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Chapter One



STARLET BRUBAKER HAD DISAPPEARED.


The only evidence of her existence was the tiny mole just above the right corner of Star Bentley’s glossy, pink-painted lips. Everything else was completely different. The green eyes. The blond hair. The skinny body. And the simple, loose-fitting, flowered dress. Nothing but the mole remained of the awkward, fat girl from southeast Texas.


Starlet pulled her gaze away from the mirror and looked down at the half-eaten banana MoonPie in her hand.


Well, maybe there were a few other things that remained.


A tap on the bathroom door had her cramming the rest of the pie in her mouth.


“Star?” Kari Jennings, her manager, trainer, and general ballbuster, called through the door. “You okay? Did you need something? Because we can’t have the sweetheart of country music going without.”


Food. The sweetheart of country music needs food. But instead of saying it, Starlet chewed faster and swallowed hard. “No. I’m good. I’m just touching up my lip gloss.”


There was a pause. “But your lip gloss is out here in the dressing room, sugar.”


Starlet rolled her eyes at her own stupidity and quickly wiped the crumbs off her mouth. One slipped beneath the neckline of her dress and into her bra, but she ignored it and opened the door, giving her manager a bright, Star Bentley smile. “Silly me. I guess I’m just nervous about the concert tonight.”


Even in her power heels, Kari barely came to Starlet’s chin. With her petite body, short blond hair, and big blue eyes, she looked just like Tinker Bell. Which was exactly why Starlet had hired her. Unfortunately, at the time, Starlet hadn’t realized how vicious and manipulative pixies could be.


“No need to worry.” Kari tugged up the neckline of Starlet’s dress. “You’ve played much bigger venues than this.” Her brow knotted as she stared at Starlet’s boobs. “Speaking of bigger, I still think you should consider breast reduction. These just don’t go with the new persona I’ve created.”


“They look like they go pretty good to me.”


Cousin Jed appeared in the dressing room doorway. Or more like filled it with his hulking frame, which had won him the title of “the Crusher” on the amateur wrestling tour and “the Asshole” at more than a few Texas nightclubs. While Starlet had never officially hired him, Jed had assumed the role of her personal bodyguard—something he excelled at, given that he was always getting too personal with her body.


He shifted the toothpick to one corner of his bulldog-drooping mouth as his gaze wandered over her breasts. “There’s some rodeo cowboy out there that claims you invited him backstage. Says you owe him money. You havin’ to pay for your nooky, cuz?”


Since her manager disapproved of rodeo cowboys more than MoonPies, Starlet played dumb. “Now, that’s strange. When would I have had a chance to talk with a rodeo cowboy?” She fanned a hand in front of her flushed face. “Is the air conditioner on in here?”


“Check the air conditioner!” Kari bellowed at her assistant before turning to Jed. “Tell the cowboy he’s out of luck for a backstage pass, but give him a couple tickets—not front row.”


“We don’t have front row, anyhow. They’re filled with a bunch of hotshot military dudes. And I’m not Ticketmaster. I’m the head of security, and some people need to show a little respect.”


Kari barely gave him a glance as she fluffed Starlet’s hair extensions. “You’ll get respect when you’ve earned it. So far, all I’ve seen you do is stand around chatting with the T-shirt vendors.”


“Nothin’ wrong with being friendly.” Uncle Bernard pushed his way past Jed. Back in Texas, Starlet’s uncle had always worn overalls and a white T-shirt with ketchup stains. But since following his niece on tour, he’d taken to wearing western suits and matching Stetsons, which, with his small frame and pointy features, made him look like a Keebler Elf gone country. “Just a few quick signatures, Star Baby.” He held out a stack of ball caps with a hideous picture of her on the front. While she gaped at the picture, he pointed a black Sharpie at her mouth. “MoonPie?”


Starlet quickly brushed at her lips, but it was too late. Kari had zeroed in.


“MoonPie?” Her voice hit a high note that had chills tiptoeing down Starlet’s spine. “You know you have to watch your sugar intake, Star, especially with your metabolism. This means that you’ll have to work extra hard with the ThighMaster tomorrow.” She turned her evil eye on Uncle Bernie. “And didn’t I talk to you about nonauthorized merchandise?”


“I don’t know how much more authorized you can get than family.” Uncle Bernie polished the top of one cream-colored, lizard-skin boot on the back of his pant leg. “Especially when I raised Star like one of my own. It seems only right that she would want to repay me with a few autographs.”


“You are so full of shit, Bernie.” Starlet’s mother finally roused from her preconcert catnap and sat up on the couch, her hair wild and her eyes bloodshot. Starlet had poured out the bottle of vodka she’d found on the tour bus, but obviously, her mother had found another one. “You and that bitchy wife of yours—God rest her soul—treated my kid like crap.”


Uncle Bernie retained his smile. In fact, Starlet couldn’t remember a time when her uncle wasn’t happy and smiling. Maybe that was why it was so easy to forgive his shortcomings.


“Now, Jaydeen,” Uncle Bernie said, “let’s not go down that road again. I believe it was Shakespeare who said ‘Thee proof is in thee puddin’.’ ” He reached out and pinched Starlet’s cheek. “And there’s no better puddin’ than our little Star Baby.”


