes down in flames, it won’t be because this office didn’t do its damnedest.”

Chris tried to stare him down, but Reed was master of the stare down. She crossed her arms. He crossed his.

Sand trickled through the hourglass.

Chris dropped her eyes. Thought about her mother, how proud she’d been when Chris graduated from Columbia with her master’s in journalism. How disappointed when she didn’t use her degree, choosing a troubadour’s life with her father instead.

Well, it was too late to redeem herself in her mother’s eyes. Alzheimer’s had dulled Emma Case’s razor-­sharp mind. The woman Chris admired and resented and loved with all her heart was, in so many of the ways that matter, already lost to her.

Emma would never know that Chris was finally following in her footsteps. Or that her old friend Reed, managing editor of the Sentinel, had given Chris that chance.

But Chris knew. With no references except her family name, Reed had taken it on faith that she’d bring the same commitment to the Sentinel that Emma had brought to her Pulitzer Prize–winning career.

But sneaking into celebrity weddings, dishing on who wore what and who canoodled with who . . . well, nobody won awards for that.

Still, she owed Reed. And with the balance sheet so far out of whack, what could she do but suck it up, sing with her father’s band at Montana Rain’s overblown extravaganza of a wedding, and bring back some useless gossip to hype Owen’s pet project.

Then, with that humiliation behind her, she’d ride out her time in the penalty box until she got another crack at hard news.

Next time, she’d use better judgment, double-­check her sources.

Next time, she’d do her mother proud.

Refusing to meet Reed’s eyes, Chris punched in her famous father’s private number. He answered on the first ring.

“Hi, honey pie.”

“Hi, Dad.” She cut to the chase. “Listen, is the offer still open? Can I do the wedding this weekend?”

“Abso-­fucking-­lutely.” Zach Gray didn’t miss a beat. “I’ll work up a new set list and shoot it to you. We hit at two. And honey, security’s tighter than a gnat’s asshole. No phones, no nothing. Expect to strip down to your skivvies.”

And the hits just kept on coming.





Chapter Two

THE WEDDING GUESTS drifted into the reception; A-­listers, arm candy, and a few normal ­people who stood out like sore thumbs.

Through a gap in the backstage curtain, Chris watched them stake out tables with purses and wraps, then amble off in search of drinks. Like guests at any other wedding, but not.

Across the half-­acre tent, a string quartet played Mozart while wannabe actors passed hors d’oeuvres, playing the role of obsequious staff.

Well, she was role-­playing herself, wasn’t she? The difference was, her role hadn’t always been an act.

Long before turning herself into earnest journalist Christine Case, she’d been sultry chanteuse Christy Gray, touring with Zach and his big band, playing Europe and Vegas and zillion-­dollar weddings like this one.

Zach sauntered over. “You okay, honey pie? It’s been a while.”

She forced a show-­must-­go-­on smile. “Like riding a bike.”

He rubbed her arm. “You’re a pro, babe.” He left the rest unsaid, but she’d heard it before: “That’s why you belong in the spotlight, singing for thousands instead of churning out boring stories a hundred ­people might skim.”

Easy for him to say. He didn’t know what it was like to be Emma Case’s daughter. To Zach, Emma was just another one-­night stand, noteworthy because she’d been a great lay, twice his age at the time, and a famous journalist, in that order of importance.

He likely would have forgotten all about her if she hadn’t given him Chris: his first child, his only daughter, and, as he frequently told her, the best torch singer he’d ever had the pleasure to work with.

He wanted her to follow in his footsteps every bit as much as Emma wanted Chris to follow in hers. The upshot was that Chris’s life had never been her own, just a choice to be made between their two extremes.

Today, though, Chris and Christy shared the stage, the singer and reporter rubbing against each other like wool and silk, making static. Making her sweat.

With one hand, she squeezed the knots in her neck. If she was going to get through this without disgracing herself, she had to stay calm. Avoid surprises, complications, and messy entanglements—­

Zach peeked through the curtain and broke out in a grin. “Well, well. This should be interesting.” He stepped back.

The curtain parted and a big man strode through.

A big man.

In her heels, Chris stood six feet tall, but this man had four inches on her, a chest like a billboard, and shoulders that could hold up the tent if it started to fold.

Dakota Rain. Wow.

“Zach, right?” He stuck out a hand built to wield Thor’s hammer. “I’m a big fan.” His deep drawl rumbled like distant thunder.

Then his eyes—­bluer than a Highland sky—­shifted from Zach to her. And popped.

For a moment those startled eyes stared. Then down they inched, peeling her gown to her ankles, leaving it in a puddle while they cruised back up, erasing her panties, her bra. Igniting her skin, lingering on her lips, until finally they settled on her eyes and held there while his Adam’s apple bobbed.