Her mother groaned and flopped back on the couch. “Anyone have a hit of cocaine?”


Jed’s gaze remained on Starlet. “I know what I’d like a hit of.”


For being more trouble than they were worth, there was one thing Starlet had to give her family: They kept her from getting stage fright. Being stuck with them in a dressing room was much scarier than being responsible for entertaining thousands of fans.


She turned to Kari. “I’m ready.”


“She’s ready!” Kari called out, prompting Jed to unclip the radio from his shirt collar and speak into it.


“The Star is walkin’.”


En masse, Starlet’s entire misfit posse headed for the door, even her mama, who, regardless of her hungover state, looked skinny and beautiful in her tight jeans and low-cut top. When they reached the stairs to the stage, Kari did more clothes adjusting, Jed did more gawking, her mama flirted with a security guy, and Uncle Bernie leaned in and whispered, “Don’t worry about the hats, Star Baby. I’ll take care of them.”


Starlet sent him a weak smile before climbing the stairs. As soon as she stepped onstage, a spotlight hit her, and the entire coliseum released a deafening roar of applause and whistles. She might’ve panicked if a stagehand hadn’t slipped her guitar over her head. The feel of the lacquered wood calmed her, and she walked to center stage and leaned in to the microphone.


“Hi, y’all. You ready for a little music?”


The answering applause had barely fizzled when her band kicked in. Then there was nothing but the music. It washed over Starlet like Texas sunshine, transforming her from an awkward, insecure woman to a graceful, confident entertainer. An entertainer who could tease the crowd, flirt with her band members, and be completely comfortable sharing all the emotions she normally kept well hidden.


As usual, while performing, time flew by much too quickly. Before Starlet knew it, she had finished her last song and was headed offstage to wait for her encore.


Kari met her on the stairs. “You didn’t give enough attention to the marines in the front row.”


“I thanked them for coming and dedicated ‘The Price of Freedom’ to them. What more did you want me to do?” Starlet took the bottle of water handed to her by a security guy and nodded her thanks before taking a deep drink.


“Something for a picture op,” her manager said. “Call one of them up and sing to him for your encore.”


Starlet shook her head. “I always do ‘Good-bye Kiss’ for the encore. And I’m not singing that to anyone but—” She caught herself. “I’m not singing that to some marine.”


Kari smiled the kind of smile that had always scared the crap out of Starlet. It reminded her of Meryl Streep in the movie The Devil Wears Prada.


“Well, of course you can do what you want,” Kari said as she studied her manicured nails. “You don’t have to listen to a manager with fifteen years’ experience under her belt. Fifteen years of sweating it out with no-talents so that, when she finally found a person with a tiny bit of talent, she could mold and shape her into the kind of star who fills an auditorium.” She waved her hand to encompass the coliseum before shrugging. “But… if you want a mediocre career that fizzles out after the first two albums, then you go right ahead and make your own decisions. I certainly won’t stand in your way.”


As always, Starlet conceded. “Okay, but I’ll sing one of my other songs.”


Kari shook her head. “ ‘Good-bye Kiss’ is your biggest hit—the one all these people have come to hear. If you leave it out, they’ll charge the stage and trample you like a herd of angry elephants. So I suggest you pretend that the marine is one of the rodeo cowboys you seem to be so enthralled with and make the best of it.” She turned without another word and walked down the stairs, leaving Starlet with no choice but to do as she said.


Downing the rest of the water, she walked back onstage.


“Well, hello again,” she said when she reached the microphone. “I thought I’d slow things down a bit and sing a love song that you might recognize.” The audience went wild. Once they’d quieted, she looked down at the front row. “But what’s a love song if you don’t have someone to sing it to? What say we get one of the country’s finest up here?”


Starlet’s gaze ran over the marines. They were all dressed in camouflage pants and caps, green T-shirts, and lace-up desert boots. Most were standing and waving their hands to get her attention.


Except for one.


One arrogant marine who didn’t seem to be that taken with Star Bentley. In fact, with the bill of his cap pulled low over his face and his booted feet stretched out and crossed at the ankles, he looked like Moses Tate napping on a park bench. Even ninety-year-old Moses had stayed awake during the concert she had done for the small town of Bramble, Texas.


Perturbed by the marine’s audacity, Starlet had no problem pointing him out. “Now, when I said I was going to slow things down a bit, I didn’t mean that you could go to sleep on me.” She waved her hand. “Let’s get Rip van Winkle up here and see if I can’t wake him up.”


The man didn’t acknowledge her words, but the other marines did. With a loud whoop, they picked him up and lifted him over their heads, passing him along until he ended up onstage. He didn’t fight them, but he didn’t seem too happy about it either. Once the stagehands had him seated in a chair, he crossed his arms and stared down at his boots.


Starlet unhooked the microphone from the stand. “What do you say, soldier boy? You think you can stay awake long enough to listen to little ol’ me?”


The audience laughed, but the marine remained mute. Starlet might’ve continued her teasing if a wave of dizziness hadn’t hit her. Not a little wave, but the kind that made your head feel like it had been flipped in a blender and set on puree. The roar of the crowd sounded muffled and distorted, and the stage seemed to rock like the deck of a ship. Not wanting to fall on her butt in front of thousands of people, she improvised and sat down on the marine’s lap.


Having dated her share of rodeo cowboys, Starlet wasn’t a stranger to athletic bodies. But no cowboy she’d ever dated had a body like this one. Instead of long, lean muscles, this body had bunched, thick ones. Thighs like hard granite. A stomach like rippled steel. And arms with tight, knotted biceps as big as grapefruit.


Starlet loved grapefruits. In fact, they were the only things on Kari’s starvation diet that she did love. Starlet had a half of one every morning—the juicy meat sectioned off and a sweet little cherry in the center.


“If you’re going to sing, sing.” The marine’s hissed words cut into her grapefruit daydream.


She might’ve been ticked at his attitude if she hadn’t been distracted by his voice. It was familiar. Too familiar. She dipped her head to peek under the cap, but before she could get a good look, another wave of dizziness hit her. She blinked it away, along with the ridiculous notion that she knew this marine. The only marine she knew didn’t have biceps the size of grapefruits and thighs like sculptured granite. He was a skinny nerd who worked some desk job at the Russian embassy. And even if he were in the States, he would never be caught dead at one of her concerts.


Which was just fine and dandy with Starlet.


What wasn’t fine and dandy was this marine’s arrogance and nonchalance. Starlet didn’t care if he liked her, but he wasn’t going to ignore her. Remaining on his lap just to spite him, she lifted the microphone to her mouth and started to sing.


It wasn’t easy.


“Good-bye Kiss” was the first song Starlet had ever written for the first and only love she’d ever had. It seemed wrong to sing it to someone else. So she did what Kari suggested: She imagined the love of her life and let the words of the song flow from the heart. When she finished, tears rolled down her cheeks, and you could’ve heard a pin drop in the coliseum. The marine wasn’t so moved. With a grumbled curse, he picked her up and set her on her feet before walking offstage.


Completely humiliated by his brush-off, she quickly lifted the microphone and ended the show.


“Thank y’all for coming. God Bless!”


As always, the closing riled the crowd and had them charging the stage, yelling for autographs and tossing up pink roses. Normally, she caught one and waved a good-bye. But tonight it took all her concentration to walk. The dizziness was back and worse than ever. She stumbled over a cord and would’ve fallen if the security guy hadn’t appeared and taken her arm.


“This way, Miss Bentley.”


Struggling to put one foot in front of the other, she followed him. He released her to jump down from the stage and then reached up to lift her off. It was then that she noticed where he had taken her. They weren’t in the long corridor that led to her dressing room. They were at the back of the stage, behind the curtains and lights and amid all the technical cords and wires.


Now, why would he bring her back here?


“Wait—” It was the only thing she got out before a rag was stuffed in her mouth and her hands were jerked behind her back and tied. Still, it wasn’t until he hefted her over his shoulder and headed for a side door that she figured out what was happening.


Star Bentley, the sweetheart of country music, was being kidnapped.


And Starlet Brubaker had no choice but to go along for the ride.















Chapter Two



BECKETT CATES HAD A HEADACHE. It wasn’t unusual. Most days, he woke with a deep, throbbing pain pulsing in his temples and pressing against the backs of his eyes. The shrink at Camp Lejeune was convinced that it would go away in time. Of course, his shrink had also been convinced that driving to Charlotte and attending a Star Bentley concert would be good for Beckett. And look where that had landed him: onstage with a spoiled, snooty woman who had gotten much too big for her britches.


Not to say that Starlet Brubaker was bigger than the last time Beckett had seen her. In fact, she was a lot skinnier. Almost too skinny. If he hadn’t seen her picture on the cover of numerous magazines, he might not have recognized her at all. The insecure, brown-eyed girl from Miss Hattie’s Henhouse was long gone, replaced by a green-eyed blonde who was cockier than a special ops officer.


The only things that hadn’t changed on Starlet were her breasts. They were still eyepoppers, which was hard not to notice when they had been snuggled against his chest like two warm kittens.


And speaking of eye-popping breasts.


A woman stepped out of one of the rooms along the backstage corridor. She wore painted-on jeans and a tight tank top that left little to the imagination. “You lost, good-lookin’?”


“No, ma’am.” Beckett would’ve continued his search for an exit if she hadn’t stepped in front of him and curled a hand around his bicep, bringing with her the scent of cigarette smoke and booze. While her body wasn’t half-bad, her face told the story of a woman who had lived hard and wasn’t done yet.


“You sure?” she said. “ ’Cause I wouldn’t mind helping you find your way.” She studied him with more than a little hunger in her big, brown eyes. Big, brown eyes that were a carbon copy of Starlet’s before she ruined them with green contacts.


Beckett removed her hand from his arm. “Sorry, but I’m a pretty lost cause.” He went to step around her when a hulk of a security guy came meandering down the corridor, an annoying female’s voice blaring from the radio clipped to his black polo shirt.