“My daughter, Christy,” she heard Zach say through the ringing in her ears.

“Nice. Dress.” The words came out on a rasp that seemed to stick in Dakota’s throat.

She was tongue-­tied herself, awash in a flood of testosterone. The man pumped it out with every breath.

They shook hands and held on, caught in a mutual spell, until a petite woman with short black hair and a pointy elbow jabbed him in the ribs. “Reel your tongue in before you step on it.”

Dakota dropped his gaze to give her the hard eye. “This is Em. She used to be my assistant. Now she’s looking for a job.”

“It’s nice to meet you both.” Em shook their hands. “If you need anything, just let me know and I’ll make sure you get it.”

“Appreciate it,” said Zach, “but we’ve got everything we need.”

“Okay, then we’ll leave you alone.” She clamped a hand on Dakota’s wrist and headed back out through the curtain. He let her tug his arm out straight, but his body didn’t budge. She could have been hauling on a Cadillac.

“Zach”—­his rumbling drawl again—­“my ma’s been a fan from day one. Mind if I bring her backstage?”

“Not at all. We’d love to meet her.”

Dakota nodded, then scorched Chris with a last searing look before letting Em drag him away.

“Honey pie, you watch out for him. He’s a player.”

Chris managed a shaky laugh. “Takes one to know one.”

“Damn right. But even I’m not in his league. The dude sweats sex. If I can feel it, women must fall like timber.”

Yes, and if the media had it right, he’d felled forests.

“Not this woman.” Chris had enough celebrities in her life. With few exceptions, they were self-­centered, thin-­skinned, narcissistic attention whores.

And Dakota Rain, Hollywood’s biggest box office star, was the ultimate celebrity. So what if his gaze burned straight through her dress? There was a reason the man got paid millions just to squint.

Zach looped an arm around her shoulders. “The smart money says if he turns on the charm, he’ll have you flat on your back before you can whistle Dixie.”

She laid a hand on her heart. “Gee Dad, I love our father-­daughter talks.”

He chucked her chin. “I know you don’t need me to tell you about the birds and the bees. But, sweetie, the king of the jungle just got your scent. Trust me, he’ll be back.”

“WHAT THE FUCK, Em?”

“The fuck is, you were drooling on your shoes.”

“Did you see her?” Supermodel tall, with bombshell curves, yards of chestnut waves, and a face to make Da Vinci weep.

“Yeah, I saw her. I saw you eye-­fuck her right under her father’s nose.”

Kota started to deny it. Then, “She eye-­fucked me back.”

“Hers was more of an eye-­fondle. Obviously, she’s not the slut you are.”

Points in her favor. “How come I’ve never seen her before?”

“Because she doesn’t tour much anymore.” Em kept them moving, maneuvering between tables, dodging potential waylayers. “Sasha saw her sing with Zach in Vegas a ­couple years ago. She brought the house down. Then she dropped off the radar.”

“To do what?”

“Maybe she had a baby. Or a nervous breakdown. Anyway, Sasha was over the moon when Zach said she was coming today.”

Kota was stuck on the baby. “She’s married?” He’d been too discombobulated to check for a ring.

“I don’t know her whole story. Sasha only mentioned her to Mercer this morning. He went ballistic, of course. No time for a background check, blah blah. So watch yourself, she might be a terrorist.”

“I should frisk her.”

“I’m sure you will. Do me a favor, though, and get through the reception first. Spare your parents the spectacle that would surely ensue.”

Good point. His track record with weddings wasn’t the best. They tended to get messy when, say, a bridesmaid’s father caught him with his pants down and broke a chair over his head.

“I’ll save it for the after-­party,” he decided. “You’re coming, right?”

“Half an hour, tops. Then”—­toothy grin—­“I’m on vacation.”

What was he thinking, giving her the week off?

“Forget vacation,” he said. “I need your help with the getaway.” An elaborate scheme involving look-­alikes conspicuously exiting the party to jet to Italy in his Cessna, while the newlyweds tiptoed to a friend’s Gulfstream for a paparazzi-­free honeymoon on Kota’s private island.

“You don’t need me,” Em said. “Mercer’s all over it. I’d just get in the way.” She steered him toward the head table. “Now let’s get this show on the road. I need you on that airplane.”

“You could come with us.” He dangled the bait. “A week on the beach. No phone, no internet . . .”

“Just what Tana needs, more ­people horning in on his honeymoon.”

“I’m not horning in. I’m staying in the guesthouse clear across the island. Besides, you told me I should hole up in October.”

“I meant a month on the space station, or dogsledding to the South Pole. Not tagging along with your brother and his bride.”

“They’ll never even know I’m there.”

“Pfft. You’ll get lonely and start pestering them after twenty minutes.”