“I want her found, Jed! And I want her found now! See if you can locate that rodeo cowboy. She’s probably chasing after his chaps.”


Jed took his time lifting the radio off his shirt and pushing the button on the side. “Will do. But you don’t need to worry. If anyone can find her, I can.” He looked at the woman standing next to Beckett. “I don’t suppose that you’ve seen Star, Aunt Jaydeen?”


Before Aunt Jaydeen could answer, a midget of a man in a Stetson and western suit stepped out of the room. “What’s all the ruckus? Are we havin’ a family meetin’ and I wasn’t invited? Now, that don’t seem right, seein’ as how I’m the head of the family.”


“More like the ass of the family,” Aunt Jaydeen grumbled. “It seems that Starlet has gone missing.” She glanced over at Beckett. “Sorry, sweetie, but I’ll have to catch you later. I need to go find my daugh—sister.” She hurried down the corridor, her heels clicking against the concrete floor.


For being security, Jed didn’t seem to be in quite as much of a hurry. He pulled a can of chewing tobacco out of his back pocket and took a dip before slowly moseying off in the direction he’d come from.


The midget cowboy watched him go and shook his head. “That boy has always been one apple short of a bushel.” He glanced at Beckett and smiled broadly before holding out a hand. “Bernard Brubaker, at your service—but most folks call me Bernie. You Jaydeen’s newest conquest?”


“Not hardly.” Beckett shook his hand. “Beckett Cates.” He stared down the corridor as his headache grew worse. He had no business getting involved. He had enough going on in his life. Especially when the squawking woman on the radio was probably right: Starlet was no doubt just meeting up with some cowboy.


Unfortunately, Beckett couldn’t let it go until he knew for sure.


He turned to Bernie. “You wouldn’t happen to know where the closest exit to the stage is, would you?”


“As a matter of fact, I do.” Bernie quickly pulled a Sharpie pen from his pocket and signed the cap he held with Star Bentley’s name. “Never hurts for a man to know how to get out of any given situation quickly.” He tossed the pen and hat back into the room before leading the way down the corridor.


As they neared the stage, Beckett could see that pandemonium had broken out. Stagehands, security, and band members were racing around to the orders of a petite woman in a pink power suit with the same annoying voice as the one that had come from Jed’s radio. Upon seeing the woman, Bernie pulled Beckett around to the back of the stage.


“It’s best to keep your distance from the she-devil.” He stepped over a tangle of black cable. “Kari is no doubt the reason my niece has run for the hills. The woman is a ballbuster if ever there was one. Very similar to my late wife.” He took off his hat and covered his heart. “God rest her soul.” His bald head gleamed in the stadium lighting. “Maybelline was the love of my life, but I spent most of our marriage in a bottle just trying to escape her bad temper. Since she died, I haven’t touched a drop of liquor—leastways, not the hard stuff—which should tell you something. Here we are.” He pushed open the side door.


The door led to a dark alley with three battered trash bins.


“You think Star’s—?” Bernie started, but Beckett held his finger to his lips and shook his head.


Something had caught his attention by one of the Dumpsters. A flash of movement that had his senses alert and muscles tightening. He waved Bernie back and then slipped out the door and up against the wall of the coliseum. He was probably just being foolish. He had seen more than a few marines who had come off active duty being a little overly cautious. But something wasn’t right. There was a shift in the air. An indistinguishable scent carried on the Carolina breeze that spoke of danger. The one time Beckett had ignored his basic instincts, bad things had happened. He wasn’t willing to chance it again.


A few feet from the first trash bin, he paused and listened. There was a small whimper, then a distinctive click that had him hitting the ground just as a bullet whizzed over his head. The next gunshot had him rolling to his feet and ducking around the front of the Dumpster.


Beckett figured he had about ten seconds to make his move before the guy realized that he didn’t have a gun and came out shooting. Looking around, he noticed the back end of a car parked on the other side of the bins. In one fluid motion, he leaned down and picked up a rock, chucking it as hard as he could at one of the car windows. Glass shattered, followed by rapid-fire gunshots. With the gunman’s attention diverted, Beckett scaled over the top of the Dumpster and dove at the shadowy figure on the other side. They hit the ground hard, but Beckett didn’t wait for his breath to rush back in before he made a grab for the gun.


The guy was no lightweight and refused to relinquish his hold, bringing his hand up and hitting Beckett in the chin with the butt of the revolver. Slightly stunned, Beckett allowed the man to get the upper hand and roll on top. His victory lasted for only a second before Beckett elbowed him hard in the throat. The jab caused the man to grunt and release the gun, and it skidded beneath the trash bin as Beckett rolled back on top. Unfortunately, he had no more than pinned the guy to the ground when someone clocked him over the head with a bottle. For a few seconds, he watched as amber glass rained down. Then there was nothing but darkness.


When Beckett came to, he was sprawled on his back in the alleyway with a headache the size of Texas. It took a moment and more than a few blinks to get his vision to clear. Amid a star-filled sky, three faces stared down at him.


“You’d think that a marine would be tougher than a bottle of Bud,” Jed said.


“Beer has brought down more than a few good men,” Bernie replied.


“And he is a good man.” Jaydeen’s eyes ran over him. “A real good man.”


While Beckett tried to piece together what had happened, a cool hand stroked over his cheek and pressed him against an ample bosom. An ample bosom he identified as soon as the woman it belonged to spoke.


“I feel just terrible,” Starlet said. “But it was dark, and I couldn’t see a thing. First one guy was on top and then the other.”


“It sounds like my last date,” Jaydeen said.


“It’s not funny, Mama!”


Beckett’s head was pulled closer to Starlet’s soft breasts. So close that he felt like he was suffocating. Which didn’t explain why he wasn’t protesting. Maybe because he could think of a lot worse ways to die than cocooned in a set of sweet breasts that smelled like lilacs and… bananas?


“Just think, I could’ve killed my hero,” Starlet said in an overly dramatic voice. Of course, she had always been overly dramatic. Which was one of the reasons Beckett disliked her so much. He had trouble believing the sweet act she had cultivated. Especially when it had earned her a place in his family and enough money to pursue her career.


“Who said he was yours?” Jaydeen piped up. “I saw him first.”


“Now, ladies—” Bernie started, but was cut off by the back door banging open. The noise caused Beckett’s head to throb even more, and the high-pitched, screeching voice that followed the bang didn’t help.


“What in the hell is going on out here?”


Beckett’s head was released and plopped down to Starlet’s lap. He looked up to see the petite woman in the power suit standing over them.


“Do you mean to tell me,” she continued in the annoying voice, “that I’ve been racing around half worried sick while you’ve been cuddling with a marine in the alleyway?”


“I wouldn’t call it cuddling, She-devi—Miz Jennings,” Bernie said. “This here marine saved our little Star Baby’s life.”


That seemed to shut Starlet’s manager up—at least for a few seconds. Once she digested the information, she turned back to Starlet. “Someone threatened your life?”


“I would’ve saved her, Kari,” Jed said, “if this asshole hadn’t jumped in. I was coming around the corner of the building when I heard the shots.”


“But you didn’t save my life. This wonderful man did.” Starlet absently played with the lock of hair that had fallen over Beckett’s forehead. Why that would send a shaft of desire spearing through him, he couldn’t say. Or maybe he just didn’t want to.


Jed snorted. “Your life wasn’t in any danger.”


“I don’t know what you’d call it. The criminal trussed your cousin up like a pig before slaughter,” Bernie said, “and pert near killed this young marine with this here gun.” He held up the revolver, completely unconcerned about ruining any possible fingerprints.


“Oh. My. God.” Kari stared at the gun for just a second before pulling a cell phone from the pocket of her suit jacket and quickly punching in a number. Beckett expected her to start rattling off information to the police, but instead she spoke in an excited voice about something else entirely. “Deb, please tell me that the reporters are still lurking backstage.” The answer made her shift excitedly from one high heel to the other like she had to take a leak. “Good.” She started to pace. “Tell them that I have a scoop—” She stopped, her heels crunching the gravel. “No, wait! Don’t tell them that. Just keep them and the photographers right where they are. I’ll be in in a minute to explain everything.” Without waiting for a reply, she hung up the phone and placed it back in her pocket before turning around.


“Are you two all right?” She hurried over, her voice no longer screeching but sugary and even more annoying than before.


“I’m fine,” Starlet said, “but I’m worried about him. Shouldn’t we call an ambulance?”


“I don’t need an ambulance.” Beckett sat up. His head hurt like a sonofabitch, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t deal with. He got to his feet and touched a hand to the back of his head. There was a lump, but no blood. He shot an exasperated look at Starlet before directing his attention to the manager. “We need to call the police.”


“Of course we do,” Kari said. “And I will—just as soon as we get inside.”


Having about as much as he could take, Beckett stared down at the petite woman and said one word. “Now.”


Her shoulders stiffened for a split second before she nodded. “Fine.” She glanced over at Jaydeen. “Could you please call the police while I get Star inside?” Starlet started to get to her feet, but she stopped her. “No. I don’t want you walking. Not until we assess your injuries.”


“She’s right.” Jed hurried over. “ ’I’ll carry you.”


“No!” Kari stepped in front of him. “I need you to take control of the situation inside. Let everyone know that Star is safe and sound. Then tell the stage and technical crew to get busy taking down the stage. And don’t screw up. After what just happened, you’re walking on thin ice.”


Jed grumbled but did what she asked. Once the door closed behind him, Kari turned to Beckett. “I’m sure a big, strong marine like yourself wouldn’t mind carrying Star inside?” She patted him on the chest. “I’m just going to run in and make sure the reporters don’t go on a feeding frenzy.”


Yeah, right. There was little doubt that she would be stirring up the feeding frenzy. Beckett waited for her to get inside before he turned to Starlet. He planned on telling her that he had no intentions of carrying her anywhere. Unfortunately, she was already climbing to her feet, and her legs were wobbling so badly that she had to grab on to the trash bin for support.


With an oath, Beckett walked over and scooped her up in his arms. Rather than protest, she looped her arms around his neck and snuggled close like the manipulative woman she was.


“So I’m assuming that the guy got away,” Beckett said as he started for the door.