She might be right. A solitary week reading scripts and watching the Pacific sunset sounded idyllic a month ago, when he was humping rocket launchers through steaming jungle and deadlifting bodies into helicopters.

But once his latest film wrapped and he got back to L.A., all that alone time started to hang heavy.

Em muscled him into his chair. The head table was empty at the moment, the bride and groom still with the photographer. Propping her butt on the edge, she looked him in the eye.

When she spoke, her tone was softer and gentler than usual. “You’ll be fine. Tana’s still your little brother. You’re not going to lose him.”

Sometimes Em saw too damn much.

“You and Tana,” she said, “are closer than any two ­people I know. Nobody can come between you. And it’s got to be obvious even to a bonehead like you that Sasha doesn’t want to. She likes you.”

“I like her too.” And he couldn’t deny that she encouraged Tana to hang out with him. It wasn’t her fault his brother preferred her company most of the time. The guy was gone for her.

“I know you’re used to having Tana to yourself,” Em said. “Jetting off to Vegas or Miami or New York on a whim. Taking armfuls of women to the island instead of a wife and a boring pile of scripts. But Kota, come on, you’re thirty-­five next month.”

Ouch. “Thirty-­five’s not old.”

“No, but it’s mature, or it should be.” She cocked her head. “I think a week alone is just what you need. You can clear your head. Think about what comes next.”

Which was exactly the problem. He didn’t want to think about what came next.

Desperation made him reckless. “I’ll give you a month off when we get back.”

Her smile was sad. “That’s bullshit. You wouldn’t last a day in L.A. without me. And besides, I’ve got plans with Jackie this week.”

“Bring her along.” Talk about reckless; Jackie drove him nuts.

“I can’t. We’re Houston bound. She’s finally going to tell her parents.”

He snorted. “They’ll probably shoot you. Best case, they’ll stick you in separate bedrooms. No sex all week.”

“Maybe. But I can go without sex for a week. You’ll be chasing the sheep around the island.”

He smiled, as she’d meant him to. “You’ve got a sick mind, Em. That’s why I love you.”

“I love you too,” she said. And with a bracing shoulder punch to offset the mushiness, she left him to fend for himself.

No easy feat once the happy ­couple arrived.

“Congratulations,” Kota made himself say, earning an Oscar nomination. Not that he wasn’t happy for them. He was. It was himself he was miserable for.

“Thanks, man.” Tana’s eyes, the same changeable blue as Kota’s, crinkled at the corners when he grinned.

Tana pulled out Sasha’s chair, settling her like a princess on a throne before taking his place beside her.

Kota leaned forward to see around his brother’s big frame. “Sasha, sweetheart, you’re the prettiest bride to ever walk down the aisle.”

“Oh, Kota.” A fat teardrop leaked from one emerald eye. “Thank you. I’m so happy.” She reached out a slender hand. He squeezed it lightly.

She really was a nice girl. If Tana had to have a wife, he couldn’t have chosen better. Sasha was kind, thoughtful, and sweet as . . . well, a peach.

Somebody clinked a glass with a spoon. Another hundred ­people took it up, and the newlyweds got back to what they were best at—­making out like the last two ­people on earth.

Kota broke it up by getting to his feet. Time to get the toast over with. The room quieted as a thousand eyes turned toward him. Even the newlyweds unlocked their lips.

He hadn’t prepared anything. No need, since he planned to keep it short and sweet. A quick poke at Tana, a few words welcoming Sasha to the family, and then he could hit the bar.

With that in mind, he ran through the standard intro, thanking folks for coming, giving a shout-­out to this one and that. Inviting everybody to the after-­party at his Beverly Hills mansion.

Then he dropped a hand on his brother’s shoulder, leaving it there while he scanned the faces of friends and colleagues, most of them ­people they’d worked with in their fifteen years in the business.

Movie ­people appreciated a dramatic pause, so he drew it out, built the suspense. After all, this was the fun part, where he’d pull out one of a hundred hilarious stories about Tana. These folks expected it. They were all ears.

Then he caught his ma’s eye, brimming with unshed tears. And for the first time it struck him that while his own feelings about Tana’s marriage were mixed, for Ma it was a dream come true.

She’d nearly given up on her boys settling down and giving her grandchildren. Now Tana was halfway there, and she’d expect Kota to mark the occasion with something more poignant than a bachelor-­party roast.

He didn’t have it in him to disappoint her.

He took a deep breath and began. “You all know the story of the Rain boys. A ­couple of delinquents kicking around the system, booted out of one foster home after another. And for damn good reason. We were trouble with a capital T.”

He spread his palms, did his scallywag smile. “Some things haven’t changed.”

Laughter rolled through the tent.

He gave it a minute, then let his smile slide sideways, toward rueful. “We were hard to handle, for sure. Big and bad and mad at the world. Our motto was hit first, hit hard, and deal with the fallout later.