“Yes, sir.” Bernie hustled over to open it. “By the time Jed and I got here, he was driving off in his beat-up Oldsmobile. Although I did get a license plate.” He tapped his head. “Like a steel trap.”


Beckett might’ve asked for the plate if he hadn’t stepped through the door to the staccato clicks of a half-dozen cameras and a chorus of questions:


“What happened, Miss Bentley?”


“Was it an attempted kidnapping?”


“Was it a stalker?”


“Or just an overzealous lover?”


With her head tucked under his chin, Beckett could feel Starlet take an uneven breath and release it before lifting her head and smiling brightly for the cameras.


“I’m glad y’all are so concerned,” she said. “But as you can see, I’m just fine and dandy. Thanks to the heroics of this marine.”


That prompted a flood of questions and pictures, but it was Kari Jennings who raised her voice loud enough to be heard over the din.


“Why don’t you give your hero a thank-you kiss, Star?”


The photographers catcalled their agreement. Before Beckett could dissuade her from the notion, Starlet’s arms tightened around his neck, and he was pulled toward a pair of lips with a tiny mole at the corner, which he remembered all too well. The soft, full lips had barely brushed his when her eyes flashed open, and he found himself staring into a startled pair of green contacts.


The one word that slipped out of her mouth was the one word that Beckett had hoped he would never hear again.


“Becky?”















Chapter Three



“SO YOU DIDN’T RECOGNIZE THE MAN?” Brant Cates sat on the edge of the bed, his rugged good looks completely out of place in the pink, frilly bedroom of the tour bus.


Sleep-deprived and hungry, Starlet wished she could forgo the interrogation. But Brant wasn’t the type of man who put off until tomorrow what could be done today. As soon as his brother, Beckett, tattled to him about the attempted kidnapping, Brant had contacted the doctors at the hospital and had Starlet kept overnight for observation, talked to the police and pushed for extra investigators on the case, and kept the buses from heading to the next stop on the tour. Being one of the wealthiest men in Texas—and the country—he had that kind of power.


But Starlet didn’t see him as a wealthy, powerful man. To her, he was just Uncle Brant, the first man who had ever believed in her. Which was why it was so difficult to lie to him.


“No.” She fidgeted with the stuffed Minnie Mouse sent by one of her fans. “I didn’t recognize him.”


“She’s lying.”


The words had her glaring at the man who lounged against the doorjamb as if he owned the bus instead of her. Beckett wore a similar outfit to the one he’d worn at the concert—minus the camouflage cap. His hair was military short on the sides, but longer on top. Long enough for one stray lock to curve over his forehead. Her gaze drifted down to his muscular chest. His body looked even more impressive in the predusk light that spilled in through the large windows. Of course, his new haircut and muscles didn’t change the fact that, while she adored the other men in the Cates family, she could barely tolerate Beckett.


“Don’t you have some terrorists to take care of, Becky?” she said. “Or do those jobs go to the real marines?”


His eyes darkened. It was the same look he’d given her years ago when she’d first used the nickname. And she couldn’t help but send him a smug smile when Brant took her side.


“Tread carefully, Beckett. Starlet has been through enough, and I won’t have you browbeating her. If she says she didn’t know the man, she didn’t know him.”


“I’m not browbeating, big brother. I’m merely stating a fact.” Beckett crossed his arms over his chest, which caused his biceps to strain against the short shirtsleeves like plump Georgia peaches. “Even though I’m not a ‘real’ marine, I’ve interrogated more than my share of prisoners and know the signs when someone’s lying. Hell, she won’t even look you in the eye.”


“Watch your mouth,” Brant warned before returning his attention to Starlet, who did have trouble looking him in the eye. “You’re sure?”


Starlet crumbled like a crushed MoonPie. “Well, maybe I’m not positive. I mean, I was drugged. And it was dark. And he was wearing a hat.”


“Not the entire time,” Beckett said. “The hat fell off during our fight, so you should’ve gotten a good look at him before he ran off. As for being drugged, that’s debatable, seeing as how the bottle of water was never found, and there was only a slight trace of narcotics discovered in your blood-stream—something that doesn’t surprise me, given your occupation.” He paused before adding, “Or your family.”


“I don’t take drugs!” she snapped. Then, realizing that Brant was watching her, she cooled her temper. “And what about you, Becky? You were there too. So what did the guy look like?”


Beckett’s eyes narrowed in thought for only a few seconds before he spoke with complete accuracy. “Around six two and two hundred pounds. Dark hair and eyes. Thick beard and broken nose.”


Starlet’s hand tightened on Minnie Mouse’s bow, and it came right off in her hand. As if he heard the soft snap of thread, Beckett cocked an eyebrow at Minnie before continuing in his snooty voice. “But that’s not what my brother asked you. He asked if you knew the man.”


Obviously, Beckett’s body had changed, but his personality was still as annoying as ever.


“And I said no!” Without thought, she threw bowless Minnie straight at Beckett’s head. He ducked, and the stuffed animal sailed out the door and bounced off Jed’s flat nose. For once, her cousin was a welcome sight.