“The social workers didn’t know what to do with us. They tried splitting us up. Even shipped us to different states.” He left out the panic, the fury, the near insanity that gripped him when they tore Tana away.

Instead, he said, mildly, “That really pissed us off,” and got another laugh at the understatement.

“But being smarter than we looked, we cooked up a plan. It was simple, and it went like this. No matter where they sent us, we ran away, then hitched a ride back to Wyoming. Back to Roy and Verna Rain’s ranch.”

He cut a glance at his folks, seated in the place of honor nearby. With her unretouched wrinkles and department store dress, Verna should have looked out of place in such glitzy company. But to Kota, she outshone the rest.

And Roy, he was six feet of gristle in a stiff black suit. The strongest, truest man Kota knew.

“The Rains were good folks with no kids of their own. They’d taken a chance on us early on, showed us love and kindness. But surly brats that we were, we’d blown it to hell and they sent us packing.

“We never forgot ’em, though. And they never forgot us either. How could they, when we kept turning up on their doorstep like bad pennies? Two strapping boys with man-­sized chips on our shoulders, we were too proud to ask out loud for another chance, and too desperate not to want one.”

Hollywood fell away as he remembered how it was.

“The first few times we showed up, Verna fed us a big meal. Turkey and gravy, or steak and potatoes. We were always hungry. Then, when supper was over, Roy loaded us in the pickup and drove us back to the county home, thinking that’d be the last they saw of us.

“But Tana and me, we’re stubborn as stumps. We knew there was work enough for ten men on that ranch, so we figured if we put our backs into toting bales and shoveling sh—­” He cut a sheepish glance at Verna, which raised a chuckle.

He shrugged and half-­smiled. “Anyway, maybe it was all that toting and shoveling, or maybe they just got tired of driving ninety miles to the home, but one day Pops left the truck in the barn. A ­couple months later they adopted us. And that’s when everything changed for Tana and me.”

He paused. “You’ve all heard it said that saving one dog won’t change the world, but it’ll change the world for that one dog. Well, the same goes for kids.”

The tent had gone quiet; only silence and sniffles.

Kota squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “We survived,” he weighted every word, “because of each other. And we thrived because of Roy and Verna Rain. That’s why, for Tana and me, family always comes first.”

Stepping around his brother, Kota took Sasha’s hand and pulled her gently to her feet. Solemn as a preacher, he said, “Welcome to the family, darlin’.”

And he wrapped her in a hug to a thunder of applause.





Chapter Three

ONE EAR PRESSED to the curtain, Chris scribbled notes on the back of an envelope with an eyebrow pencil.

It was messy, but what could she do? She’d left her pad and pen at home. After a hundred society soirees, remembering who wore which designer dress was second nature. No need to write it down.

But when Dakota Rain started talking in that spellbinding drawl, speaking from the heart about his legendary messed-­up childhood, she knew she had to get every word. Moving, personal, and exclusive, it was exactly what Reed wanted.

If this didn’t save her job, nothing would.

“Watcha doing, honey pie?”

She whirled, scrunching the envelope. “Just making a crib sheet for the first set. Um, we’re doing ‘Fever’ in A, right?”

“Just like always.” Zach cocked his head. “Nervous?”

“Do I seem nervous?” She flipped her hair, affecting nonchalance.

“More like jumpy.” He grinned. “Dakota got to you, didn’t he?”

“Pfft. No.”

“Well, sweetie, you got to him.”

She eye-­rolled. “Yeah, he was all atwitter.”

“He’s not the first guy to get tongue-­tied around a beautiful woman.”

She jerked a thumb toward the crowd. “Did you get a look out there? There’s at least two hundred beautiful women.”

“Of course there are, this is Cali-­fucking-­fornia.”

“So let’s see how tongue-­tied he is.” She pulled back the curtain.

Half the guests were up and circulating while their seventy-­five-­dollar-­a-­head appetizers went cold on their tables. But then, this was Cali-­fucking-­fornia. Most of these women topped out at five hundred calories a day. They wouldn’t fritter them away on appetizers, no matter how famous the chef.

Instead, they orbited Dakota, who was yakking away with no sign of a knot in his tongue.

She smirked triumphantly, but Zach only shrugged. “Just proves you knocked his socks off.”

“No, Dad, it proves some women will listen to any dreck that falls from celebrity lips.”

She gazed out at Dakota, the sun at the center of his own solar system. “He assumes he’s fascinating, and why wouldn’t he, when our celebrity-­infatuated culture hangs on his words? As if being born good-­looking makes him inherently interesting.” She lifted one shoulder, let it fall. “I almost can’t blame him for thinking he’s God’s gift.”

Zach poked her. “You’re a smarty-­pants, just like your mother.”

She dropped the curtain. It was too easy to stare, to be blinded by the sun.

She focused on Zach. “Speaking of Mom. I haven’t told you because . . . well, I haven’t told anyone.” She swallowed hard. “Mom’s got Alzheimer’s.”

“Oh, sweetie, I’m sorry.” He pulled her into a hug.

She rested her cheek on his shoulder. “Don’t tell anyone, okay?”

“It’s a disease, Christy. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I’m not ashamed. It’s just that Mom would hate the headlines. ‘Groundbreaking War Correspondent No Longer Knows Her Own Name.’ ”

Zach winced. “She’s that bad?”

“Not yet. But reporters are always looking for a hook.” The irony didn’t escape her. “I wouldn’t put it past them to”—­air quotes—­“interview her, especially the ones she’s pissed off over the years. And there are legions.”

“Yeah, I get you.” Privacy invasion was something Zach understood too well.

His dry tone made Chris ask, “How are you doing?”

“One day at a time. Sometimes, one minute at a time.”

She tightened her arms around him. What could she say that hadn’t already been said?

Zach’s whole adult life had been a hedonist’s wet dream. He’d finally checked himself into Betty Ford. Now he was seven weeks clean and sober, and each morning when he woke up, he started from scratch.

He stepped back and gave her a bracing smile. “Don’t worry about me, sweetie. I’ve got this.”

She wasn’t so sure, but she nodded.

Balling his hands in his pockets, he put a twist in his smile to lighten the mood. “As I was saying, you’re a smarty-­pants. But sometimes you outsmart yourself.”

She played along, played it up. “As I was saying, Dakota Rain’s a raging egomaniac and a dimwit to boot. Have you seen his movies? He’s all bulging muscles and squinty eyes. He snarls and spits out two words at a time. ‘Nice. Dress.’ ” She grunted it out like an ape.

And the curtain drew back. Mr. Bulging Muscles himself.

Mortified, she stared helplessly as a hot flush shot from her neck to her crown.

But if he’d heard her dissing him, he hid it behind a smile. And there was nothing disparaging to be said about that Smile. He flashed it around in every film, and it sold as many tickets to red-­blooded women as his body count did to their bloodthirsty boyfriends.

“Zach.” His deep drawl rumbled. “I got someone here who’s dying to meet you.”

Stepping aside, he touched a big hand to his mother’s slender shoulder, and Chris got her first good look at the woman who’d housebroken the Rain boys.

If size had been what counted, those boys would have run roughshod over her. Fine-­boned and slender, Verna Rain could have walked under Dakota’s outstretched arm without mussing her snowy wash-­and-­set.

But there was more to her than flesh and bone. Kindness, humor, and determination were etched on her face. She would have needed all three to raise the self-­professed bad boys into Hollywood’s biggest stars.

Yet she could still be starstruck herself. Staring up at Zach, her cornflower eyes went round, and her cheeks glowed apple red.

Zach took it in stride, placing a gallant kiss on her knuckles. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Rain.”

“Oh. Oh dear.” She went a deeper red. “Mr. Gray, I’ve been a fan for a long time. Ever since Precious Love.”

Zach grinned. “Well, that is a long time, isn’t it? And none of this ‘Mr. Gray’ business. I’m Zach to my friends.”

“Oh. Oh my.” She fluttered like a bird.

Chris slanted a glance at Dakota. He looked amused, and a little perplexed. He caught her eye, and the grin he gave her was boyish, spontaneous. And twice as appealing as the Smile.

Her heart sped up in response, and she smiled back without thinking.

Instantly, his eyes glazed. He focused on her lips.

She clamped them shut.

Zach touched her arm. “May I present my daughter, Christy?”

Chris pried her lips open. “I’m delighted to meet you, Mrs. Rain.”

“Please, call me Verna.” Her handshake was firm, but her fingers felt like twigs.

“What a lovely name. I’ve never heard it before.”

“Oh, I don’t imagine you have many Vernas in Los Angeles anymore. But there’s a few of us in Wyoming yet.” She touched Dakota’s sleeve. “Remember Verna Presky? You had such a crush on her in sixth grade. She wouldn’t look at you twice.”

Zach let out a laugh. “Bet that hasn’t happened lately,” he said to Dakota.

“You’d be surprised” was the wry reply.

Chris felt his gaze on her face. She darted a glance at him.

And Verna caught them red-­handed. A slow smile curved her lips. “Christy, dear, are you married?”

“Um, no.” In Chris’s world, marital role models were thin on the ground. So were marital prospects.

Verna patted her wrist. “Don’t worry, dear. The right man will come along. Maybe sooner than you think.” Deliberately, she looked up at her son. “I met your father at a wedding, you know.”

“Yeah, Ma, I know. A hundred ­people and your eyes met across the room.”