“Everything okay in here?” he asked as he warily eyeballed Beckett. It was strange, but for always being the bully, Jed was the one who looked intimidated now.


“Of course everything’s okay.” Kari slipped past Jed, trying her best to avoid contact in the narrow hallway of the bus. She wasn’t as careful with Beckett. In fact, she wiggled her pixie body right up next to his as she scooted through the doorway. “The Cates are Star’s family.” She sent Beckett a smile that Starlet had never seen before—friendly with a hint of invitation. “And we are always happy to see family.”


Beckett stared down at her with the same look he seemed to give everyone. A bored, arrogant, smarty-pants look that really grated on Starlet’s last nerve. It didn’t seem to bother Kari as much. She pressed against him for what seemed like an eternity before she turned to Brant.


“But as much as we love seeing family, Star needs to get busy writing songs for her new album, and we need to get on the road to our next concert.”


Brant got to his feet and tucked the comforter around Starlet. “She doesn’t need to worry about writing songs as much as getting some rest.” He turned his steely gaze on Kari, who, to Starlet’s delight, actually fidgeted. “And there’s not going to be a next concert. After what happened, you need to cancel the rest of her tour—at least until we find out who was behind the kidnapping.”


The Devil Wears Prada returned.


“I’m sorry, but we can’t do that,” she said. “The stadium in Atlanta is sold out, and we need to leave tonight if we want to get there in time. But I share in your concern and have hired extra security. And I promise that Jed won’t let her out of his sight—nor will I.”


Great. No MoonPies or rodeo cowboys for Starlet this week.


“Not good enough,” Beckett butted in. “The man had a gun so he meant business. Next time, he might decide to forgo the kidnapping and just take a potshot.”


A chill ran down Starlet’s spine. As much as she hated to agree with Beckett on anything, he did have a point. One Kari wasn’t about to concede.


“Now, why would a fan want to take a potshot at her?” Kari’s gaze settled on Beckett’s chest. “Besides, he no longer has a gun.”


The disbelief on Beckett’s face was almost comical. “Are you on drugs too? Because if a man has one gun, he usually has two. Or at least, knows how to get another one.”


“Beckett is right,” Brant said. “We can’t chance it. Starlet is through with public appearances until we find this guy.”


There was a moment when Starlet thought Kari might explode. Her pixie face turned red, and her big blue eyes almost popped out of their sockets. But Kari hadn’t gotten where she was by losing her cool. Especially when she knew that she held the trump card. Or not a trump card as much as a pathetically weak country singer who was easily manipulated.


“Don’t you think we should let Star”—Kari emphasized the name—“make her own decisions? After all, it’s her career that’s on the line.” She paused. “Not to mention the careers of all the people who have worked so hard to make her concert tour a success.”


Every eye in the room turned to her, and Starlet suddenly had an overwhelming craving for the MoonPie she’d hidden in the nightstand. But a MoonPie wouldn’t change the fact that she was Star Bentley—not a real person, but a cooperation that was responsible for more than just Starlet Brubaker. As much as she wanted to cancel the concert, she knew she couldn’t.


Even if her life was in danger.


“The show must go on,” she said brightly before turning to Brant and trying to ease his fears. “I know you’re worried, Uncle Brant. But Kari’s right. There’s no need to be concerned when I’ll be surrounded by security. Besides, this is the last concert before we head back to Nashville. Once there, I promise to keep my public appearances to a minimum until we catch the person responsible.”


Brant studied her for a moment before nodding. “All right. But no taking water from anyone but family. And I plan to follow you to Atlanta and personally escort you onstage and off.”


She smiled. “I’d love that.”


Kari clapped her hands. “Now that we have that settled, we need to get on the road and let Star get to writing—” She sent Brant a smile. “I mean get some rest.” She moved toward the door, but hesitated when she reached Beckett. “Since your brother is coming to the concert, I can only hope that you will too. I’m sure Star’s fans would love to meet her hero.”


“I’m afraid not. I have to get back to the base.” Without a backward glance or a good-bye, Beckett disappeared down the hallway.


“If you’ll excuse me, I need to have a word with my brother.” Brant headed after him.


Once they were gone, Kari’s face fell. “That’s too bad that the marine isn’t going to be there. The publicity shots we got of you two have caused quite the stir.” She looked back at Starlet. “Are you sure there’s not more to your relationship than you’re letting on?”


Out the window, she could see Beckett striding across the parking lot. He no longer looked like the skinny nerd she’d first met at Miss Hattie’s Henhouse. He looked like a muscled warrior headed off to battle. Again she wondered what he had been doing at her concert. Especially when he liked her about as much as she liked him.


“No,” she said. “He’s not my type at all.”


Kari only shrugged before she left the room, sliding the pocket door closed behind her. A few moments later, the engine of the bus rumbled to life. But instead of writing new songs for her album or sleeping, Starlet picked up her cell phone and scrolled through her contact numbers until she found the one she wanted. The lazy drawl that answered would’ve made most women weak in the knees—which was exactly why Starlet had hired him.


“What were you doing at the concert telling Jed that I had invited you backstage and that I owed you money?” she said. “You’re supposed to be in Bramble.”