“That’s just how it was.” She turned to Chris. “My second cousin Noreen’s wedding reception. I was sixteen, in a sprigged muslin dress I made for the occasion, the most formfitting thing I’d ever worn.”

One hand floated over her hip. “I was just filling out, and that dress caught the boys’ eyes. They gathered round as boys do, but I knew them all from school and wasn’t interested in a one of them.

“Then Roy walked in.” Her eyes sparkled. “He was older, from a few towns over. We’d never met, but he took one look at me, I took one look at him, and we beat a path to the preacher.”

She lowered her voice. “In those days, you know, marriage came before sex, so there was no time to waste. Roy was that handsome.”

Dakota drew back, shock on his face. “Whoa, wait. You mean you and Pops have had sex?”

“Oh, a time or two. But even though we gave him ample opportunity, the Lord chose not to give us children until you and your brother came along.” She patted Dakota’s cheek. “And the moral of that story is, be careful what you pray for.”

Dakota caught her thin hand and pressed a kiss to her palm. “God works in mysterious ways.”

“That he does, my boy.” She smiled boundless love at him. Then she tucked her hand in his arm. “We’ve pestered these nice folks long enough. Take me back to your father.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Chris watched them go, the broad-­shouldered man in the bespoke tuxedo towering over the tiny woman in the off-­the-­rack dress.

Zach shoulder-­bumped her. “A guy who loves his mom can’t be all bad.”

“I didn’t say he’s bad. I said he’s light in the brainpan.”

But she had to admit it was hard not to like a guy who treated his mom like a queen.

And it would be harder still to exploit their relationship for the Sentinel.

KOTA SMILED AT the wannabe starlet manning the bar. “Gimme a Johnnie Walker, will you, sweetheart?”

“Would that be red, black, blue or platinum, Mr. Rain?” She tilted strawberry lips, did a slow blink of bluebonnet eyes.

“Make it red, honey, I’m a simple man.” Since it was expected, he dropped his gaze to the breasts bubbling out of her two-­sizes-­too-­small vest, let it linger long enough to show he appreciated the goods, then wrapped up the show with a rueful half smile that said, If only I didn’t have other plans for the night.

It was the work of a moment that hit all the right notes, and when she handed him his drink, they parted with good feelings all around.

Sipping his whiskey, he wandered the room, making small talk, passing out compliments like lollipops. Flirting perfunctorily. But he was restless. Unsatisfied.

After a few sips, he left his whiskey on a tray. It wasn’t what he wanted.

What he wanted was backstage.

But panting after a woman wasn’t his style. So he forced himself to walk in the opposite direction, circling back to his folks’ table.

He found his old man in a snit. “I suppose you fawned all over Zach,” Roy was saying to Verna, his still-­sturdy arms crossed over his chest.

“She fawned, all right,” Kota drawled, stirring up trouble. Sixty years married and Pops still got jealous. Every man should be so lucky.

Spinning a chair around, Kota straddled it. Ma swatted his arm, a feather fanning a tree limb. “Look who’s talking. You’re smitten with Christy.”

“ ‘Smitten’? That’s a word?”

“Don’t play doofus with me, Mr. Valedictorian. It’s about time a girl turned your head. You should ask her out.”

He made a rude noise that earned another swat. He could barely feel it, but he said, “Ow,” just to humor her.

“Quit trying to marry him off,” Pops grumbled. “Let him sow his oats.”

Now Ma made the rude noise. “He’s sown oats aplenty—­”

“He’s the Johnny Appleseed of oats,” said Tana, arriving just in time to butt in.

Straddling another chair, he clapped Kota on the back. That, Kota felt. He curled a lip at his brother, who laughed.

“I was just saying,” Ma forged on, “that your brother should ask Zach’s daughter for a date.”

Tana smirked. “I hate to tell you, Ma, but it usually works the other way around. The ladies stalk Kota.”

“This one won’t,” Ma predicted. “She’s a class act, all the way.”

“In that case”—­Tana threw down the dare—­“she won’t go out with him anyway.”

That was the excuse Kota needed. Heaving a put-­upon sigh, he pushed back his chair.

“Where you going?” Tana asked him.

“To hit on Christy Gray, where else? Ma won’t quit till I do.”

“I do,” Ma repeated. “Music to my ears.”

This time Pops made the rude noise.

Kota found Christy backstage, scribbling on a crinkled envelope.

“Hi,” he said.

She leaped out of her shoes.

He held up his hands. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to spook you.”

She crushed the envelope in her fist. “If you’re looking for Dad, he’s in his dressing room.” She pointed, then set off toward her own.

He pursued, weaving through band members and roadies loitering outside the makeshift dressing rooms. “Actually, I was looking for you. You made quite an impression on Ma.”

“She’s an extraordinary woman,” she said over her shoulder.

“She wants me to ask you out.”

Christy stopped outside her dressing room. The canvas flap that served as a door was closed. She made no move to lift it.

Instead, she quirked an amused brow. “Your mother does your matchmaking?”

“Not usually, but the wedding’s addled her.” He twirled a finger by his temple. “She’s fragile right now. I think we should humor her.”

Christy laughed, low and sultry and rich enough to roll around in naked.

“I’m serious,” he said. “She could snap any time.”

Again with the sultry laugh. He hooked a finger in his collar, which seemed to be shrinking as fast as his underwear.

“I’m sure she’ll survive,” she said. Then she did the unthinkable. She lifted the flap, blowing him off.

It was unprecedented. Completely off script.

So he improvised. Touching a palm to the small of her back, he slid smoothly into the dressing room alongside her.

By movie-­star standards, it was cramped. He took it in with one glance. Faded Levi’s and a pink tee draped over a chair. Flip-­flops kicked underneath it. Department-­store cosmetics spilling onto the dressing table from a worn canvas bag.

Offstage, it seemed, Christy Gray was no diva.

“So, I guess you’re seeing somebody,” he said, continuing the conversation as if he hadn’t barged into her space.

“No, I’m not seeing anyone.” Slightly annoyed.

“In love with a married man? Saving yourself for Jesus?”

She half smiled, half smirked. “I know the usual line is ‘It’s not you, it’s me.’ But this time, it’s not me. It’s you.”

“Ouch.” He rubbed his chest like she’d punched him.

“Sorry, but I’m allergic to celebrities.”

“Why? We’re just ­people.”

“And the bird flu’s just a virus.”

“What if I wasn’t a celebrity?”

“What else would you be?”

“A veterinarian.” He threw it out there.

“That takes brains,” she said, like they were lacking.

He dunce-­scratched his head. “Now you’re just confusin’ me.”

She laughed again. It was killing him by inches.

He went all in. “Listen, Ma won’t quit hounding me till we go on a date. It can be a pity-­date. I’m okay with that, as long as she thinks you’re into it.” He did an aw-­shucks smile. “Make an old lady’s day and date her shiftless son.”

“I don’t—­”

“At least come to the after-­party. Let her get a look at you before she and Pops totter off to bed. It’ll be kinda like a date, but not really.”

He smiled again, and for a minute she looked tempted, like maybe she was so incredibly turned on by him that her perfectly sensible aversion to celebrities suddenly seemed asinine.

A man could hope.

But then, like a slow-­motion action sequence, the kind where the bloodletting’s drawn out for maximum cinematic effect, she started . . . to . . . shake . . . her . . . head . . .

And as if on cue, Zach called, “Knock knock,” and stuck his shoulders through the flap. Spotting Kota, he said, “Hey, man. Sounds like a kick-­ass after-­party.”

“You’ll be there, right?”

“Abso-­fucking-­lutely.”

Kota bit back a grin. Sometimes just when things were going to shit, up through the manure popped a big red rose.

Christy jumped in. “Dad, really?”

“Really.” He chucked her chin. “You worry too much, honey pie. We’re on in ten.”

On that note he ducked out. She swung around, glaring daggers at Kota. “You know he just got out of rehab.”

Of course he knew. Just like he knew she’d feel obliged to chaperone. His inner scoundrel mentally rubbed his hands. But the decent guy Ma raised made himself say, “I’ll uninvite him if you want me to.”

She glared some more. Then she huffed out a sigh. “He has to get back into circulation sometime.”

A solemn nod. “You’ll probably want to keep an eye on him, though.”

“Convenient, isn’t it?”

“I’m just sayin’.” He shrugged.

“And I’m just sayin’ . . .” She stuffed the crumpled envelope into her bag. “ . . . it’s not a date. So you can wipe the smug look off your mug.”

And with a toss of her head she strode from the tent, every inch a diva.





Chapter Four

CHRIS SQUEALED AROUND the hairpin turn like she was racing her Eos through the streets of Monaco instead of sleepy Laurel Canyon. Screeching to a stop in her driveway, she grabbed her bag and hotfooted through the back door.

Her roomie, Raylene, leaped out of her path. “Chris! What the hell?” She licked up the Riesling that slopped over her knuckles.

“Sorry, I’m in a hurry.” Chris barreled across the kitchen and sprinted up the spiral staircase.

“No kidding. Where’s the fire?”

“At Dakota Rain’s,” Chris called down two flights. Her bedroom occupied the entire third floor, which wasn’t as impressive as it sounded, since the whole house was a shoebox standing on end, balanced on a million-­dollar postage stamp.

Raylene followed her up the corkscrew stairs. “You’re going to Dakota Rain’s? Can I come?”