The drawl changed from sexy to annoyed. “I was in that Podunk town. And I did exactly what you wanted. And all I got for my efforts was a broken nose and dislocated shoulder.”


“He beat you up?”


“Not him—her. You didn’t tell me she was an ultimate fighter. That’s why I showed up backstage at the concert. I think I deserve double the money for my hospital bills.”


Starlet’s shoulders slumped. Five men and five failed attempts.


“Fine,” she said. “I’ll send it to the address I sent the other check.” She hung up without waiting for a reply.


Now even more depressed, she opened the drawer of the nightstand and pulled out an old, beat-up Bible. According to her mama, it and a pair of holey underwear were the only things her daddy had left behind when he’d run off. While Jaydeen cussed Ray Sparks out for not leaving money, Starlet thought the Bible a perfect parting gift. For years, it had fueled a fantasy of her father being a righteous Sir Lancelot who had been tricked into marriage with an evil queen. Not that her daddy had married her mama, but that was the best thing about a fantasy: It didn’t have to be true. And it was a much better story than the one Jed told her about her father taking one look at his ugly newborn daughter and running for the hills.


Although deep down there was a part of her that believed Jed’s story. She had been an ugly baby. Ugly enough that her daddy and mama had both wanted to abandon her. In fact, Starlet hadn’t started feeling pretty until she had grown up and left home for Miss Hattie’s Henhouse, the infamous house of ill repute where Starlet’s great-great-aunt had once worked. The three old women—or “hens,” as they preferred to be called—who lived there had taken Starlet under their wings and given her love and confidence. But they weren’t the ones who made her feel beautiful. Only one man was responsible for that.


Fanning through the pages of the Bible, Starlet searched until she found the newspaper clipping. She carefully pulled it out, her gaze longingly devouring the picture of the heroic rodeo cowboy with the smile that melted her heart.


And made her extremely hungry.


She quickly found the other treasure she’d hidden in the Bible. The MoonPie was squashed flat, but still unbelievably delicious. She took her time eating it, savoring the banana icing and sticky marshmallow filling while she stared at the blue-eyed cowboy and strengthened her resolve.


Her plan would work. All she needed to do was find the right cowboy. She paused mid finger lick. And maybe that was her problem. Maybe instead of hiring the right cowboy, she needed to hire the right man. The kind of man who was better at getting women to say yes.


Her cell phone rang, jarring her from her thoughts and causing her to guiltily shove the MoonPie wrapper under her pillow before she picked up. She was about to say hello when her best friend, Brianne Hicks, started yelling. And since Brianne was the sister to the Cates brothers, she knew how to yell.


“Where have you been? And why haven’t you returned my calls? Didn’t you know that I’d be worried sick?”


“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t.” Starlet fanned through the Bible for another MoonPie but came up empty. “From the concert, I went to the hospital. And I’ve been surrounded by people ever since. Including your two brothers.”


“I know. I talked with Brant a few minutes ago, but I’m a little confused about Beckett. I thought he was supposed to be in Russia. What was he doing there?”


“I don’t have a clue. I was hoping you’d know the answer. And why didn’t you tell me he’d gotten so…” Starlet pictured Beckett’s body and tried to come up with the appropriate adjective, but Brianne beat her to it.


“Buff?” She laughed. “Maybe because I didn’t think you cared. Although it looked like you more than cared in the picture I saw on the Internet.”


“That was all a publicity stunt planned by Kari.”


“I figured as much.” A toilet flushed.


“Are you going to the bathroom while you’re talking to me?” Starlet asked.


“If I want to have a conversation that’s longer than two seconds, I have no choice,” she said. “In the last month, my bladder has become the size of a dust mite—something all my sisters-in-law warned me about, but I never fully understood until now.” She paused. “You’re coming back for the birth, right? I mean, I can’t be stuck in a birthing room alone with Dusty. The man has turned into a nervous Nellie, and I don’t think he’ll be much help.”


There was nothing Starlet wanted more, but things had changed since the last time she’d spoken to Brianne. “The hens and your mama will be there.”


“And you think that will be better? My mama will have the doctors jumping through hoops to take care of her baby girl. And you know the hens. I love the old gals, but they aren’t exactly soothing. Look, if you can’t make it, I’ll understand. I just thought it would be nice to have my best friend there—especially when I’m a little scared about becoming a mama.”


“I had planned to be there, Bri,” she said, “but after what happened, I don’t think it’s a good idea. I couldn’t stand the thought of putting the people I love in danger.”


“Danger?” Brianne said. “What do you mean, Starlet? Do you think the kidnapper is still after you?”


Starlet took a deep breath, wondering how much she should reveal. Of course, Brianne knew how to keep a secret. She had proven that the first time Starlet had met her. And since this had to do with that exact secret, it seemed only right that she should know.


Clutching the phone to her ear, Starlet glanced around. Twilight crept in the tinted windows of the bus, casting the room in an eerie bluish haze. As she finally voiced the truth, she couldn’t help the shiver of fear that had goose bumps rising on her arms.


“It was dark, so I can’t be sure. But I think it was him, Bri. I think it was Alejandro.”
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