“No.” Chris pawed through her walk-­in closet. Off came the pink T-­shirt, replaced by a shimmery gold tank. “I have to keep an eye on my father. I can’t supervise you too.”

“I’ll be good.”

“You’ll be trouble.”

Raylene pouted. “I’m off probation in two weeks.”

“Unless you’re arrested tonight. Then you’ll go to jail for six months.”

Raylene’s third DUI had finally landed her in hot water. College chum or not, if she stayed on that road, Chris was kicking her out. She didn’t have room in her life for two alcoholics.

While Raylene moped, Chris shucked her jeans and shimmied into a black skirt with a ruffle at midthigh.

“I want your legs,” Raylene said grumpily. “And your ass.”

“I want your tits and your triceps,” said Chris. “So we’re even.”

She ducked into the bathroom to strip off her stage makeup. Raylene called through the door. “What if I promise not to drink?”

“I’ve heard it before, Ray. I can’t deal with you tonight.”

“Fine. Be that way.” Ray clumped down the stairs.

Chris let her go. No time to smooth feathers; she had to get to Dakota’s drunken orgy before Zach tumbled down all twelve steps and landed in a bottle of Beefeater.

Tail on fire, she hit her cheeks with blush, her lips with gloss, and scooped up five-­inch gold Louboutins that would cut into Dakota’s vertical advantage. She was on a beeline for the stairs when Reed rang her cell.

“Pack your things,” he said without preamble, “and get out.”

She froze in midstride. “You can’t fire me, I got the story!”

“I mean get out of L.A. The senator’s suing the paper. The sheriff’s deputy just served me, and you’re next on the list.”

“Well, shit.” Chris slewed a looked around her room. No place to hide.

“If you’re home, get out of the house,” Reed said. “Get out of L.A. Out of the country if you can. I’ll tell everyone you’re on assignment. That’ll slow things down while Owen works on Buckley to drop the suit.”

Chris clutched her forehead. “What if she won’t?”

Unemployment and disgrace, that’s what.

“Listen, Chris, Buckley’s pissed right now. She wants to turn the knife. So she’ll make tomorrow’s Sunday morning rounds, blast the liberal press, discredit the paper, and when she can’t get any more mileage, she’ll graciously accept our apology.” He snorted. “Trust me, no politician wants a judge scrutinizing their spending. She’ll pull the plug before it gets to court.”

That sounded good, but something smelled fishy. “If you’re so sure she’ll drop it, why do I need to disappear?”

“Because Owen’s easiest play here is to offer up a sacrificial lamb.”

“Baaaaa.”

“Exactly. So we’ll remove temptation. Make him do it the hard way.”

Chris slumped against the railing. “This is all my fault. Maybe I should fall on my sword.”

“Like hell.” Reed put steel in his tone. “I’ll let you know when your career’s over, Christine. In the meantime, I’m not telling Emma Case I stood back while her daughter took the fall for some overeager editor trying to make a name for himself.”

That only made her sadder. “Thanks, Reed, but don’t worry about Mom. She wouldn’t know what you were talking about.”

“I’d know. Now grab your passport and get on a plane. Call me in a week. This whole thing might blow over by then, but if not, make damn sure your wedding exclusive is juicy enough to convince Owen you’re indispensable.”

“No problem there. I got Dakota’s toast word for word. Met his mother. Lots of good stuff.” Enough to impress Owen, especially with the potential after-­party scoop.

“Good,” Reed said. “Now turn off your phone until you call me next week. When I tell Owen you’re incommunicado, I don’t want my eye to twitch.”

“But Seacrest”—­Emma’s facility—­“won’t be able to reach me.”

“I’m second on their call list. If something comes up, I’ll handle it. Now pack your bags and get the hell out of Dodge.”

Five minutes later Chris was rocketing down the mountain, suitcase in the trunk, passport in her purse, guilty conscience riding shotgun.

MEN IN BLACK ringed Dakota Rain’s Beverly Hills mansion, a formidable perimeter even the brashest paparazzi didn’t have the balls to breach.

Standing in the circular driveway—­barely inside that perimeter—­Chris chewed a Tums while the goon who’d all but cavity-­searched her gave the same top-­to-­bottom treatment to her VW.

“You’d think POTUS was on site,” she muttered under her breath.

Hell, maybe he was. The Rains were Hollywood royalty. Why wouldn’t the president slobber all over them like everybody else did?

She handed off her keys to a steely-­eyed SEAL type standing in as valet, then passed under


























































































































































OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“If you like your
contemporary romance
to sizzle then look

no further.”
JILL SHALVIS

A SAVE THE DATE NOVEL





OEBPS/images/34006.png
The Wedding
Band

A SAVE THE DATE NOVEL

CARA CONNELLY

AVONIMPULSE
nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn





